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Paul Ricceur and the Language of the

Church Community

OLIVIER ABEL

Introduction: Thinking the Church

Rare are the philosophers who are interested in
the idea of the church, in the church as idea. But
it is the case, for example, for Kant in Die Reli-
gion innerhalb der Grenzen der blossen
Vernunft (Religion within the Limits of Reason
Alone), 1793, when he speaks of “ethical com-
munity”. My purpose in the present study is to
show that Paul Ricceur developed very original
reflections on this subject, reflections that can be
considered both as witness to a pivotal period
and as testing ground or as a laboratory of philo-
sophical themes developed elsewhere or further.
What is a philosopher, on the eve of May 1968,
thinking about the “meaning and function of the
church community”? This is, in fact, the title of a
collection of three unpublished texts taken from
copied lecture notes’ in “Cahiers d”étude du
Centre protestant de recherches et de rencontres
du Nord” (n°26-1968) from a colloquium on this
theme in Amiens in 1967.% It is around these

! Throughout this study, the citations identified with a
Roman numeral and a letter come from three original
texts recovered from recordings and copied lecture
notes in “Cahiers d”étude du Centre protestant de re-
cherches et de rencontres du Nord” (n°26-1968).
These three texts are entitled “Being Protestant To-
day” (which dates from 1965 and seems to have been
distributed in advance to the participants), “Presence
of the Church in the World” (a title which evokes the
books of Jacques Ellul, Presence in the Modern
World, 1948, and False Presence in the Modern
World, 1963), and “Sense and Language.” The reader
will find a detailed outline of these unpublished texts
in the appendix 2. Paul Ricceur, to whom I had asked
in the early 1990s if he would authorize their publica-
tion in the formation of a small book by Labor et
Fides, never went over them for correction in the end.

2 Protestant France of the 1960s saw the emergence,
alongside traditional parishes, of research centers
which represented precisely another form of church:
le Centre protestant de recherche de rencontres du

core texts and others around this same period
that T try to reconstruct the idea of “confessing
community”, which interested Ricceur then.

My starting hypothesis, which | only sketch
here, is that religion is both a language among
others, separated, and a fusion of different lan-
guages, the point where the same language
speaks to all before settling into separate and au-
tonomous languages.® It seems to me that
Ricceur himself alternates between an acute
sense of the separation of genres of language and
an intimate sense of the fusion of these lan-
guages. In any case, it is certain that the question
of faith and religion is profoundly linked, for
him, with the word [parole] and language [lan-
gage], so that religion is for him a language into
which one is born, and he operated a dual and
careful work of translation for a long time ac-
cording to the audience to which he addressed
himself — to his activist Protestant “friends” or to
his philosopher colleagues.

In the examined texts, which are addressed to
the first of these audiences, one will see three
major themes successively approached which
allow to outline what a “church community” is.
First, we see how Ricceur proposes a rap-
prochement between the function of this commu-
nity and that of utopia. Here, utopia is not an es-

Nord, le Centre protestant de I'Ouest, le Centre de Vil-
lemétrie, le Centre protestant d'études et de documen-
tation, etc. These centers gathered Protestants among
which certain ones no longer attended parishes and
also there mixed in a number of Marxists. They and
the circles which gathered them disappeared in the
wake of May 1968. It is thus in this context that one
must place the proposal of Paul Ricceur, then presi-
dent of the Mouvement du christianisme social and of
the Fédération protestante de I'enseignement.

% | propose three states of language: a state of fusion
where everything blends in a dramatic or hymnal way,
a state of separation of genres which marks the effort
of classicism, a state of translation which proposes of
mixed genres of judicious or amorous crossings.



cape from the world, but a limit horizon which
demands us to return to the world otherwise. We
perhaps have a similar utopia when Pierre Bayle,
chased from the Catholic France of Louis XIV,
but disappointed by the fanaticism of the
Protestant churches of refuge, publishes the pe-
riodical Nouvelles de la république des lettres in
the 1680s: the free republic appears as a figure
of the invisible church, and thus utopic. Ac-
cording to Paul Ricceur, perhaps also in connec-
tion with a disappointment or a sense of crisis,
we sometimes have to make something like a
fictional ecclesiology. The dramatic figure of the
church community that he proposes searches for
a passage between imagination and institution —
a difficult road, which will also be his as dean at
Nanterre. Yet this imagined community re-
sponds to a call; it is provoked by a word, which
presupposes a framework, a linguistic theatre.

Next we will see exactly how for him the ele-
ment of this confessing community par excel-
lence is language. Ricceur, perhaps to balance
what was then the apotheosis of the notion of
work, shows language [le langage] and word [la
parole] as the major site or major battlefield of
his time. To the extent where language is, as he
will say later, the institution of institutions, and
to the extent where linguistic trust, restored in
spite of and through suspicion, will seem to him
later the element of all human attestation, it is
clear that this is a fundamental issue. The con-
stitution of the church community is firstly lan-
guage; that is its function. | will search in the
dialectic not of writing and orality, but of lan-
guage and the word, the philosophical equivalent
of the intimate dialectic in the confessing com-
munity between religion and faith.

