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ABSTRACT 

Givenness and Explanation: 

A Phenomenological Response to Naturalist Accounts 

In Religious Studies 

by 

Matthew Paul Schunke 

This dissertation contributes to ongoing scholarship regarding the phenomenology 

of religion by engaging it with debates in Religious Studies between naturalist 

methodologies, which reduce religious experience to social-scientific terms, and 

descriptive methodologies, which argue religious experience cannot be explained in non-

religious terms lest we lose that which is religious about the experience. I propose that in 

the phenomenology of Jean-Luc Marion, specifically in his phenomenology of revelation, 

we find a methodology that avoids the reductionism of the naturalist method while still 

explaining religion in a manner that avoids the apologetics associated with descriptive 

accounts of religion. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In the book of Acts, we find the conversion of Paul. Traveling to Damascus, Saul, 

soon to become Paul, sees a bright light, falls to the ground, hears a voice, and then, after 

the vision, is unable to see. This vision is the beginning of Paul's ministry, leading to the 

development and spread of Christianity. 

Confronted with this account, we can choose a variety of ways to interpret it. One 

way is to take a theological stance and say that the account in Acts accurately conveys the 

actual experience of Paul having a vision of Jesus. From this stance, one could claim that 

this is God's truth that we must accept and interpret accordingly. As Religious Studies 

has developed, however, it has tried to move away from such theological or dogmatic 

interpretations. But not too far from a theological interpretation is one that says that the 

experience described in Acts captures a certain religious essence that is part of human 

experience. Thus, we must be careful not to try to explain this or any religious experience 

in terms other than its own, for if we do, we will lose the core religious essence of the 

experience. This position, commonly referred to as a sui generis account because it sees 

religious experience as unique or of its own genus, represents one extreme in Religious 

Studies. In this paradigm, the role of the scholar of religion is to preserve the religious 

essence of the experience through a non-reductive description. On the other extreme is 

the naturalist account, which would argue there is no such thing as religious experience, 

and that the account in Acts is actually a misrepresentation of natural events. This reading 

could take various forms, such as a psychological reading that Paul was feeling guilty for 

persecuting Christians. Another common reading is that the account of Paul's vision is 

very similar to the experience of patients experiencing temporal lobe epilepsy, and that 
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this must have been the cause of his vision.1 From both of these readings, the naturalist 

would say that the religious account offered by Paul and his followers is a 

misinterpretation of purely natural events. Such accounts are often advanced for the sake 

of undermining religious authority and, often, put in the service of theories that seek to 

purge society of religion. In this view, the role of the scholar is to be as reductionstic as 

possible, reducing all experiences to natural causes. 

These are the methodological extremes in Religious Studies. In this project, I will 

seek a middle way between them. This dissertation critiques naturalist theories of religion 

via the resources of philosophical phenomenology. Briefly stated and explained in more 

detail below, phenomenology is a method that originates in the work of Edmund Husserl 

and is dedicated to deciphering the logic of the phenomena. In my examination of 

naturalism, I will agree with the naturalists' assessment that the sui generis account of 

religion, that is, accounts that treat religion as an ineffable object that cannot be reduced 

to human discourse, can lead the scholar to be an apologist rather than a critic of religion. 

However, I will argue that the naturalists' way out of this problem, namely a rash 

reductionism in which religion can offer no meaningful content to academic discourse but 

must always be discussed in terms of sociopolitical, historical, psychological or other 

material causes, is too drastic. This move treats religious accounts, broadly construed, as 

mere data, thus prohibiting religion from providing meaningful content to scholarly 

explanations. This needlessly limits the interaction between religion and scholarship with 

the result that the two become mutually exclusive and competing pursuits. In response to 

this issue, I will turn to phenomenology, specifically the work of contemporary French 

1 See Landsborough, D, "St. Paul and Temporal Lobe Epilepsy," Journal of Neurology, 
Neurosurgery, and Psychiatry 50 (1987). 
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phenomenologist and theologian Jean-Luc Marion, as a way to speak of religion that 

avoids the lack of critical edge characteristic of sui generis discourse, while also avoiding 

the rash reductionism of the naturalists. Marion uses the experience of revelation, 

exemplified by mystical experience, to establish the validity of his account of the 

saturated phenomenon, thus, employing religious experience to inform and establish his 

phenomenology. I will argue that this demonstrates that the naturalist method is overly 

reductionistic and misses the potential for religion to inform our scholarly accounts. 

THE NATURALIST THEORY OF RELIGION 

Recently, naturalist accounts of religion have come to the forefront in popular 

culture through the work of Sam Harris, Daniel Dennet, and Richard Dawkins.2 However, 

these thinkers fail to make use of the work already done within the field of Religious 

Studies. Within this field, the leading figures are Pascal Boyer, Donald Weibe, Robert 

Segal, and Russell McCutcheon.3 

According to the naturalists, both the theological and the sui generis camps are 

too sympathetic with the religious traditions they examine.4 This is seen as a dangerous 

situation in which the scholar becomes an apologist for religion, rather than engaging in a 

2 Dawkins, Richard, The God Delusion, (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 2006). Dennet, Daniel, 
Breaking the Spell: Religion as a Natural Phenomenon, (New York: Viking, 2006). Harris, Sam, 
The End of Faith: Religion, Terror, and the Use of Reason, (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 
2004). 
3 McCutcheon, Russell T., '"It's a Lie. There's Not Truth in It! It's a Sin!': On the Limits of the 
Humanistic Study of Religion and the Costs of Saving Others from Themselves," Journal of the 
American Academy of Religion 74 (2006). Boyer, Pascal, And Man Creates God: Religion 
Explained, (New York: Basic Books, 2001). 
4 It is important not to conflate the theological and sui generis perspectives. The former can be 
thought of as working within a faith tradition to articulate what right belief is. The latter is not 
concerned with such pursuits, but with deciphering the essence of religion. 
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critical explanation of religion.5 That is to say that the scholar avoids criticism for the 

sake of defending the pure essence, which is often viewed as completely transcendent or 

ineffable, of religion. The priority for the scholar shifts from criticism to protection. To 

cite one example, McCutcheon argues that a sui generis understanding of religion, 

because of its discussion of religious essences that cannot be reduced to human discourse, 

prevents the possibility of sociopolitical analysis of religion.6 As a result, scholarship 

concerned with religion loses the ability to criticize this aspect of human experience. This 

is especially dangerous because of the role that religion has played and continues to play 

in suppressing people in the social and political realm. The naturalists hold that one of the 

main aims of scholar's is to work against the negative influence of religion, which 

requires a rejection of the sui generis position. 

McCutcheon provides an example of this protective strategy by examining the 

response to the attacks of September 11, 2001, pointing out that in the months after the 

event, the attackers were distanced from Islam by calling them extremists and saying 

their actions were not a result of religion. McCutcheon concludes that because of the 

influence of sui generis discourse, "a position is allowed to count as religious, true, pious, 

and authentic if, and only if, it is politically ineffectual and reserved only for some 

posited, interior, personal struggle of faith. Otherwise, it is classified as militant piety and 

5 Eliade is a favorite target of the naturalist, particularly of Robert Segal in his article "In Defense 
of Reductionism." However, as I will show in later in this introduction, this is a rather simplistic 
and unfair reading of Eliade. For Segal's account, see Segal, Robert Alan, "In Defense of 
Reductionism," Journal of the American Academy of Religion 51, no. 1 (1983). For a detailed 
account of Eliade's position, see Rennie, Bryan S., Reconstructing Eliade: Making Sense of 
Religion, (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1996). Also see Rennie, Bryan S., Mircea 
Eliade: A Critical Reader, (London: Equinox, 2006). Rennie, Bryan S., The International Eliade, 
(Albany: State University of New York Press, 2007). 
6 McCutcheon, Russell T., Manufacturing Religion: The Discourse on Sui Generis Religion and 
the Politics of Nostalgia, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997). 
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cast off as part of the secondary and thus derivative history of mere changeable 

appearances."7 The desire to protect the category of the sacred results in the scholar 

trying to protect this realm from immoral acts. Such acts are seen as the work of 

extremists or those using religion for political purposes, instead of viewing the acts as 

being motivated by religion. As a result the scholars' judgments are clouded from the 

critical enterprise that is the presumed aim of Religious Studies in the university setting.8 

In response to this issue, the naturalists propose an unabashedly reductionistic 

view of religion in which religion is treated as a human construct that can be analyzed 

using the same methods that are applied to any other social, political, or historical 

phenomena. As McCutcheon states in Manufacturing Religion: The Discourse on Sui 

Generis Religion and the Politics of Nostalgia, "This book is unapologetically 

reductionistic, for it advocates a naturalist, historical scale, where all human events and 

conceptual or textual productions—in a word, discourses—are understood to have 

socioeconomic and political origins and implications."9 In this discourse, of which 

McCutcheon is just one example, religion is treated as data that is to be thematized by the 

objective methods of scholarship appropriate to such data. 

To link naturalism in Religious Studies strictly to a method that defers to the 

natural sciences is too simplistic and would exclude many scholars who claim this title. 

Thus, the methodlogy I am criticizing needs to be identified more precisely The 

7 McCutcheon, Russell T., Religion and the Domestication of Dissent, or, How to Live in a Less 
Than Perfect Nation, 1st ed., (London; Oakville, Conn.: Equinox Publisher, 2005), 63. 
8 "For those who presume that the practices we group together and name religion are self-
evidently set apart from the messy world of politics and economics, a form of cognitive 
dissonance sets in when confronted with such seemingly counter-intuitive action and claims." 
Ibid., 2. 
9 McCutcheon, Manufacturing Religion: The Discourse on Sui Generis Religion and the Politics 
of Nostalgia, 17. 
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presupposition of this stance is that religion is either outside the realm of natural inquiry 

or, more prominently, that it is a distortion of the natural. There is also a presupposition 

that the naturalist explanation is an all-encompassing and sufficient explanation such that 

a reference to the supernatural or transcendent as an explanation of religion is not needed. 

This results in the stance that the natural and social sciences set the norm for scholarly 

discourse and religion is outside of this norm. It is this exclusionary view that I wish to 

pinpoint as the defining characteristic of the naturalist position.10 A more inclusive 

understanding of naturalism can be found in a common trait of those who claim this 

moniker—that the naturalist explanation is viewed as being all-sufficient. 

This characteristic of naturalism can be understood in terms of Max Weber's 

account of disenchantment. With the advance of science, Weber argues that there is a 

process of disenchantment (Entzauberung). We no longer need to refer to the 

supernatural to explain any phenomenon, but rather, through the process of calculation 

and the development of technology, we will be able to explain everything. This does not 

mean that we can explain everything, but rather, that "if one only wanted to, one could 

find out any time; that there are in principle no mysterious, incalculable powers at work, 

but rather that one could in principle master everything through calculation."" There is 

an absolute confidence that through the advance of technology we will be able to gain 

access to enough objective scientific data such that all phenomena will be explained 

through natural causes. 

101 am indebted to Gregory Kaplan, who helped me to pinpoint this as my central concern with 
the naturalist position. 
11 Weber continues, "But that means the disenchantment of the world. One need no longer have 
recourse to magic in order to control or implore the spirits, as did the savage for whom such 
powers existed." Weber, Max, Science as a Vocation, trans. Michael John, (London: Unwin 
Hyman, 1989), 13-14. 



This characteristic emerges in some very nuanced accounts of naturalism. In 

Religious Experience, Justification, and History, through an examination of the link of 

explanation and description (which will be discussed at length in Chapter 2), the nature of 

justification, and also an account of historicism, Matthew Bagger concludes that in 

modernity the supernatural can no longer provide the best explanation for any experience 

and, thus, that religion no longer offers us the best explanation. However, Bagger argus 

that this position does not require a deferral of authority to the naturalist sciences. For 

Bagger, naturalism has "(1) no commitments to a physicalistic ontology; (2) no 

valorization of the specific methods, vocabularies, presuppositions, or conclusions to 

natural science; (3) no view about the reducibility of the mental to the physical; (4) no 

position on the ontological status of logic or mathematics, and (5) no denial of the 

possibility of moral truths."12 Instead, the term is meant as a "definitional correlate to the 

supernatural, taken here as a transcendent order of reality (or causation) distinct from the 

mundane order presupposed alike by the natural scientist and the rest of us in our 

quotidian affairs."13 This naturalism is not materialism, but it does rule out the possibility 

of a supernatural explanation as the best explanation of a phenomena. "The supernatural 

has become otiose, a category which has no legitimate application as an explanation of 

particular events within the mundane order."14 While Bagger states that his position is not 

12 Bagger, Matthew C , Religious Experience, Justification, and History, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999), 15. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid., 16. 
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a polemic against religious belief, he uses it to limit the role of religion in explanatory 

accounts.15 The origin of the event must have a natural, rather than supernatural, cause. 

Bagger attempts to demonstrate the superiority of natural explanations through an 

examination of Saint Teresa of Avila. He argues that if she could have been, Teresa 

would have been a naturalist. Teresa employs a supernatural explanation only when she 

cannot find a natural one. But after modernity, with its disenchantment and faith in 

naturalist explanations, Teresa would have no reason to make such a reference to the 

supernatural. "A miracle involves the direct action of the supernatural and one identifies 

the action of the supernatural, or a miracle, by the impossibility of a natural 

explanation.. .When the natural appears explanatorily bankrupt, the supernatural assumes 

the explanatory weight."16 This implies that any reference to the supernatural could not 

have been a result of some sort of action by a transcendent force, but instead, is the result 

of her having an insufficient account of the natural realm. We can assume that we will be 

able to find an explanation of all experiences in the natural. 

Bagger continues on to explain why religious explanations do not hold in the 

world after modernity. 

With our modern ideals of self-assertion, our conceptions of an order 

discernible in nature, and our predominant secular institutions of inquiry, 

we never reach the point where we declare a naturalistic explanation of 

discrete events occurring within the natural order unattainable in principle. 

15 Bagger's book is a response to the return to using religious experience to justify religious 
belief. "Experience has recently once again, however, become the focus of those aiming to 
vindicate the rationality of religious belief. This time the apologist hail from ranks of analytic 
philosophy. Increasingly, we find philosophers defending the justification of theistic beliefs based 
on extraordinary experiences (so-called 'perceptions of God'). In this study I concentrate on this 
latter-day revival and ultimately deny that religious experiences rationally justify religious 
beliefs." Ibid., 1-2. 
16 Ibid., 206. 
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The success of modern modes of inquiry reinforces this tendency. The 

incredibly rapid pace of knowledge growth over the last several centuries 

confirms a hesitation to declare some phenomenon in principle 

inexplicable on natural principles. Similarly, the necessary specialization 

of knowledge consequent to the growth of knowledge undermines the 

confidence of any individual to declare some phenomenon inexplicable. 

Repeatedly, classes of unexplained events attributed to divine causation 

have eventually been explained without recourse to supernatural 

explanations. This lesson has made us reluctant to resort to supernatural 

orders of causation in explanation. In searching for the best explanation of 

discrete phenomena, we never choose the supernatural explanation. We 

await a more economical naturalistic explanation.17 

Bagger explains his emphasis on the primacy of naturalist explanations. "The prospects 

of the inability to explain something naturalistically could never itself legitimate a 

supernatural explanation.... Despite nostalgia, the logic of disenchantment, like many 

1 R 

economic and social developments appears for all practical purposes irreversible." A 

supernatural explanation simply cannot hold. 

Here Bagger can begin to sound a bit like a much more materialistic naturalist, 

Richard Dawkins. In The God Delusion, Dawkins contends that even confronted with an 

event that we cannot even come close to explaining, we must simply assume that there is 

a natural explanation. This is most evident in Dawkins's response to the events that took 

place in Fatima, Portugal in 1917. This is a well-documented event in which an 

apparition of a little girl, eventually, through the workings of the Catholic church, thought 

to be the Virgin Mary, appeared on the 13th of every month between May and October. 

Ibid., 221. 
Ibid., 227. 
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Originally appearing to only three individuals, the events at Fatima eventually attracted 

upwards of 70,000 people. Accompanying the vision of the apparition were other strange 

events such as a buzzing sound, reports of the ground shaking, bizarre cloud formations, 

and finally, on October 13, the sun appeared to come lose, spin, and fall to the Earth.19 

Dawkins admits that events such as Fatima are hard to account for in his scientific 

paradigm. However, this will not shake his faith in the impossibility of the supernatural. 

It may seem improbable that seventy thousand people could 

simultaneously be deluded, or could simultaneously collude in a mass lie. 

Or that history is mistaken in recording that seventy thousand people 

claimed to see the sun dance. Or that they all simultaneously saw a mirage 

(they had been persuaded to stare at the sun, which can't have done much 

for their eyesight). But any of those apparent improbabilities is far more 

probable than the alternative: that the Earth was suddenly yanked 

sideways in its orbit, and the solar system destroyed, with nobody outside 

Fatima noticing.20 

Dawkins generalizes this account to say that it is ridiculous for anyone who has had any 

personal experience of "gods or other religious phenomena" to expect others to believe 

those experience. "If you've have such an experience," Dawkins asserts, "you may well 

find yourself believing firmly that it was real. But don't expect the rest of us to take your 

word for it, especially if we have the slightest familiarity with the brain and its powerful 

workings."21 While Dawkins admits that as of yet, he has no scientific explanation for an 

Most of this account draws from a chapter entitled "Impossible (Dis)Closings: Two Youthful 
Encounters" in Kripal, Jeffrey J., Authors of the Impossible: Reading the Paranormal Writing Us, 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010). 
20 Dawkins, The God Delusion, 117. 



11 

occurrence like Fatima, he and other naturalists remain confident that some day they will 

eventually be able to explain these phenomena. 

CRITIQUE OF NATURALISM 

It is the belief (I use this term intentionally) that naturalism is an all-sufficient 

explanation that is the unifying theme of the viewpoints I wish to criticize. It limits 

scholarly discourse not based on evidence, but based on a presupposition that despite its 

inability to explain certain phenomena, the naturalist model will eventually be able to 

explain everything. The most troubling aspect of this is that it leads to a negative stance 

towards religion, denying its ability to inform our scholarly accounts. In the naturalist 

model, religion is seen as an outlier, something that remains because it has not been fully 

explained in naturalist terms. While some, such as the New Atheists' makes this claim 

outright, others who I think would reject the position of the New Atheists' make this 

claim implicitly. 

This leads to a situation in which religion is viewed as distorting the natural 

realm. Thus, religion is viewed as a sickness or an illness that needs to be cured, an 

analogy employed by Segal. 

The most apt metaphor for the modern study of religion is that of 

diagnosis. It is not that religion is an illness but that the scholar is like the 

doctor and the religious adherent like the patient. Just as the patient has the 

disease but defers to the doctor's diagnosis, so the adherent has religion 

but defers, or should defer, to the scholar's analysis. The scholar, not the 

believer, is the expert. The scholar's medicine kit contains what the 
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believer lacks: theories. In Religious Studies, as in medicine, the doctor 

knows best.22 

While Segal claims that he is not portraying religion as an illness, his choice of analogy 

and the privileged position he gives to the scholar indicate otherwise. While Segal does 

not explicitly state that we should cure the adherents of whatever it is we diagnose, the 

implication is that we are diagnosing a disease and thus, have the authority to cure it. 