Finally, we will try to find in the linguistic
turn of Ricceur”s philosophy one of the reasons
for him turning away from the purely specula-
tively dialogue between philosophy and theology
and to search within the diversity of expressions
of the confessing community the opening of a
relation to a possible world. This interpretive
opening is inseparable from this plurality itself.
My hypothesis is that the plurality of linguistic
genres entails a plurality of forms of the church
community. The diversity of literary genres in
the collection of biblical texts raises not only a
plurality in relation to the world, to time, to God,
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but the possibility of a diversity of forms of
community. Ricceur refers to the inexhaustible
inventiveness of reception which continues a
tradition of reading in constantly making it
branch off by original translations, but also the
canonical formation of the community as it
overcomes and accepts discordance.

To conclude, we return to ourselves in a con-
text that has changed in many ways, but where
the perspective of the meaning and function of
the church community remains a topic of reflec-
tion perhaps more urgent than ever, both as
space of deconstruction and as horizon of fiction
and exploration of possibilities.

A Utopic Community

The utopic function of the church community
appears as a counterpoint to an analysis of mod-
ern society described as a technical world. It is a
society that accumulates the means and elimi-
nates the question of ends. It is also a society
founded on rapid growth, but which fails to give
meaning and significance to this growth, which
thereby becomes a false infinite. Ricceur writes
that this society

is characterized by a growing mastery of man over
the means and an effacement of his ends, as if the
increasing rationality of means gradually reveals
the absence of meaning. This is particularly true in
capitalist societies where man is handed over to
the pressure of advertising and credit institutions,
to the incessant pressure of lust. In this way, the
pathetic motive of a society of production is ren-
dered manifest: desire without end. Another vain
dream animates the man of consumer society: the
augmentation of his power. At its limit, it cancels
time, space, the destiny of birth and death. But in
such a project, all becomes instrumental, useful, in
the universal reign of the manipulable and availa-
ble. (I a)

It is within this context that Ricceur calls for uto-

pia:

In the face of this, the task is not of recrimination
and regret, but to witness to a fundamental mea-
ning. How? Even if the word was suspicious or
ambiguous, | would say advocate for utopia. | call
utopia this vision of a fulfilled humanity both as
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totality of men and as the singular destiny of each
person. It is the aim that can give meaning: to de-
sire that humanity is one is to desire that it is real-
ized in each person. We are thus responsible for
the pressure and the thought of a double destiny.
The first, that of totality, is the issue of all debates
on decolonization, on research of a generalized
economy, on nationalism. It is a matter that pre-
vails on particularisms and egoisms; the needs of
humanity taken as a whole. But there is another
side, that of the anonymity and inhumanity of in-
dustrial society, which requires that we personal-
ize to the maximum relations increasingly more
and more abstract. I say, like Spinoza, “the more
we know singular things, the more we know
God”. This recourse to utopia gives me the op-
portunity to clarify in which manner | see the re-
lationship between ethics and politics. | believe
neither in the dissolution of ethics into politics un-
der pain of Machiavellianism nor in the direct in-
tervention of ethics into politics under pain of
moralism. What | am searching for is the ar-
ticulation of two levels of morality: the level of
moral conviction and the level of moral re-
sponsibility of power. (I a)

The function of the church community would be
to exert a constant “utopic” pressure on the in-
clinations of our society, to resist its abuses, but
also to give to it a horizon, an aim, a point that
introduces a tension with instrumental rationality
where it is not a question of efficient manage-
ment blind to the pathology of desire that it
arouses. This slight pressure, this inclination or
disinclination introduced in the figures of the
hopeful, but also in the small choices, concrete
habits and maxims of action, can seem pathetic,
but it weighs like a small rudder that can change
the interior orientation of the entire ship in the
end.* I would like to insist here on two lines of
argument outlined in this text: the first, on the
difference between ethical conviction and ethical
responsibility, and the second indicating the
breadth of the utopic horizon between the task of
regrouping dislocated humanity and the task of
singling out personal destinies.

% This is the image of the language which governs the
body given by John in his epistle (John 3:5) and
commented by Louis Simon, then Ricceur”s pastor at
Palaiseau, in his work Une éthique de la sagesse.
Commentaire de I’Epitre de Jacques (Geneve: Labor
et Fides, 1961).

On the first line of argument, one sees how old
and radical, according to Ricceur, is the af-
firmation of an irrepressible ethical plurality:

My deep conviction is that we cannot have a uni-
fied conception of morals; we cannot unify us
ourselves morally because we pursue incompa-
tible things; on the one hand a certain purity of
goals and intentions, on the other, a certain effi-
cacy of means. These two words — purity, efficacy
- can also deteriorate into each other: purity-pur-
ism, efficacy-Machiavellianism. But the moral life
precisely rests on a dialectic of the desirable ab-
solute and the realizable optimum. (I1 b)

Depending on Weber, as we know,’ Ricceur in-
sists on the work of mutual correction between
the two ethics. One will find this tension again
later between love and justice (see Amour et jus-
tice, Tubingen: Mohr AJ, 1990). On the one
hand, there is the Gospel ideal, which is not very
far from the Kantian ideal.® But on the other
hand, everything is not possible at the same time
in a given period (here he gives the example of
our societies, which do not know how to be both
egalitarian and productive). The ethical paradox
of responsible conviction is that it is not limited
to an external accusation, but that it must not
cease to implicate oneself. And to not too quick-
ly resign, because it is this resignation of our in-
telligence and our will which makes the bed of
Machiavellianism.