To return to the example that I opened with, Segal would say that it is impossible 

that Paul had an authentic vision. Instead, he misinterpreted the effects of a stroke. Thus, 

the Christian religion is the result of a defect in Paul. If religion is such an illness, then it 

also has nothing positive to offer our explanatory accounts. It can only show us how an 

experience of the natural world has been distorted, not lead us to a better understanding 

of our existential situation. Any data religion provides shows us how adherents are 

missing the point through an explanation that is, form the outset, deemed insufficient. 

Let me be clear that in critiquing naturalism I do not wish to return us to theology 

or a sui generis position. The strongest merit of the naturalist position, in my view, is its 

critique of the sui generis discourse in Religious Studies. I agree with McCutcheon that 

this position can lead scholars to be apologists for the tradition they study and prevents 

the development of much-needed critiques. In eliminating the notion of an essence of 

religion, the naturalists are able to create an environment in which religion can be 

critiqued freely, and, thus, Religious Studies no longer supports dangerous power 

structures. 

Segal, Robert Alan, "All Generalizations Are Bad: Postmodernism on Theories," Journal of the 
American Academy of Religion 1 A, no. 1 (2006): 158. 
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However, this critical gain is made at a huge price, because any notion of 

religious meaning cannot enter into scholarly discourse. As I will demonstrate, this 

needlessly limits our account of the human and the potential for religion to inform this 

account of the human. At the same time, by excluding religious explanations, this 

position also presents a forceful, unjustified edict of what counts as valid scholarship. 

At this point, I want to address the criticism of reductionism, which is the most 

obvious but also the most problematic and least effective criticism of the naturalist 

position. When one closely examines the claim of reductionism, one realizes that it is a 

non-starter. This is because the enterprise of discussing religion, or any phenomena in the 

humanities, is inherently reductionistic. I agree with McCutcheon's statement that "in 

large part, such charges [of reductionism] are too vague simply because scholarship on 

human beings is by definition reductionistic, if by this we mean taking insider accounts 

and either interpreting or explaining such reports in another theoretical context."23 Thus, I 

find that the claim of reductionism needs to be tempered. 

Instead of using the blanket claim of reductionism, I will argue that the naturalist 

method is rashly reductionistic, by which I mean that the naturalist methodology, reacting 

to theology and sui generis discourse, treats religion in such a way that it cannot have 

explanatory value that is equal to the explanation of the scholars. Instead, the scholarly 

explanation is assumed to show that religion is a distortion of the phenomena it is 

describing. Religious experience is only data that the scholar must thematize in terms 

other than those offered by religion. There is no room for interaction between scholarship 

and religion. When we attempt to reduce human experience to naturalistic terms, we lose 

23 McCutcheon, Manufacturing Religion: The Discourse on Sui Generis Religion and the Politics 
of Nostalgia, 17. 
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the ability to speak of the manner in which religion provides significant meaning to the 

individual's experience and their place in the world. 

Rash reductionism rules out the possibility of a religious explanation having 

explanatory value unto itself or in light of a natural explanation. The naturalist, that is, 

non-religious, explanation will always have priority and be viewed as superior to the 

religious explanation. Gavin Flood describes this as a limiting constraint of the method 

that eliminates the value of a religious explanation from the outset.24 While all methods 

will have some sort of limiting constraint, I find the naturalist constraints to be too 

limiting because they are grounded in an unfounded presupposition that deems the non-

religious explanation of a scholar superior to the religious explanation. In the naturalist 

paradigm, whatever explanatory method would be employed would unquestioningly be 

given favor over the religious explanation. In the case of McCutcheon, this viewpoint is 

taken from the outset. In the case of Bagger, the religious explanation is valid only until a 

modern, natural explanation can be found. Within such paradigms, there is no place for a 

religious explanation to critique or develop the scholarly explanation. The explanations 

are not put into dialogue or allowed to compete with each other. Rather, religion must be 

explained through the natural, which in this paradigm is a process that denies the validity 

of the experience. 

The problem is not that naturalists simply explain religion in terms foreign to it. It 

is that in explaining religion, they feel that they have shown it to be false—a 

misinterpretation of the experience of the world. Because it is false, it is thus ruled out as 

an explanation in itself. The assumption that the naturalist explanation will prove 

24 Flood, Gavin D., Beyond Phenomenology: Rethinking the Study of Religion, (London; New 
York: Cassell, 1999), 87. 
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sufficient sets up a situation in which religious explanations are seen as totally different 

than scholarly explanations. It is to buy into the distinction of faith and knowledge not for 

the sake of preserving faith, but instead so that scholarly explanations can be established 

as the untainted, pure guiding light of critical inquiry. 

One of my goals in this project is to show that this distinction between scholarly 

and religious explanations is a false dichotomy—that is, that religious explanations can 

be scholarly explanations and vice versa. I will advocate that a religious explanation can 

and should carry significant weight within the scholarly community. This does not mean 

that I am advocating the inclusion of unquestioned dogmas into scholarship. If a religious 

explanation is to be included, it must be subject to the same questioning as any other 

explanation. To say that I wish to include religious explanations thus is not to imply that I 

will look to religions as the sole arbiters of explanation. This is a position that leads us to 

unquestioningly accept the sometimes dangerous positions of religious communities. 

Instead, I am suggesting that a religious explanation can interact with a scholarly 

explanation to develop a more coherent and compelling scholarly account. For the 

purpose of this project, this will be modeled in the work of Marion, who turns to religious 

experience to develop and expand his phenomenology. In the process, he does not shy 

away from translating religion into a foreign philosophical idiom, but this does not 

necessitate the assumption that religious belief is errant and must be corrected through 

the philosophical explanation. Instead, he puts both accounts in play and uses 

phenomenology to explain religion by laying out the conditions of possibility for an 

experience such as revelation, while, at the same time, adjustuing what the conditions of 

experience are based on the religious phenomena. In the naturalist paradigm, the first 



16 

pursuit would be accepted, but the second pursuit, to use religion to adjust a philosophical 

account, would be seen as an apologetic approach that would leave religion unquestioned. 

This is a potential risk and one that must be guarded against. But, the move away from 

dogmatism does not require us to abandon the possibility that a religious explanation can 

have weight within a scholarly account. 

The position I am advocating does raise a problematic situation in which we must 

ask what counts as an explanation in the field and when an explanation becomes rashly 

reductionistic. To examine this issue I turn to Proudfoot's distinction between descriptive 

and explanatory reductions. A descriptive reduction "is the failure to identify an emotion, 

practice, or experience under the description by which the subject identifies it."25 This 

means describing the experience in terms other than the believers'. For example, if I 

attempt to describe the religious experience of a Christian mystic seeing the figure of 

Jesus through purely psychological language with absolutely no reference to the Christian 

character of the event, then the religious aspect of the experience is lost. This should be 

avoided lest we make religion into something that it is not. An explanatory reduction, 

unlike a descriptive reduction, captures the force of the experience—that is to say, the 

meaning and significance of the experience for the adherent—but still offers "an 

explanation of an experience in terms that are not those of the subject and that might not 

meet with his approval."26 In an explanatory reduction, I would first describe the 

25Proudfoot, 196. 
26 Proudfoot, 197. Emphasis added. I italicize "might not" because it shows that, despite what 
some naturalists say, a religious community may be open to a scholarly explanation of their 
beliefs in spite of it coming from a source external to their beliefs. One of the goals of this project 
is to promote such interaction between scholarship and religious communities and thus, while I 
am not being naive enough to think that we scholars will be welcomed with open arms, I do not 
think it is overly optimistic to hope that the two communities do not always have to be at odds 
with each other. 
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experience of the mystic with proper reference to the Christian context, before showing 

that there may be psychological factors, such as the desire for an ideal father figure, at 

play in the experience. To prohibit explanatory reductions would be to set up a protective 

strategy, barring needed analyses of religion. 

I take Proudfoot's account of explanatory reductions to be a paradigm for 

Religious Studies. Contra the sui generis position, in this account, an explanation is not 

beholden to the approval of the adherent or the religious community. To make this 

demand would be to sacrifice scholarly integrity. Instead, the scholar has the obligation to 

determine the force of the experience for the adherent—but this force could be explained 

in purely psychological terms. To do so is more than acceptable in my view. 

However, to offer an explanatory reduction does not require scholars to deny the 

validity of the religious meaning. We may highlight how the meaning has sources in the 

psychological aspect of the individual and, thus, that they do not believe for purely 

religious reasons. But even this analysis does not mean that they have to be completely 

mistaken. As Merold Westphal shows in his Suspicion and Faith, the masters of 

suspicion (Freud, Marx, and Nietzsche) can be used as a corrective to religious 

communities. This demonstrates the thesis of this dissertation—that religion is not 

Westphal, a leading figure in the study of the philosophy of religion, states that the intended 
audience of Suspicion and Faith is the church rather than the academy. His thesis is that "from a 
religious point of view the atheism of Freud, Marx, an Nietzsche should be taken seriously as a 
stimulus to self-examination rather than refuted as an error. This is because their critique of 
religion seems to be (1) all too true too much of the time and (2) a modern echo of a ancient 
assault on the devotion of the devout, the one developed by Jesus and the prophets of Israel. Since 
(1) it is not the task of religious apologetics to refute the truth and since (2) it is the task of 
theology to understand its canonical norms, religious thinkers and thinking believers might do 
well to listen humble to the admittedly arrogant assault on their faith and practice by this unholy 
trinity. Our spiritual vitality may depend on our willingness to listen an to learn." Westphal, 
Merold, Suspicion and Faith: The Religious Uses of Modern Atheism, (New York: Fordham 
University Press, 1998), x. 
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distinct from explanation, nor is it necessarily cancelled out, eliminated, or cured by the 

application of an explanation. Instead, there is an engagement of religion and 

scholarship)—an engagement that will often involve conflict and strife, but that does not 

require an adversarial relationship between scholars and religion. 