The danger of technocracy, of bureaucracy, is
clear. It is always possible that the incompetent
people that we all are will be eliminated by those
who know, and that there is a seizure of decision
by the competent ones. But it must be said that
this seizure feeds our resignation. It is because we
are not informed enough and do not take the trou-

5 In his lecture in 1920 on this theme, Max Weber had
anticipated with lucidity what for Paul Ricceur was the
consequence of his own “blunder” as a pacifist youth.
Ricceur had great admiration for this lecture.

b «“We can present it as a sort of ideal, of idealism, of
absolute respect of the human person, in Kantian lan-
guage, or according the Gospel perspective of perfec-
tion: ‘Be perfect as your Holy Father is perfect.” That
is moral conviction. In Kantian language, ‘Treat al-
ways the other man not only as a means, but also as an
end.”” (Il b)



ble to learn elementary things that we are put out
of the game. (Il a)

It is plausible to place in the wake of this tension
an alternative dialectic of the social imaginary
proposed by Ricceur between utopia and ideol-

ogy:

On the one hand, we must resist the seduction of
pure utopic expectations; they can only despair ac-
tion. Because of a lack of anchorage in ongoing
experience, they are incapable of formulating a
practical path towards the ideas which are situated
elsewhere. The expectations must be determinate,
thus finite and relatively modest if they are to be
able to arouse responsible engagement. Yes, one
must avoid the horizon of expectation of escape.
We must bring the present closer by a staggering
of intermediate projects in relation to action. [...]
We must, on the other hand, resist shrinking the
space of experience. For that, we must struggle
against the tendency to consider only the past
from the standpoint of the achieved, un-
changeable, passed. We must reopen the past, re-
kindle in it unfulfilled potentialities, that were
prevented or massacred. In short, against the ad-
age that wants the future to be open and contin-
gent, and the past unequivocally closed and ne-
cessary, we must render our expectations more
deter7minate and our experiences more indetermi-
nate.

This does not prevent that

utopia is what prevents the horizon of expectation
from fusing with the field of experience. It is what
maintains the gap between hope and tradition. (Il

a)

The second line of argument is also largely doc-
umented by Ricceur and contributes to give pre-
cision to the utopic horizon. It was already
claimed that modern society, in its technical and
instrumental aspect, determines a pathology of
desire which affects both interpersonal bonds
and collective solidarities.

I think that in this absence of meaning, we experi-
ence not only the alteration of our relations with

7 Paul Riceeur, Temps et récit, Tome Il (Paris: Seuil,
1985), 312-313; [Time and Narrative 1l (Chicago;
University of Chicago Press, 1990), 228].
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others, but also the absence of collective projects
[...] We are looking for an inclusive rationality,
which would give both individual meaning and
collective meaning, which would allow us to un-
derstand all the meanings of the word “to underst-
and” — that is to say, that we would be included in
it. (Il a)

Only such a “comprehensive” rationality (her-
meneutics in a broad or radical sense of the
term) would allow to gather together the sections
of an objective rationality and an irrational sub-
jectivity.

the human subject becomes pure violence at the
moment where all objects become objects of cal-
culation. (11 a)

And he continues:

Thus, on the one hand, we must gather together
humanity, which is dislocated, and on the other
hand, individualize the destinies which are uni-
form. Two fronts to hold together. (11 &)

This broad dialectic is evoked when one comes
across “Le socius et le prochain”, when Ricceur
indicates that:

The theme of the neighbor operates, therefore, as
permanent critique of the social bond. With re-
spect to the love of neighbor, the social bond is
never intimate enough and never broad enough. It
is never intimate enough since social mediation
will never become the equivalent of the encounter,
of immediate presence. It is never broad enough
since the group only affirms itself against another
group and closes in on itself. The neighbor is the
double existence of the close and the far.®

One cannot separate the demand of human
community in its reiterative universality from
that of human personality in its deep singularity.
I would like to add that it is on both sides that
language plays with metaphor. It is to this lan-
guage, both dramatic and metaphorical, that |
would like to attribute the character of language
in a state of fusion. We will see later how this

8 Paul Ricceur, “Le socius et le prochain,” 113-127 in
Histoire et vérité (Paris: Seuil, 1955), 125; [History
and Truth (Evanston: Northwestern UP, 1965),108].
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language is changed into separate and clearly
distinct genres, but also is made available for
translation, for linguistic hospitality.

A Confessing Community

We now come to the central point of this study:
the linguistic character of this community
aroused by a word [parole]. The language of
church community is not an instrument of
“com,” a means, a technique of communication.

I hasten to say that when | speak here of language,
I do not think only of words that must change, but
also the meaning of the message. (I11)

Ricceur seeks in the word [parole], to the con-
trary, what would counteract the excesses of
merely instrumental communication where the
logic of efficacy, productivity, consummability,
and of communicational performance, so to
speak, prevails. All the problems of our society
can be considered as problems of signification
and illnesses of language.

Language is the battlefield, the place of all our
combats. Because it is in language itself which is
the place of forgetfulness: [....] the power of lan-
guage to interrogate man and to open possibilities
is forgotten. To open possibilities: possibility to
exist as man, to tell a story. It is the struggle
against this central forgetfulness, which requires
me to preserve, on the side of logical and tech-
nical language that is objective, a language which
understands, on the side of technical language by
which | dispose of all things, the language which
awakens possibilities. (I b)

The function of preaching is therefore in each
case first to

restore the space of interrogation in which the
question can take on meaning. (I b)

And this space is common to those who are
raised by this interrogation, question or call. The
confessing community is first constituted by this
space of possible interrogation.