Such dialogue or conversation is unacceptable to the naturalists, who would view 

it as letting the inmates run the asylum. Continuing with his metaphor of religion as the 

patient, Segal says that dialogue confuses the roles of scholar and religious adherent. "No 

doctor defers to a patient in making a diagnosis. The patient may harbor the ailment, but 

the doctor is trained to identify it. Deferring to the patient confuses the subject—the 

patient—with the student—the doctor. The doctor may solicit the information from the 

patient, who is the equivalent of the informant, but the diagnosis rests with the doctor." 

Dialogue requires that we not treat religion as an illness—that is, as something other than 

a distortion of the natural—a move that the naturalists are unwilling to make. 

To allow for this interaction is an immensely complex undertaking and the 

following chapters will each deal with the complexities of offering explanations in a 

manner that allows for this interaction. If we concede that religious experience is not 

always an illness, illusion, delusion, in other words, that it is not inherently bad and 

wrong, then it would seem reasonable to say that there is some value in the experience. It 

is with this simple acknowledgement that I wish to advance that there should be an 

interaction between religious and scholarly explanations in a way that is not permitted 

within the naturalist position. 

Segal, "All Generalizations Are Bad: Postmodernism on Theories," 161. 
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For the remainder of this project, then, an explanation will be an account of 

religious phenomena in terms other than those of the religious community. Here, we will 

focus on philosophical explanations in the form of offering a phenomenology of religion. 

This is an explanation of religious experience—one that lays out what are the conditions 

of possibility of experience. The explanation may not meet with the believer's point of 

view, though this is not a necessary condition for an explanation. This move requires that 

we translate religion into an idiom foreign to the religious tradition—a move that requires 

us to acknowledge there is a reduction, but one that I think is justified. Yet, this definition 

of explanation does not require that the belief of the adherent be viewed as in error or 

wrong. It may lead to that, but, unlike the naturalist position, it does not make this a 

scholarly impertative. 

The question as to which explanation we privilege is a difficult one. My hope is to 

be able to say that we do not have to privilege one over the other, but the two can be 

brought together. This is grounded in the assumption that religious explanations are not 

all that different from scholarly explanations and also that the dichotomy of religion and 

reason is a false one. But this move cannot be made without consequences for religion. It 

is grounded in the assumption that religion is not a unique experience that has to be 

accounted for in its own terms. Phillip Clayton is correct when he concludes, "If theology 

wishes to take its place in as an academic discipline concerned with reasoned 

explanations, it must share in the privilege and responsibilities pertaining thereto."29 If we 

are to include religion in our scholarly discourses in the manner I advocate, then it cannot 

exist in an isolated realm from criticism. Thus, there is a double movement in which 

Clayton, Philip, Explanation from Physics to Theology: An Essay in Rational Theology, (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1989), viii. 
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religion is available to scholarly explanation and at the same time is able to develop and 

inform scholarly accounts.30 

This project will pursue this option: to provide a rigorous defense of religious 

explanations, while at the same time showing how the religious and the natural are 

interrelated.31 This will be achieved through an examination of the theological turn in 

French phenomenology and specifically the thought of Marion. 

A PHENOMENOLOGICAL RESPONSE 

As an alternative to naturalism, I turn to phenomenology and the work of Marion. 

I argue that Marion's phenomenology of revelation, which helps to establish his 

phenomenology of givenness and the category of the saturated phenomenon, explains 

certain religious experiences while also allowing the religious experience to develop and 

critique and expand the method of phenomenology. 

Phenomenology originates in the work of Edmund Husserl around the turn of the 

twentieth century. Husserl sought to develop a method that was dedicated to return 

philosophy to the things themselves. Rather than the speculative frameworks that 

Proudfoot, Wayne, Religious Experience, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985), 196-
98. 
311 am by no means the first to attempt this option. In fact, I would say that the best work in 
Religious Studies is that which pursues this line of inquiry. At the same time, as this dissertation 
will show, such pursuits are fraught with difficulties and call for constant refinement. My hope is 
that my project will help in this task. For some recent exemplars of scholars seeking the middle 
path, see Ferrer, Jorge N. and Jacob H. Sherman, The Participatory Turn: Spirituality, Mysticism, 
Religious Studies, (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2008);Kripal, Jeffrey J., The 
Serpent's Gift: Gnostic Reflections on the Study of Religion, (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2006). and KripaPs forthcoming work Kripal, Authors of the Impossible: Reading the 
Paranormal Writing Us. My own work is greatly indebted to Kripal, both for his writings and for 
his support of this project through reading earlier drafts, numerous emails, and extended 
conversations. 
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dominated modern philosophy, Husserl sought a method that found its logic in the 

phenomena. Thus, he placed a great authority in the intuition as described in his principle 

of all principles. "Enough now of absurd theories. No conceivable theory can make us err 

with respect to the principle of all principles: that every originary presentative intuition 

is a legitimizing source of cognition, that everything originarily (so to speak, in its 

'personal' actuality) offered to us in 'intuition' is to be accepted simply as what it is 

presented as being, but also only within the limits in which it is presented there." The 

source of authority for Husserl's method will not be in conceptual frameworks developed 

in isolation of experience, but in reference to the intuition that is discovered in 

experience. 

This makes the method well suited for Religious Studies, which often must 

examine phenomenon that defy conceptual frameworks. Husserl's method does not try to 

fit experience into a predetermined system, but lets them present themselves. As Anthony 

Steinbock notes, "Phenomenology is a style of philosophical reflection, however, that is 

trained on the given, and, in principle, on however the given gives itself. In its peculiar 

manner of attentiveness, the givens are susceptible to philosophical description. Since the 

central issue of phenomenology is givenness that bears on experience, phenomenology is 

in a privileged position to surmount the arbitrary restriction to one kind of givenness and 

to inquire into the givens peculiar to verticality."33 The emphasis on providing a pre-

Husserl, Edmund, Ideas Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and to a Phenomenological 
Philosophy, Book I, trans. F. Kersten, (Boston: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1982), 44. 

Steinbock, Anthony J., Phenomenology and Mysticism: The Verticality of Religious 
Experience, (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2007), 6. Verticality is Steinbock's term to 
indicate the nature of religious phenomena. Marlene Zarader makes a similar point when she 
notes that phenomenology can do justice to transcendence better than other philosophies "because 
the only authority that it recognizes is experience. Now it is the case that transcendence is 
inscribed within experience. Therefore, insofar as phenomenology remains faithful to this 
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theoretical account of the givenness of the phenomena indicates the method's ability to 

account for religious experiences that often defy these frameworks. However, the extent 

to which this can happen is a difficult issue and one that will occupy my attention 

throughout this project. 

In addition, phenomenology has abroad and rigorous critique of naturalism, 

arguing that the naturalist position causes us to lose our account of how meaning is 

constituted in our experience. Instead of grasping entities as they are encountered 

meaningfully within experience, naturalism gives us merely constructed facts.34 We are 

left with a rather bland account of the human experience rather than a robust one that 

reflects the constitution of meaning. 

In his essay "Philosophy as a Rigorous Science," Husserl speaks of the naivete of 

naturalism due to its acceptance of nature as a given. "What characterizes all forms of 

extreme and consistent naturalism, from popular materialism on down to the most recent 

sensation-monism and energeticism, is, on the one hand, the naturalization of 

consciousness, including all intentionally immanent givens of consciousness, and, on the 

other hand, the naturalization of ideas and thus of all absolute ideals and norms."35 All 

authority alone (without adding any metaphysical assumption to it), it will be able to embrace 
what philosophy, because of the very assumptions, has been condemned to ignore to refuse." 
Zarader, Marlene, "Phenomenality and Transcendence," in Transcendence in Philosophy and 
Religion, ed. James E. Faulconer (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2003), 110-11. 
34 "Yet how the givens of experience achieve objective determination and what sense 'objectivity' 
and determination of objectivity each has, what function experimental method can take on in each 
case—that depends on the ownmost sense of the givens, or on the sense that the relevant 
experiential consciousness (as an intending of precisely these and no other being) by its essence 
attributes to them. To follow the natural scientific model means almost inevitably: to reify 
consciousness, and that entangles one from the beginning in countersense, from which arises ever 
anew the inclination to pose countersensical problems, to set out false directions of inquiry." 
Husserl, Edmund, "Philosophy as a Rigorous Science," in The New Yearbook for Phenomenology 
andPhenomenological Philosophy (2002), 267. 
35 Ibid., 254. 
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content, even rationality itself, is naturalized creating a performative contradiction. 

While this can create a critical method, it is one that is limited and blocks aspects of our 

experience in consciousness. 

Natural science is, to be sure, after its fashion very critical. Mere 

individual experience, even if extensive, is worth very little to it. In the 

methodological arrangement and combination of experiences, in the 

interplay of experiences and thought which has its logically firm rules, 

valid and invalid experience are distinguished, each experience obtains its 

relative degree of validity, and objectively valid knowledge, knowledge of 

nature, is worked out. Yet however much this kind of critique of 

experience may satisfy us, as long as we stand in natural science and think 

in its attitude an entirely different critique of experience is still possible 

and indispensable, a critique that simultaneously places in question the 

whole of experience as such and the thought proper to experiential 

science.37 

This is not only true of the account of the human generally, but also of the account of 

religious experience. In restricting ourselves to naturalistic discourse where religion is 

treated solely as data to be theorized, we lose the meaningful ways in which religion 

informs human experience from our account. To alter this, we need a critical approach, 

but one that does not reduce all of consciousness to naturalistic terms. 

To demonstrate phenomenology's ability to account for religion in this manner, I 

refer to the work of Marion. In his discussion of revelation, we find an account that is 

36 "The naturalist teaches, preaches, moralizes and reforms. But he denies what every sermon, 
every demand presupposes by its very sense. Only unlike the ancient skeptic he does not preach 
expressis verbis that the solely rational deed is to deny reason—theoretical, axiological, and 
practical reason. Indeed, he would even emphatically reject that kind of thing. In his case, the 
countersense is not out in the open but is concealed from him because he naturalizes reason." 
Ibid., 255. 
37 Ibid., 258. 
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close to meeting the demands of a middle path between the naturalist and sui generis 

positions. While I will suggest ways in which Marion's phenomenology of religious 

experience must be altered to meet the needs of this middle path and remain 

phenomenologically valid, he provides an excellent starting point that is indebted to 

Husserlian phenomenology. 
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Marion was first known for his works on Descartes and also his theological 

writings.38 However, later in his career, Marion has turned his focus to phenomenology 

and with it, a non-dogmatic account of the phenomenon of revelation as a possibility, 

meaning one that can be understood within the parameters of phenomenology. This turn 

to phenomenology represents a distinct break for Marion, to the extent that Stijn van den 

Bossche argues that the later writings bring "such a new sound in Marion's thinking that 

we can make mention of a 'Marion I' and 'Marion II,'"39 the former being the theological 

Marion and the latter the phenomenological one. Although these two are closely linked in 

their pursuit to avoid metaphysics and allow either revelation (Marion I) or the 

phenomena (Marion II) to show themselves, the move away from theology and into a 

more philosophical purview in Marion's phenomenological trilogy of Reduction and 

Givenness, Being Given, and In Excess,AQ represents a significant change in Marion's 

On Descartes, see Marion, Jean-Luc, Descartes' Grey Ontology: Cartesian Science and 
Aristotelian Thought in the Regulae, trans. S. Donohue, (South Bend: St. Augustine's Press, 
2004). Marion, Jean-Luc, On Descartes' Metaphysical Prism: The Constitution and Limits of the 
Onto-Theo-Logy in Cartesian Thought, trans. Jeffrey L. Kosky, (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1999). Marion's most prominent theological works are Marion, Jean-Luc, The Idol and 
Distance: Five Studies, ed. John D. Caputo, trans. Thomas A. Carlson, (New York: Fordham 
University Press, 2001). and Marion, Jean-Luc, God Without Being: Hors-Texte, (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1991). For an introduction to Marion, see Hart's introduction in 
Hart, Kevin, Counter-Experiences: Reading Jean-Luc Marion, (Notre Dame, IN: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 2007). and Horner, Robyn, Jean-Luc Marion: A Theo-Logical Introduction, 
(Burlington, VT: Ashgate Publishing Company, 2005). For a more extensive introduction, see 
Gschwandtner, Christina M., Reading Jean-Luc Marion: Exceeding Metaphysics, ed. Merold 
Westphal, (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press 2007). While various 
scholars have pointed out the numerous links and connections between Marion's 
phenomenological and theological work, Gschwandtner's book is the first to provide a lengthy 
discussion of the relation of these issues to the issues Marion addresses in his Cartesian studies. 
39Bossche, Stijn van den, "God Does Appear in Immanence after All: Jean-Luc Marion's 
Phenomenology as a New First Philosophy for Theology," in Sacramental Presence in the 
Postmodern Context, ed. L. Boeve and L. Leijssen (Leuven: Peeters, 2001), 326. 
40 Marion, Jean-Luc, Reduction and Givenness: Investigations ofHusserl, Heidegger, and 
Phenomenology, trans. Thomas A. Carlson, (Evanston, 111.: Northwestern University Press, 1998). 
Marion, Jean-Luc, In Excess: Studies of Saturated Phenomena, trans. Robyn Horner and Vincent 
Berraud, (New York: Fordham University Press, 2002). 
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thought that makes him more amenable to the non-dogmatic aims of Religious Studies. 

For this reason, I will, for the most part, focus on Marion's phenomenological writings, 

with a few selected references to his theology. Furthermore, I will focus extensively on 

Being Given, as it is the most developed and coherent account of his phenomenology, 

incorporating and expanding on issues discussed in Reduction and Givenness and laying 

the groundwork for the phenomenological investigations contained in In Excess. 

The aim of Marion's phenomenological trilogy is to establish his phenomenology 

of givenness. Marion begins this analysis by calling into questioning whether Husserl 

returns us to the things themselves or places restrictions on the phenomena. This critique 

is grounded in Husserl's analysis of the intention and the intuition. For Husserl, there are 

two possible relations between these terms. First, the intention finds itself partially 

confirmed by the intuition, such that there is fulfilling evidence. For example, my 

intending (i.e., my concept) of the cup is partially fulfilled by my perception of the cup 

but is never fully realized because I can never see the cup from all perspectives. Second, 

the intention exceeds the intuitive fulfillment and, thus, the intuition is lacking, e.g., I 

intend the backside of the cup wrongly and, thus, my intention remains empty. Marion 

asks whether, in contrast to Husserl's account, where the intuition is lacking in regards to 

the intention, we can imagine an intuition that gives in excess of the concept. Through an 

examination of various phenomena, he affirms this possibility, calling it the saturated 

phenomenon because the intuition overwhelms and saturates the concept. He terms the 

experience of the saturated phenomenon a counter-experience because in the experience, 

I do not constitute the phenomenon, but am constituted as a witness to it. The 
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phenomenon overwhelms me such that I do not constitute the meaning, but find the 

meaning directed at me from the phenomenon. 

With his account of the saturated phenomenon, Marion is able to advance an 

account of revelation. He has freed the phenomenon such that it can account for the 

unforeseen and non-objective phenomena that often constitutes religious experience. As 

one example, Marion describes the revelation of the person of Christ. It is an historical 

event that is unforeseeable according to quantity. The presence of Christ, which can only 

be given by God, is unbearable in quality as it overcomes the phenomenological gaze. It 

is absolute in relation because the world of common law phenomenality is not for Christ 

and would turn against him. Finally, in terms of modality, Christ is irregardable because 

as a witness to Christ, I am constituted by his gaze rather than constituting Him. Through 

this account of revelation, Marion uses the category of the saturated phenomenon, "a 

possibility that surpasses the very conditions of possibility—in other words, the 

possibility of the impossible,"41 to discuss revelation in a phenomenological mode while 

also establishing the validity of the possibility of the saturated phenomenon. 

We will examine the validity of Marion's phenomenological account in the 

following chapters. For now, it is important to realize that Marion says he is not 

attempting an apology for Christian belief, which would make its inclusion in Religious 

Stuides problematic. Instead, he is establishing the possibility of the saturated 

phenomenon through his account of revelation.42 To establish this phenomenological 

position, that is, to validate what he poses as the possibility of the saturated phenomenon, 

Marion, Jean-Luc, Being Given: Toward a Phenomenology ofGivenness, trans. Jeffrey L. 
Kosky, (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2002), 218. 
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Marion has referred to revelation. While the theological nature of this account of 

revelation indicates the blurry line between Marion's phenomenology and theology, he 

intends to advance a phenomenological rather than theological position. This 

demonstrates how Marion's work is indebted to the interrelation of theology and 

philosophy that is crucial to the notion of a third way between religion and critical 

discourse that this project aims to establish. Marion uses this interrelation to expand the 

limits of the phenomenological method to account for revelation while at the same time 

providing an explanation of the religious experience. 

Thus, Marion's philosophical account of the saturated phenomena, which he 

intends to be a critical phenomenology and which he claims is not a theology, is informed 

by the religious category of revelation. Marion has not explained the religious in 

categories that would meet the standards of the naturalists. Rather, he has allowed his 

phenomenological account to be informed by religious experience—a process that will be 

the focus of much of the following discussion. Such an account would be lost if we 

adhered to McCutcheon's rule that within the university, religious phenomena must be 

explained only in naturalist terms. 

It may sound as if I am drifting back into the realm of essences and sui generis 

discourse at this point. I acknowledge that this is a risk, but one that cannot be avoided 

and must be faced head-on. For the argument of this project will be that phenomenology 

will provide a middle path to discussing religion such that we have to neither resort to the 

language of essences nor to a rashly reductionistic position. The middle path will allow 

us to examine religion in a critical fashion, thus answering the call of McCutcheon and 

the naturalist to avoid a sui generis account of religion, while not causing us to lose a 
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robust account of the human, as is the case with the rash reductionism of the naturalists. 

Such a path allows for an interaction between scholarship and religious discourse where 

the two interact reciprocally. 

For this to occur, there must be a critical aspect to this phenomenology. Marion 

shows how religion can inform a phenomenology, but for it to remain a phenomenology 

and not become a theology, it has to avoid the pitfalls that McCutcheon points out 

regarding the sui generis discourse in Religious Studies. In other words, if he wants 

religion to inform his phenomenology, Marion must be able to speak critically of this 

phenomenon and not treat it as something that is ineffable such that it cannot be reduced 

to any sort of crticial analysis. If he does not, then his phenomenology is really a 

theologizing of Husserlian phenomenology and must be excluded from the discourse of 

phenomenology.43 Marion repeatedly claims the phenomenology of givenness is a 

phenomenology, not a theology. The category of revelation is not meant to be a sui 

generis category. It can be explained in the terms of transcendental phenomenology in 

such a way that the problems of sui generis discourse and rash reductionism are avoided. 