It is the basis of the message to understand
this community, not as an addition of “I” nor

even as a “third” institution, but as the always
difficult possibility of a “we.”

| do not think that the subject of faith can be an
individual; the subject of faith is not an “I”, but
“we” [...] Interpretation can only be a segment of
tradition, that is to say, in the transmission of the
message in the history of a community. The word
[parole] only arouses man if it continues to be
transmitted. That is why preaching can only be
heard by the many. (I c)

Ricceur resists, then, the ironic temptation to
abandon the community, the church, the parish.
He believes that outside of a confessing commu-
nity, critical work is nothing more than pains-
taking, scholarly exegesis that is empty.

What is central is the possibility to speak of
the first person plural, the possibility to say we.
And this “we” only has internal meaning for the
community if it speaks to all outside of the
community.

So even if | now speak inside of a Christian com-
munity, | speak for all, and | would like to hold
onto a language which is comprehensible by all.

(Ifc)

This is precisely why we need a linguistic com-
munity capable of generating and supporting this
word [parole].

If a confessing community does not bear the work
of interpretation, the first dialectic that we de-
scribed in the first part also dies. The dialectic of
conviction and responsibility demands to be sup-
ported by the concrete dialectic of the ecclesial
and the social. The idea that the Church should
lose itself in the world until it disappears seems to
me stripped of meaning because if it loses itself,
there is no longer anything that is lost. It is the
function, no longer of preaching, but of worship to
maintain an internal milieu whereby there may al-
so be an external relation of church-world. It is
here, as in language: if the tension between poetry
and prose disappears from our language, our lan-
guage would be destroyed. (I c)

Ricceur outlines here the idea that the poetry of
worship responds to the prose of the modern
world:



the religious community must not have two langu-
ages, but two levels of language; one which will
be like a liturgy that will be the gift of the internal
function of the organism, the other, a prose, a pro-
fane language that takes from the concepts and
practices of all men. And it is the art of holding
together the poetry of the internal life and the
prose of the relation to the world of a community,
which will determine its survival. All the tensions
that | stated earlier - reason-understanding or me-
aning and calculating intelligence, conviction and
responsibility, perspective and prospective - |
would say that the church community must be the
place where all these tensions are lived to the most
extreme point of brightness and intensity. (I1 c)

But to fully understand the situation of the lan-
guage of the confessing community, it is neces-
sary to call on another tension, still more inti-
mate. Ricceur writes:

the confessing community is this place where the
problem of the word is lived, thought, and an-
nounced as the conflict of religion and faith. (111

©)

On the one hand, faith continues to deconstruct
religion.

The problem of demythologization is born there.
It is born from our cultural distance with respect
to the credible that is available from the apostolic
period. It is therefore necessary to make us con-
temporaries of Christ, to appropriate the essential
message, to carry out the destruction of the letter
(I use destruction in the Heideggerian sense: de-
construction). 1 do not wish by it to remove the
true scandal; the task to the contrary is to elimi-
nate the false scandal to restore the original scan-
dal. (1 b)

But on the other hand, this deconstruction cannot
go far if it is not done within a tradition. It takes
the existence of a confessing community to live
the struggle of religion and faith.

I do not think that faith can exist outside of a re-
covery and indefinite correction of the religious
vehicle. (I ¢)

Since Kierkegaard, if not Calvin, until Karl
Barth, this critique of religion by faith is a clas-
sic theme in Protestant theology. But in revers-
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ing the critical front to show that there is no liv-
ing faith without a religious element already de-
posited, Ricceur proposes an original approach
for his time. Later in the examined text, he will
propose the convergence between external cri-
tique, which uses the demystification of the mas-
ters of suspicion in the wake of Feuerbach, and
the internal critique used by demythologization
in the wake of Bultmann, which is a decon-
struction of secondary rationalizations and alter-
native theological elaborations:

We must never forget from the view of the first
Christian generation, there was a writing [écri-
ture]. This writing was the Bible, that is to say the
Old Testament. Before this writing, there was liv-
ing preaching. But to the extent that writings is-
sued from this preaching that were deposited and
sedimented, they become a second writing in their
turn, what we call the New Testament. [...] [t]he
first preaching represented a deconstruction of the
letter of the Old Testament. [...] [i]t is the Gospel
which wants to be demythologized. (111 b)

It is interesting to note that these texts by Ricceur
are indeed contemporary to those by which
Jacques Derrida introduced deconstruction with
the idea of textual difference [différance]. Rather
Ricceur speaks of the gap and tension as seen
with the living metaphor [la métaphore vive]
where he retains the semantic differences, sen-
sitive to that which is already sedimented and
the original gaps. But it is not a question, ac-
cording to Ricceur, of opposing the word to writ-
ing. And if writing is the paradigm of dis-
tanciation in community - we know how this
autonomisation of the written in relation to the
intentions of the author is for him a major and
positive phenomenon - it is one of the points on
which he distances himself perhaps from Gada-
mer. It seems to me that the dialectic of religion
and faith is informed here by language and the
word (or of writing as it operates in semantic dif-
ferences); constantly the word must deconstruct
language to spawn a new way. But this word is
based on linguistic traces of previous words. In
place of resolving the opposition between struc-
ture and event, language and the word, Ricceur
builds on this dialectic of sedimentation and in-
novation which will take on its full deployment
in La métaphore vive (The Rule of Metaphor),
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1975, and Temps et récit I-111 (Time and Narra-
tive I-111), 1983-85.
He writes again:

Ebeling states that the bent of religion is the relic.
The relic is a remnant of the primitive object,
which traverses time without being used and with-
out being destroyed, which traverses history such
that it was at the origin and comes to us. The word
[parole] cannot become a relic because it survives
by interpretation, constant reinterpretation. | call
interpretation not only what we can do intellectu-
ally, but also practically, socially to render current
a word that continues to be word when it is con-
stantly converted again into an event, which be-
comes again constantly itself an event. Conse-
quently, the word is always an event dying and
disappearing [...] it arises and disappears. The
word is fleeting, opposed to structures, which re-
main. (I ¢)

But language would die without its permanent
recovery by words pulling the old instruments by
new interpretations; the word would be insignifi-
cant if it distanced itself from significations al-
ready deposited, not only available, but also that
became reserve provisions.

This is where we can rejoin the much later
proposals of Paul Ricceur comparing the irre-
ducible plurality of religions to those of lan-
guages, and opening up the question of linguistic
hospitality to other languages, to other traditions,
to other cultures, to other religions than those in
which one grew up. It is under the auspices of
this hospitality that religious dialogue will be
treated through the paradigm of translation. In
La critique et la conviction (Critique and Con-
viction), he speaks precisely of his Protestant
conviction as a

random fate transformed into a continuous choice
[...] a religion is like a language in which one is
born or where one was transferred by exile or by
hospitality. In any case, it is in oneself; what is
implied is to recognize that there are other langu-
ages spoken by other people.’

® Paul Ricceur, La critique et la conviction (Paris:
Calmann-Levy, 1995), 219; [Critique and Conviction
(New York: Colombia UP, 1998) 117], .

A Plural Constitution

Briefly leaving the core texts of the years 1967-
68, 1 would now like to build a bridge to subse-
quent texts which open up, in my view, a third
component of reflection on the language of
church community. In 1975, in Revue d'histoire
et de philosophie religieuse, Ricceur addresses
“La philosophie et la spécificité du langage reli-
gieux,” and he begins in these terms:

it is possible, in the framework of a philosophical
investigation, to identify a religious faith on the
basis of its language, or, more precisely, as a par-
ticular modality of discourse. [...] The most ap-
propriate way to interpret this language according
to its internal nature consists in an analysis of its
modes of expression. [...] [i]t is worthwhile to ex-
amine it because in it, something is said which is
not said in other modalities of discourse.®

Better, it is a modality of discourse, which car-
ries a specific truth, a specific relation to the
world. He continues:

These witnesses of faith do not carry a primary
basis of theological statements in a metaphysical,
speculative sense of theology, but expressions
which raise forms of discourse as diverse as nar-
rations, prophecies, laws, proverbs, hymns, pray-
ers, liturgical formulas, wise sayings, etc. [...] The
“confession of faith” that is expressed in the bibli-
cal documents cannot be nor must not be se-
parated from the particular forms of discourse
which distinguish the Pentateuch, Psalms, Prop-
hets, etc. Not only does each form of discourse re-
fer to a particular style of confession of faith, but
the juxtaposition of forms of discourse produce a
tension, a contrast to the very heart of the con-
fession of faith.'*

One notices in the passage here how the linguis-
tic turn in Ricceur”’s philosophy, understood both
as deconstruction and as enlargement of the
modes of language, was for him one of the
grounds for turning away from a purely specula-
tive dialogue between philosophy and theology

10 paul Riceeur, “La philosophie et la spécificité du
langage religieux”, 13-26 in Revue d'histoire et de
philosophie religieuse 1 (1975), 13.

1 Riceeur, “La philosophie et la spécificité du langage
religieux”, 13.



and to search in the diversity of expressions of
the confessing community throughout the centu-
ries the opening to another relation to the world

before any provision of faith or non-faith, a world
is proposed. This world in the language of the Bi-
ble is called new world, Kingdom of God, new
Being.2

And Ricceur adds:

a text is revealed to the extent where it is reve-
aling of a world [...] faith is the attitude of one
who is ready to let it interpret itself in interpreting
the world of the text.*®

In his epilogue to Fe y filosofia. Problemas de
language religiosa, he writes:

If there exists something like a religious experi-
ence — feeling of absolute dependence, unlimited
trust in spite of all reason to despair, opening onto
a horizon of unprecedented possibilities, [...] this
experience passes through language. A faith
which is not said remains not only silent but unde-
fined. Yet, through the language of men, the di-
scourse of faith takes a variety of forms. In many
essays gathered here, | underline the importance
of literary genres in which biblical discourse is ar-
ticulated in an original way: narratives, laws,
prophecies, hymns, wisdom writings. The reader
here is each time a confessing community which
understands itself in interpreting the texts which
found its identity. A circle, which one can call a
hermeneutical circle, is established therefore be-
tween the founding texts and the communities of
interpretation. [...] For every believer, belonging
to a community of listening and interpretation re-
mains a random destiny transformed by a rea-
soned choice continued throughout a lifetime.