This will be a major question that the dissertation will address. 

PHENOMENOLOGY VS. PHENOMENOLOGY 

The use of phenomenology to respond to the naturalists may seem like a strange 

move at first, as one of the main targets of the naturalists' critiques is the phenomenology 

43 The criticism that Marion theologizes phenomenology is a common one and will be dealt with 
at length in Chapter 3. 
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of religion as it has been practiced in Religious Studies. This is mainly because the 

phenomenological method is linked to description and anti-reductionist tendencies. But 

this phenomenology, while developed out of Husserl, has become independent from 

developments in philosophical phenomenology.45 To highlight the distinction between 

the two methodologies, I will provide a brief history of phenomenology as it has 

developed in Religious Studies, highlighting how it differs from philosophical 

phenomenology while also developing a critique of this method. For the sake of clarity in 

this section, I will refer use the term "phenomenology of religion" to refer to the method 

in Religious Studies and "philosophical phenomenology" to refer to the method more 

closely aligned with Husserl's thought.46 

While the term phenomenology of religion was first used by Pierre Daniel 

Chantepie de la Saausaye, who defined it as a "method for classifying and comparing 

religious beliefs and practices, which would produce a new discipline, falling midway 

between the history of religions and the philosophy of religion,"47 it developed from the 

thoughts of a wide range of figures too broad to cover in this brief summary of the field. 

It is a highly ambiguous tern that is difficult to define precisely. It is helpful, then, to look 

One example is Robert Segal's critique of Eliade in his "In Defense of Reductionism." Segal, 
"In Defense of Reductionism." 
45 For more on this topic, see Allen, Douglas, "Phenomenology of Religion," in The Routledge 
Companion to the Study of Religion, ed. John R. Hinnells (London and New York: Routledge, 
2005);Cox, James L., A Guide to the Phenomenology of Religion: Key Figures, Formative 
Influences and Subsequent Debates, (New York: T & T International, 2006);Flood, Beyond 
Phenomenology: Rethinking the Study of Religion;King, Ursala, "Historical and 
Phenomenological Approaches," in Contemporary Approaches to the Study of Religion, ed. Frank 
Whaling (New York: Mouton Publishers, 1983);Ryba, Thomas, The Essence of Phenomenology 
and Its Meaning for the Scientific Study of Religion, (New York: Peter Lang, 1991). 
46 There have been several attempts to account for religion within philosophical phenomenology. 
This attempts are more connected to Husserl's initial project. Most notably would be the work of 
Scheler and Levinas. 
47 Cox, A Guide to the Phenomenology of Religion: Key Figures, Formative Influences and 
Subsequent Debates, 106. 
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at numerous definitions froma range of scholars before examing three of the most 

prominent figures associated with the method. 

Within Religious Studies, the term usually refers to an investigation into religious 

phenomena that aims to capture the specific religious essence of the event. When people 

offer a phenomenology they are attempting to offer a description of the ritual or religious 

object, free from value judgment. Because of this, the method is often described as the 

only unique methodology in Religious Studies. As James L. Cox notes, "The 

phenomenology of religion defines the methodology that is uniquely associated with 

Religious Studies as a distinct discipline studying 'religion' itself, as opposed, for 

example to studying sociology as it is applied to religion or psychology as it is applied to 

religion. Phenomenologists study religion in and of itself and not as an epiphenomenon of 

other more primary subject."48 In other words, the method is interested in examining 

religion in its own domain, not as a manifestation of some other phenomenon. This leads 

to a heavy emphasis on description. 

Robert Segal offers a concise definition of the method. "The goal of 

phenomenology is ambiguous. Minimally, the aim is sheer description, an accurate 

recording of the irreducibly religious nature of religion for believers. Because 

phenomenologists deal with religions collectively, description invariably means 

classification.... The date to be classified are the various expressions of religious beliefs 

and practices—for example, varying conceptions of god or varying forms of prayer."49 

The goal would appear to be neutrality in description. 

I U I U . J ~f , 

Segal, "In Defense of Reductionism," 107. 
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Douglas Allen describes it as a method that is comparative in nature and that 

tends to carry out this task by systematizing religion by describing phenomena in terms of 

types and ideals.50 It attempts to be empirical by eliminating all a priori assumptions in 

favor of gathering data to be described. As a result, the method is dependent on the 

history of religions, which provides the data that is described. In addition, the method has 

a strong anti-reductionist emphasis—it understand religious phenomena as fundamentally 

and irreducibly religious in nature and not as the product of other types of phenomena. 

The anti-reductionist tendency is accompanied by an emphasis on description, sometimes 

to the point that the goal is pure description of the essence of religion. 

This emphasis on description is a result of the methods connection to Husserlian 

phenomenology and specifically its understanding of bracketing the natural attitude. 

While for Husserl, this means bracketing the question of the reality of the world to focus 

on that which presents itself to us, in phenomenology of religion the epoche leads to a 

bracketing of value judgment with the aim of sympathy with the believer in order to offer 

the most accurate description possible. All of this results in the goal of the 

phenomenology of religion—an insight into the universal structure and essential 

meanings of religious phenomena. 

Thus, the term could be applied to almost any description of religious experiences 

and contains no reference to any sort of methodological norm. At other points, 

phenomenology of religion refers to the classification of different types of religious 

phenomena for the purpose of comparing religious traditions. It is also used to describe a 

methodology that is uniquely suited to investigate religion and decipher the distinctly 

Allen, "Phenomenology of Religion." 
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religious aspect of the experience. This definition can be associated with the thought of 

dominant figures such as Rudolf Otto, Gerardus van der Leeuw, and Mircea Eliade who 

have played a major role in shaping the method. 

Rudolf Otto 

Rudolf Otto is best known for his work The Idea of the Holy, where he lays out 

the structure of the holy {das Heilige)—his term for the essence of religion. Working 

against Enlightenment project of moralizing religion, Otto sought to decipher the 

autonomous religious phenomena. Thus, he will describe the holy as "a category of 

interpretation and valuation peculiar to the sphere of religion."51 This sphere is 

demarcated by a non-rational surplus of meaning in comparison with other spheres. Otto 

describes this meaning as the numinous and states that it is always found wherever the 

category of the holy is applied. Furthermore, "this mental state is perfectly sui generis 

and irreducible to any other."52 We can see here the genesis of the non-reductionist 

position that is the hallmark of the sui generis position and that emerges in the 

development of the phenomenology of religion. 

Van Der Leeuw 

The most prominent figure in the Dutch school of phenomenology was Gerardus 

van der Leeuw and his most famous work Die Phanomenologie der Religion, translated 

into English as Religion in Essence and ManifestationP Van der Leeuw's method 

51 Otto, Rudolf, The Idea of the Holy: An Inquiry into the Non-Rational Factor in the Idea of the 
Divine and Its Relation to the Rational, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1958), 5. 
52 Ibid., 7. 
53 Leeuw, Gerardus van der, Religion in Essence and Manifestation, (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press, 1986). 
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focuses on outlining the proper relationship between the subject and objects—between 

the scholar and the practitioners. This was a distinction that allowed van der Leeuw to 

remain sympathetic to the practitioner while still advancing his analysis of religion. For 

the practitioner, the subject of religious practice would be God, while for the scholar, 

God is the object of religion. This object is an active agent for the practitioner and it is 

describing the manifestation of the power of the agents that is the aim of the study of 

religion. Van der Leeuw's method is dedicated to this pursuit. 

In the last section of Religion in Essence and Manifestation, van der Leeuw 

develops a method that would help scholars to depict the ideal types of religion and uses 

phenomenology, which can analyze the appearance of the phenomenon through its 

understanding of its appearance.54 In analyzing how the phenomenon appears to the 

observer, the phenomenologist is able to construct the ideal types of religion that allow 

for comparison. Van der Leeuw's goal was for the scholar to attain a deep understanding 

of the religious experience or practice. 

Van der Leeuw outlined a five step process of arriving at the ideal types: 1) 

assigning names; 2) interpolating the phenomena into our own lives; 3) observing the 

epoche; 4) clarifying what has been observed; 5) achieving genuine understanding.55 The 

naming helps to separate the phenomena out to be analyzed. The interpolation keeps the 

name from becoming the object of study—that is, it returns us to the practice. Applying 

the epoche helps to decipher the essence of the experience—a Husserlian move that 

Van der Leeuw outlines this method in the "Epilegomena" of Religion in Essence and 
Manifestation. 
55 Leeuw, Religion in Essence and Manifestation, 688. 
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determines what are the essential structures of the experience. From this point, the 

essence of the experience is classified. 

For van der Leeuw, the method is dedicated to deciphering and describing ideal 

religious types. The phenomenology of religion is dedicated solely to the manifestation of 

religion and is thus a unique method. It is not a philosophical, psychological, or 

sociological interpretation of religion. Instead, it is a method designed to access the 

specifically religious experience and decipher its essential structures. Again, the influence 

of Husserl is evident in the discussion of essential structures, but the method has been 

shifted dramatically from the Husserlian account. 