This is my thesis: to the extent where language is
the institution of institutions and where the con-
fessing community is a community of language

12 Riceeur, “La philosophie et la spécificité du langage
religieux”, 14.

3 Ricceur, “La philosophie et la spécificité du langage
religieux”, 16.

14 paul Ricceur, “El caracter hermeneutica commun a
la fe biblica y a la filosofia”, 221-226 in Fe y filosofia.
Problemas de language religiosa (Buenos Aires: Do-
cencia y Almagesto, 1990), 223.
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and word, the diversity of genres throughout bib-
lical texts opens not only a plurality in relation to
the world, to time, to God, but a plurality articu-
lated in forms of community. | say articulated
because the community is the place where all
these tensions between the forms of language
and the forms of interpretation, under the regime
of the conflict of interpretations, are lived to the
most extreme point of glowing intensity. The
metaphor is that of the merger, but also the gap,
of the contrast and the tension between the two
poles, which remain distinct. Later the metaphor,
for Ricceur, speaking of the great period of reli-
gious revival, will be that of the thickness of its
channels, dogmas and institutions which had had
to master this energy, these fiery streams.

We have already explored one of these ten-
sions. Extending the dialectic of moral responsi-
bility and moral conviction, and of ideology and
utopia, we already had the duality between the
prose of the social world and the poetry of lit-
urgy (we know the importance of the Song of
Songs in the Jewish liturgy). Later, in Amour et
Justice, the opposition between the argumenta-
tive prose of justice and the hymnal poetry of
love joined together in an inextricable way in the
analysis of the passage of Luke 6 where the two
formulations are together, as if they constantly
revive one another and improve one another.™

In several texts, we see the philosopher linger
on the fact that the Bible intertwines three genres
in its great narrative: the prophetic, the legisla-
tive, the sapiential. | tried to link between these
genres and the three figures of the ethical aim,
forgotten and recalled by the prophet, of the
moral norm established by the legislator-narra-
tor, the practical wisdom in response to com-
plaint as well as hymn, and thus extending the
initial claim of an irrepressible ethical plurality.
In other texts from the end of the 1970s and the
beginning of the 1980s, Ricceur distinguishes
five genres in decoupling narrative and in adding
the hymnal psalm. Later, Penser la Bible (Think-
ing the Bible), 1998, proposes a more ample and
systematic exploration of each of these literary
genres: the narrative of creation (Genesis), lov-
ing obedience (Exodus), the watchmen of the

1% Paul Ricceur, Amour et justice (Tiibingen: Mohr AJ,
1990).
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imminent (Ezekiel), the complaint as prayer
(Psalms), the bridal metaphor (Song of Songs),
to which he adds a study on the question of the
naming of God in the burning bush episode: “De
”interprétation a la traduction.” He leaves here
to the side the more neo-testamental - dialogues,
parables, the passion narratives, letters, apoca-
lypses, etc. - that he sometimes studied else-
where. Whatever it is, we imagine a plurality of
community configurations generated by these
diverse “genres” and traditions of reading that
we know how language opens the imaginary.
And the social imaginary is not an exception to
this rule; utopia is first a literary phenomenon.®
But the constitution of the traditions of read-
ing and interpretation do not remain in a state of
lazy juxtaposition. Under the stimulus of the
conflict of interpretations that could tear them
apart, the historical communities cannot support
their own disparity without canonizing together
seemingly incompatible textual traditions, and
this work of selection, arbitration and compro-
mise generates at the same time a textual canon
and community that gathers together plural texts.
As Ricceur writes in another unpublished text
much later, and which shows how much this
subject remains present with him to the end:

the process of canonization accompanies and in-
tensifies the formation of the Church as first wor-
shipping community and cultural by implication.
To become Canon and to become Church goes to-
gether. These are the needs and constraints of be-
coming a Church which motivate in depth the
process of canonization.”

So there is both constitutive plurality and con-
flictual work to compose the whole by the in-
vention of canons.

Ricceur did not stop proposing differentiations
in the modalities of discourse, but also he pro-
posed the different functions to which ecclesial
community give form. The reader will find in the
appendix a typology proposed in 1968 by

16 paul Riceeur, “De l'interprétation a la traduction”,
335-371 in Penser la bible (eds André Lacocque &
Paul Ricceur; Paris: Seuil, 1998).

17 This text, entitled “Le Canon entre le texte et la
communauté,” was given in a lecture at the Fonds
Ricceur in February 2002.

Ricceur, drawing on Harvey Cox, to distinguish
kerygma, koinonia, and diakonia. He returns to it
five years later to show how these different func-
tions are in crisis and on the brink of collapse.
The process of canonization, of channeling, the
work of disagreement, of discordance overcome
and accepted, seems no longer in play.

In all these texts, we assess how, at the turn of
the 1960s to 1970s, the philosopher is concerned
about thinking of the meaning and function of
the church community. It is not a question of es-
caping from the difficulties of the church and
society in his time in a utopic or speculative eva-
sion, much less as in a pious sense of retreat
from the world. Rather, to the contrary, it is to
return otherwise with the force of a transforma-
tive fiction. But it is also again the old gesture of
his phenomenology: one can understand and
analyze perverse pathologies and effects, and
one can bear its critique from a legitimate core
of meanings which order the phenomenon. What
we examined therefore are the imaginative vari-
ations around the eidos of church community.
This is a philosopher on the one hand and on the
other hand as Christian of philosophical expres-
sion (as it is of musical or pictorial expression)
that he approaches this interrogation both as a
problem that he elaborates and as a call that he
receives.

Conclusion: And today?

It is time to conclude by returning to ourselves.
These texts from 1968 are extremely relevant for
us in their proximity as well as in their distance.
For example, it is remarkable that Ricceur does
not hesitate to speak of humanity as a whole and
insists as much on this totalizing dimension of
utopia as on its singularizing dimension. Today,
totalitarianism is suspected everywhere; we fear
to use such terms, and we even lack this seman-
tic desire to denounce the totalitarian imposture
of false totalizations.™®

18 On the other hand, we no longer dare to speak of
Machiavellianism in a bad sense, as Ricceur does here,
since Machiavelli became to an excess the “normal”
for political thought, as if politics was only that.



We are no longer in a society of growth, but cu-
riously we are not able to overcome this problem
of growth from the accumulation of means and
the elimination of “ends”. We would like
growth, but we do not know why. We suppose
that that would resolve everything. The paradox
is that our societal model of growth is in full col-
lapse for reasons of the depletion of natural re-
sources, the inability to manage our waste, the
mental inability to support an overly complex
world, and the political incapacity to share
knowledge and governance. Our best projects
are returned against their intentions; we cannot
and do not want more, but we still do not know
what is the engine of our society.

As for the church community, for its part, it
has failed. The lines of dislocation that he fore-
saw worsened, and few intellectuals of his gen-
eration or of the generation which followed
searched to maintain this “internal milieu of lan-
guage”, of shared convictions, of critical de-
mands, of interpretation by many. The internal
dialectic of two ethics was not held to the point
of incandescence. The confessing community
replied to the pious needs of the faithful whose
peace was covered over with proud hearts, who
lost the dramatic sense of this great humanity as
well as the existential meaning of the living sin-
gularity of each existence.

What Ricceur brings here is more radical. It is
precisely the idea that everything starts by ran-
dom birth: “A religion is like a language in
which one is born,” or where “it was transferred
by exile or hospitality,” a kind of second birth
that does not erase the first, but adds and rein-
terprets it. All Ricceur”s work is destined to
think this enigma of birth, to accept finitude and
narrowness, but also the gift and possibilities.
The church community is a community that rec-
ognizes this condition with gratitude. It does not
recruit the “best”, but makes it better for every-
one, anyone, and presupposes a radical fiction of
redistribution of births.

What is the engine of our society? This ques-
tion can be retranslated into a call for the redis-
tribution of all opportunities to the widest possi-
ble share. But it also translates as the call that
throws us to every newcomer to the world:
“Who do you say that I am?” To each, the fic-
tional church community we seek offers a
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chance to appear to be “otherwise”. It gives him
the chance again to “seventy times seven” (Mt
18: 21). That may be precisely what is most
lacking in a world where humans feel increas-
ingly unemployable, useless, unnecessary, good
to be discarded without ever being able to show
“who” they are. But from the same movement,
the fictional church community we seek also al-
lows us to give way to others, to place itself to
other than itself, for unawareness of itself, to re-
turn to the world. What is also lacking in our so-
ciety is that it values everything that grows and
never which diminishes to give way. This double
movement, the fictional church community that
we seek is not proposed on a single scene, but on
the contrary, its whole effort is focused on the
invention and the formation of a plurality of
these scenes of appearance and effacement in a
way to what there are for all genres. Ricceur con-
tinued to support this invention and to provide
figures in it.

Appendix 1: Urbanization,
Secularization, Ecclesiology

Here is a text from the same period as our docu-
ment, and provides further analysis of the three
functions of the church community. This report
is presented in May 1968 in Valencia by Ricceur,
then president of the movement, the Congress of
Social Christianity, under the title “Urbanisation
et sécularisation™.™ In a last point on “ecclesiol-
ogy”, he believes that “before thinking about the
organization and the organizations of the
Church, we must think about its function.” He
mentions three functions suggested by the Amer-
ican theologian:

Taking the leading idea that the Church is “the
vanguard of God”, Harvey Cox organizes its pre-
sent task around three departments, three ser-

19 In this text, Ricceur combines his reflections on his
reading of the famous work of Harvey Cox, The Secu-
lar City (New York, Macmillan, 1965). Initially re-
leased in the fall 1967 in the Revue du christianisme
social, we have included it in the special issue of Au-
tres temps No. 76-77, dedicated to “Paul Ricceur, his-
toire et civilisation, neuf jalons pour un christianisme
social.”
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vices : to proclaim, to care, to render visible hope
in the community signs. Drawing from three cor-
responding Greek words - kerygma or announce-
ment, diakonia or therapeutic through reconcili-
ation, koinonia or eschatological community - he
speaks of the triple kerygmatic, diaconal and
communitarian function of the Church. I gladly
adopt this framework of analysis.*

These three functions correspond to different
linguistic and communicational modalities.

According to the kerygmatic function, Ricceur
writes:

It is the function of the Church to discern the sur-
plus meaning of the non-sense, even in the face of
the deteriorating process of the modern city. Let
us always put at the responsibility of man what
seems to come from foreign forces, inhuman po-
wers. This is the crux of what we might call the
preaching in the world; preaching to the faithful
must remain a simple relay.?