Mircea Eliade 

Perhaps the figure most commonly associated with the phenomenology of 

religion, in addition to being one of the foremost figures in the development of Religious 

Studies, is Mircea Eliade. Much of Eliade's work, including The Sacred and the Profane, 

is a response and elaboration of Otto's The Idea of the Holy.56 Eliade sought to outline 

the formal structures of religion and in so doing advanced a comparative account of 

religion. This is evident in his dichotomy of the sacred and profane, which Eliade 

describes as two modes of being in the world. According to Eliade, religion always 

involves the attempt of the human to transcend the relative, historical-temporal, profane 

world by experiencing a 'superhuman' sacred world of transcendent values. This dialectic 

allows scholars to distinguish the religious from the non-religious and thus describe the 

religious phenomena. In order to make this distinction, however, the scholar is asked to 

be sympathetic with the religious experience. 

56 Rennie, Reconstructing Eliade: Making Sense of Religion, 27. 
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Bryan Rennie, a leading scholar of Eliade, summarizes the goal of Eliade's 

project as seeking the meaning of religious facts. "Rather than seeking an accurate 

archeological reconstruction or phenomenological description of religious data, Eliade is 

attempting to discover the meaning of these data."57 In order to do this, Eliade seeks out 

the universal structures of religious experience. But in trying to capture this meaning, it 

cannot be translated into non-religious terms without some sort of loss. As Rennie notes, 

"What is finally irreducible is the religious perspective or attitude. Not in the sense that it 

cannot be analyzed into any component parts, but rather in the sense that it cannot be 

translated into any other perspective without an essential loss—the loss of its compelling 

nature to the religious believer."58 This view of reductionism along with Eliade 

distinguishing the role of the historian of religion from other forms of scholarship has 

made him one of the foremost adversaries of the naturalists. Wayne Proudfoot claims him 

as "one of the most influential critics of reductionism in the study of religion." Eliade 

"has argued that the task of the historian of religion is a distinctive one and has contrasted 

it with what he takes to be the reductionist methods of the social sciences."59 

The phenomenology of religion as it has been carried out within Religious 

Studies, with its emphasis on description, it commitment to religion as a unique type of 

experience requiring its own method, and its strong anti-reductionist tendencies, is too 

protective of religion. It is a method that is viewed as a caretaker of religion, being ever 

so careful not to overstep the bounds. Gavin Flood points out the shortcomings of this 

method. While it does free Religious Studies from dogmatism, the concepts of the 

Ibid., 113. 
Ibid., 254. 
Proudfoot, Religious Experience, 191. 
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method "unnecessarily limit the range of the methodological possibilities with the study 

of religion; are closed to an open-ended dialogical understanding in which language is 

central; and disable an explanatory level that seeks to link 'religious' phenomena to other 

cultural practices." ° I agree that the phenomenology of religion does bring in these issues 

and thus, I wish to distance the philosophical phenomenology that I will develop from 

this method. 

The problematic nature of phenomenology of religion is in part due to the way 

that the method uses various concepts from Husserlian phenomenology in a willy-nilly 

fashion, lacking regard for his methodological rigor. Flood demonstrates this in relation 

to the concept of bracketing. "Bracketing for Husserl clearly means that the question 

concerning the objective status of phenomena is suspended and that meaning can be 

separated from existence. This is quite different from the puzzling Religious Studies 

doctrine that subjectivity and subjective attitudes are suspended in the phenomenological 

reduction."61 Bracketing in Husserl applies to the natural attitude. It is meant to remove 

the concerns of skepticism in order that we can investigate what presents itself to us. It is 

not meant to eliminate any sort of subjective attitude towards the experience. Rather, it is 

meant to highlight what it is that is there for the subject. 

This is not to say that I think Husserl had all the answers. A proponent of 

Marion's position cannot make such a claim since Marion's entire phenomenological 

project is a radicalization of Husserl's phenomenological method. But I do think that the 

phenomenology of religion is a distant cousin of philosophical phenomenology and, thus, 

I highlight the differences to make this distinction clear. The strategies in the 

60 Flood, Beyond Phenomenology: Rethinking the Study of Religion, 93. 
61 Ibid., 97. 
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phenomenology of religion limit the method. Specifically, in treating religion as a sui 

generis experience and phenomenology of religion as the method to discuss this 

experience, this school limits the possibility of dialogue between religion and 

explanation. Louis Dupre is correct when he says that the phenomenological analyses of 

van der Leeuw and Eliade are influenced by Husserl, but "seldom surpass the empirical 

level of an anthropological typology and rarely attain the philosophical justification 

Husserl required. The eidetic epoche here turns into refusal to enter into any problems 

that exceed description and classification."62 It is on this point that the philosophical 

phenomenology that I wish to develop will differ significantly from the phenomenology 

of religion. 

Throughout this project, I will push for an interaction between philosophical 

phenomenology and religion. I wish to show how philosophical phenomenology can help 

us to decipher the formal conditions of possibility for a religious experience. But this will 

be much more than a philosophical elaboration of religion. The other part of the project 

will show how this account of religion can critique the method of phenomenology such 

that it is pushed to account for a broader range of given phenomena, which should be a 

major goal of the method. But to carry out this task, I will not discuss religion as a sui 

generis or unique type of experience. Instead, I will argue that religion is better 

understood as a type of human experience that, while having characteristics that 

Dupre, Louis K., Religious Mystery and Rational Reflection, (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. 
Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1998), 3. Rennie would disagree with this assessment of Eliade. 
"The historian of religions can thus realize the meanings of archaic, exotic, or contemporary 
religious phenomena, that is to say, can realize both the significance of that religious phenomenon 
for the actual life of the believer and the significance of that particular phenomenon for the 
general existential situation of humanity in our confrontation with our environment." Rennie, 
Reconstructing Eliade: Making Sense of Religion, 111. 
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differentiate it from other experiences, should be understood as one of an array of 

experiences that can be subjected to proper analyses. 

This also differentiates my understanding of reductionism from how it is 

commonly understood in the phenomenology of religion. I do not see the reductionism of 

the naturalist as pertaining only to the realm of religion. Rather, in a Husserlian fashion, I 

find naturalism, when it is used as an all-encompassing explanation, to be reductionistic 

in relation to human consciousness and experience in general. It is not just that it does not 

adequately account for religious phenomena, but for all sorts of meaning that we 

experience. Thus, I seek to develop a method that is anti-reductionistic in regards to all 

aspects of experience, including religious experience. Implied within this stance is that 

we are justified in looking to religion for explanations, by which I mean that when we 

cease to be reductionistic, we open our scholarship to a wider array of experiences. 

RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE 

In the midst of this discussion, it will be helpful to set forth a working definition 

of religious experience, which will also convey a sense of the way in which religion is 

understood in this project. Yet this proves to be a difficult task. As Robert H. Sharf notes 

in his essay on religious experience, 

One might expect an essay on the term 'experience' to begin with a 

definition, but immediately we confront a problem. To define something 

entails situating it in the public sphere, assuming an objective or third-

person perspective vis-a-vis the term of the concept at issue. The problem 

with the term 'experience,' particularly with respect to its use in the study 

of religion, is that it resists definition by design; as we will see, the term is 

often used rhetorically to thwart the authority of the 'objective' or the 
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'empirical,' and to valorize instead the subjective, the personal, the 

private. This is in part why the meaning of the term may appear self-

evident at first yet becomes increasingly elusive as one tries to get a fix on 

it.63 

As will be evident, many of the discussions in this dissertation will expand, modify, and 

question this definition while also modifying the method of how we account for such 

experiences. This is one of the methodological aims of this dissertation—to advocate a 

self-reflexive method that seeks to continually refine and modify its definitions. 

Throughout the project, I will employ this self-reflexive method to establish its utility to 

Religious Studies. Thus, I will advance a notion of religious experience, trying to 

highlight two aspects that make it a problematic concept with which to deal. First, it is an 

experience that exceeds the limits of human knowledge and capabilities—that is, it 

contains something that exceeds or is more than our limits. Secondly, despite this 

characteristic, we still have access to an experience of it such that we can discuss it in a 

critical manner. 

Heidegger describes religious experience as that which does not arise from the 

human or through the human, "but rather from that which is revealed in and with this way 

of existence, from what is believed."64 This definition shows that in these instances, we 

are not dealing with an experience that has its origins in human intention, while at the 

same time not being something that is totally transcendent. This captures the both/and 

aspect of religious experience. It is both transcendent and immanent at the same time. To 

63 Sharf, Robert H., "Experience," in Critical Terms for Religious Studies, ed. Mark C. Taylor 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 94. 
64Heidegger, Martin, "Phenomenology and Theology," in Pathmarks, ed. William McNeill 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 44. 
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favor the transcendent aspect, as the phenomenology of religion does, denies the 

immanent aspect of the experience, while to favor the immanent aspect denies the 

possibility of a transcendent explanation. Part of the project in the coming chapters will 

be to justify the rejection of methods that favor an either/or approach in these matters in 

favor of an approach that grasps the both/and structure of experience. 