According to the diaconal function, he writes:

diakonia is not restricted to these functions of sub-
stitute; it applies to the centers of decision, to the
major points of the functioning of the city where
processes of integration and disintegration inter-
sect. This is a theology of the itinerant and of re-
sponsible control finding their points of applicat-
ion. How will the Church be at the vanguard of
God, if the individual Christian is at the rear of the
historical development, if all sensibility and all re-
actions are turned towards paradise lost and not to
the kingdom which comes?*

Finally, according to the koinonial function,
properly communitarian, he writes:

Once again, the words of Paul - neither Jew nor
Greek, neither slave nor free, neither male nor fe-
male — do not constitute a secondary application
among others of the unity in Christ. It refers to the
focus itself on anthropology and ecclesiology, the
very place of their origin. Man, not such and such
a man. It's the humanity of man. And the huma-

20 paul Ricceur, “Urbanisation et sécularisation”, 113-
126 in Autres Temps. Cahiers d'éthique sociale et
politique 76-77 (2003), 124.

2 Riceeur, “Urbanisation et sécularisation”, 124.

22 Ricceur, “Urbanisation et sécularisation”, 125.

nity of man is marching when the Greek, the Jew
and the Barbarian are involved in a process of re-
conciliation. Then man happens. At the same time
by the same operation itself of the gesture of re-
conciliation, a community is possible.?

And he concludes his text by these words:

I would think that the traditional parish will find
its chance when it will be one church modality
among others. The non-parish will save the parish.
We must learn to discern the figure of the Church
wherever the ministry of the announcement that
the diakonia of the concrete community has vis-a-
vis the whole city, such that the modern world
made it, that is to say, the secular city.*

On 19 July 1973, a few years later, the newspa-
per Le Monde published an excerpt from a re-
sponse by Ricceur in the journal La vie nouvelle
(Bruxelles), under the title, “Paul Ricceur distin-
gue trois lignes de rupture dans la crise du chris-
tianisme.”” Ricceur begins by saying:

The challenge now, in all Christian churches, se-
ems to me triple and corresponds to three ruptures
which pass across all confessions and not just be-
tween Roman Catholicism and others.”® A first
break threatens to separate established religion
and spontaneous communities.

Parenthetically, it is a crisis in the koinoia func-
tion.

In this form, the churches live in a particularly vi-
rulent way a drama that affects all institutions ex-
periencing the same crisis between organizations
and wild expressions of freedom. It is natural that

2 Riceeur, “Urbanisation et sécularisation”, 125.

2 Ricceur, “Urbanisation et sécularisation”, 126.

% |n the subsequent quotations, | give the integral text
as published in Le Monde, 19 july 1973.

% 1n the text, “Présence des églises au monde” (1967),
we see how often his church utopia traverses church-
es. Ricceur writes: the issues that we are discussing
today are to such a degree of radicality, and are so
new that they have nothing to see - or little to see -
with what divided us between Protestants and Catho-
lics since the 16th century. The churches are faced
with such a new situation that together they now have
to invent new behaviors. | would gladly say that the
great church is in front of us rather than behind us. (I1)



the same crisis is even more violent than else-
where because of the exceptional nature of the ec-
clesial bond. Is it not then the most urgent task for
those, whoever they are, who bear the fate of the
Christian community, to maintain the same quality
of this vital life and to ensure to all the circulation
of life between the institution and the non-
institution? For the church today is on both sides.
To recognize and to live is the first duty.

Ricceur continues with a crisis of the diaconal
function:

a second break passes between two functions of
the institution itself, concern for its internal co-
hesion and the service of the world. The first, re-
duced to itself, leads to turn all activities toward
what I would call grossly internal consumption.
The second, separated from the first, dissolves the
church in the world, which is one of the ways the
salt loses its savor. Is it not then a specific task for
the Church today to preserve the tension between
these two directions of its concern: for why pre-
serve the internal link, if not for the service of
others? And what service would it be if we were
no more distinct?

And Ricceur concludes with a crisis of the
kerygmatic function:

I am concerned, in a more personal way, by anoth-
er divorce that | observe in all the churches, and
which, though not as deadly in appearance than
the previous two, has no less weight for future di-
sasters. | see diverge further serious, competent,
scientific theological work (especially when it is
well articulated on exegesis, discourse theory,
hermeneutics, fundamental philosophy) and a
concrete commitment, usually political or simply
social and educational. The disaster would be that
theological work is isolated and turns to pure re-
search, while political commitment would only be
gauged as light and fragile improvisations. One of
the most disturbing signs that reinforce these three
breaks, is that they lead the entire body to rupture.
Is it not a call to fight on three fronts simultane-
ously and stand as a mediator of these three lines
of rupture?
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Appendix 2: Summary of “Meaning
and Function of an Ecclesial
Community” (Centre protestant du
Nord, Amiens 1967)

I. “Being Protestant Today” [“Etre protestant
aujourd’hui”’] (Background Paper on an oral text
and without correction of the author, 1965):

a) The Confessing Community in the Technical
World (developed in 1l a, b);

b) The Language of the Confessing Community
(developed in 11 a, b);

c) Pleading for a Confessing Community (deve-
loped in Il ¢ and 111 c).

II. “Presence of the Church in the World” [*“Pré-
sence de I’Eglise au monde™] (first group of re-
flections):

a) Points of Insertion;

b) Types of Presence and Pressure of the Confes-
sing Community;

1. The Distinction between the Two Mo-
rals: Moral Conviction and Moral Re-
sponsibility;

2. The Role of Utopia.

c) The Specific Function of the Christian Com-
munity.

III. “Sense and Language” [“Sens et langage”]
(second group of reflections):

a) External Critique of Religion: Demystificat-
ion;

b) Internal Critique of Religion: Demytholo-
gizing;

c) Faith and Religion: The Authentic Word.

Translation: Michael Sohn, including all quotat-
ions.