Heidegger's brief definition is also commensurate with much of the scholarship 

on religious experience and in particular mystical experience, as Michael Sells shows in 

his Mystical Languages of Unsaying.65 In this seminal text, Sells examines mystical 

writings from Jewish, Christian, and Islamic figures to uncover the role of kataphasis 

(affirmation) and apophasis (negation) in these writings. He argues that classical Western 

apophasis shares three key characteristics: "(1) The metaphor of overflowing or 

'emanation' which is often in creative tension with the language of intentional, demiurgic 

creation; (2) dis-ontological discursive effort to avoid reifying the transcendent as an 

'entity' or 'being' or 'thing'; (3) a distinctive dialectic of transcendence and immanence 

in which the utterly transcendent is revealed as utterly immanent."66 The first 

characteristic is that of affirmation. The second is that of negation. Thus, it seems that we 

are left in another dichotomy of immanence and transcendence. However, in the third 

characteristic, we see that the dichotomy does not hold. It is this last point that is of 

interest to this study. In mystical experiences, experiences that exemplify the 

transcendent aspect of religion that lead many to construe religious knowledge as beyond 

the limits of human understanding, the immanent realm plays a crucial role. Sells 

Sells, Michael A, Mystical Languages of Unsaying, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1994). 
66 Ibid., 6. 
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explains: "Mysticism is often associated with the extraordinary. In apophatic mystical 

texts, there is indeed a sense of the extraordinary, but the extraordinary, the transcendent, 

the unimaginable, reveals itself as the common."67 Thus, the transcendent is always 

understood through the immanent. In even the most extraordinary cases of religious 

experiences, we cannot simply place them into the realm of transcendence. Instead, we 

have to understand the relationship of the transcendent and the immanent. This does not 

mean that the mystical experience does not refer to the transcendent. Instead, Sells is 

conveying the complex understanding of religious experience that is missing when it is 

portrayed as completely beyond the limits of human knowledge. 

Provisionally, religious experience will be understood as an experience that 

could not be generated from human intention, thus containing an aspect that transcends 

us, but not as a unique set of experiences that have no connection to other experiences. 

Thus, it does not require a unique method to examine it, but it does require a method that 

avoids limiting the realm of inquiry to a set of human defined limits, as a naturalist 

methodology does. I believe that philosophical phenomenology is one such method and 

will attempt to show why this is the case through the chapters of this dissertation, each of 

which will deal with a specific problematic aspect of accounting for such an experience. 

PROJECT OUTLINE 

The project can be divided into two sections. The first half will establish the 

possibility of a non-reductive phenomenology of religion and demonstrate its utility to 

Religious Studies. 

67 Ibid., 7. 
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In the first chapter, I respond to those critics who say that Marion's 

phenomenology reduces religious experience to a specific phenomenological explanation 

while also promoting a very specific Catholic dogma as the true source of religious 

experience. I show that these claims are tantamount to saying that Marion's 

phenomenology is ontotheological because it subordinates theology to the norms of 

philosophy. However, this position is grounded in a misreading of Heidegger's account 

of ontotheology that results in a separation of philosophy and religion, rather than 

bringing them closer together as Heidegger intended. I then show that the proper way to 

overcome ontotheology is through Heidegger's method of formal indication, and that this 

is at play in Marion's emphasis on the priority of the phenomena. Both of these accounts 

will formulate the guiding method for the remainder of the project. 

In Chapter 2,1 address issues surrounding the use of experience in relation to 

religion through an examination of the debate between Proudfoot and Michael Sells. I 

agree with Sells that Proudfoot misreads religion when he says that all experiences are 

intentional, but show that Sells account is problematic because he treats mystical 

experience as a unique set of experiences that requires its own set of categories. I then 

show how Marion's account of experience, which develops out of his phenomenology of 

saturation, mitigates the debate between Sells and Proudfoot, allowing us to incorporate 

religion into a general understanding of experience. 

In the second half of the project, I use these analyses to critique Marion's account 

of a non-intuited, pure given. In the third chapter, I examine the issue of whether a turn to 

religion in phenomenology leads the method back to metaphysics and speculation, a 

legitimate risk of such a pursuit. To avoid this problem, Marion must abandon his 
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position that there can be a non-intuitable, pure given. If he does not, then he leads the 

method into speculation. I substantiate this claim in Chapter 4 through an analysis of 

Marion's account of the gifted. In this chapter, I also use Marion's discussion of the call 

and response structure of the gifted to answer his Derridean critics who argue that his 

phenomenology of saturation says too much about the transcendent. These critics miss 

that fact that the delay between the call of the phenomenon and the response of the gifted 

means that there is an undecidability in the experience of the transcendent such that it can 

never be completely determined. 

In the conclusion, I show how the phenomenological account developed in the 

main chapters applies to the debates in Religious Studies discussed in the introduction. 

Through Marion's account of idol and icon, I advocate a methodological humility that is 

missing in the naturalist position. By employing religious categories to critique the 

naturalist position, I show once more how religion and scholarship can interact in a 

beneficial, yet still critical, manner. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INDICATING A WAY THROUGH THE DISASTROUS ALTERNATIVE 

In the introduction to the dissertation, we examined the tension in Religious 

Studies between reductionist and descriptive methodologies and proposed that Jean-Luc 

Marion's phenomenology provides us with a third way between these two positions. But 

proposing to use phenomenology as a way to analyze religion places this project in the 

midst of a long-standing questionof ontotheology—that is, the question of whether a 

philosophical account of religion can be advanced without making religion play by the 

rules of philosophy. This is a tendency that Martin Heidegger deciphers in the 

metaphysical tradition and argues distorts religion and leads us to understand God not on 

God's terms, but in terms of a human construct that serves a philosophical end. We will 

examine the issues of metaphysics and ontotheology in great detail in the following 

section. For now, the parallel between the critique of ontotheology and the debate 

regarding the sui generis position in religious studies should be noted. For just as those 

who argue that there is an irreducible essence of religion that should keep us from 

criticizing religion, some would take a stance in regards to ontotheology that any 

philosophical account of religion is reductionistic and fails to respect the alterity of the 

divine. As we will see, this can lead to the development of protective strategies in 

philosophy of religion that prevent us from advancing a conceptual account of religion. 

Marion highlights this tension in his discussion of the disastrous alternative 

facing a philosophy of religion: "either it be a question of phenomena that are objectively 

definable but lose their religious specificity, or it would be a question of phenomena that 
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are specifically religious but cannot be described objectively."1 Much of Marion's 

phenomenological project, especially in Being Given, is dedicated to deciphering a way 

through this disastrous alternative. But along the way, he is often criticized for making 

God play by the rules of phenomenology—a claim tantamount to saying he is 

ontotheological. 

In this chapter, I will show that this indictment of Marion is based on a 

misunderstanding of Heidegger's critique of ontotheology and its implications. Thus, I 

will begin by clarifying what exactly Heidegger intends to rebuke in his critique of 

ontotheology—namely, unexamined speculative norms being included within 

philosophy, the defining trait of what Heidegger terms the metaphysical tradition—and 

then show a way out of this problem through Heidegger's method of formal indication, 

which will become the guiding methodology of the dissertation. I will then show how this 

methodology applies to Marion's phenomenology of revelation and that it frees him from 

the charge of ontotheology and addresses the concern that Marion makes theology play a 

secondary role to phenomenology. While we can see this as a risk of Marion's project, 

and one that we must be careful to avoid, it is not the necessary outcome of his 

phenomenology of givenness. Through Marion's discussion of the priority of the 

phenomenon, we will see that any restrictions or horizons that appear will be determined 

by the phenomena itself and not from a preconceived philosophical viewpoint. To 

achieve this, it will require that Marion overcome his own hesitation to place horizons on 

the experience of revelation, as this is the only way in which we can rescue his 

experiment from the failure of dogmatism. 

1 Marion, Jean-Luc, "The Saturated Phenomenon," in Phenomenology and the Theological Turn: 
The French Debate, ed. Dominique Janicaud (New York: Fordham University Press, 2000), 176. 
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THE MISAPPROPRIATION OF ONTOTHEOLOGY 

John D. Caputo has, at the same time, played a significant role in popularizing the 

work of Marion while also being one of the loudest critics of his phenomenology and 

theology.2 Caputo's crticism often amounts to the claim that Marion weds both 

phenomenology and theology to a very specific, historical, actual, and, ultimately, 

conservative Catholic understanding of revelation.3 According to Caputo, the only way 

revelation could occur within Marion's phenomenology of givenness is if it meets the 

conditions that Marion sets forth in his phenomenology. 

One is thereby led by the hand of phenomenology to the threshold of 

theology, which can be crossed only by faith and would represent, if 

confirmed in actuality, an existential and theological 'crowning' of 

phenomenology by actualizing an essential possibility of which 

phenomenology is not itself capable. Theology would be what 

phenomenology wants to be but cannot attain. 

While Caputo dismisses the notion that there is a theologizing of phenomenology, he 

remains quite concerned that theology has been "invaded by phenomenology" such that it 

2 Caputo has organized several conferences where Marion has been invited to be a keynote 
speaker. The proceedings of the conferences, including Marion's paper, have been published. See 
Caputo, John D. and Michael J. Scanlon, God, the Gift, and Postmodernism, (Bloomington, IN: 
Indiana University Press, 1999). and Caputo, John D. and Michael J. Scanlon, Transcendence and 
Beyond: A Postmodern Inquiry ed. Merold Westphal, (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
2007). I will examine Caputo's criticism below. 
3 Caputo, John D., "The Hyperbolization of Phenomenology: Two Possibilities in Recent 
Continental Philosophy," in Counter-Experiences: Reading Jean-Luc Marion, ed. Kevin Hart 
(Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2007). 
4 Ibid., 80-81. Here, Caputo is rejecting the critique of Dominique Janicaud, who rejects Marion's 
position because of its implications for phenomenology. Caputo and Janicaud thus represent the 
spectrum of criticism that is leveled against Marion. Thus, Marion finds himself to be an 
outlier—to theological for phenomenologists and too phenomenological for those in religious 
studies. For more on Janicaud, see Janicaud, Dominique, "The Theological Turn of French 
Phenomenology," in Phenomenology and The "Theological Turn", ed. Dominique Janicaud (New 
York: Fordham University Press, 2000). I will take up the concerns of Janicaud in Chapter 3. 



48 

"would be taken over by a certain sort of givenness that has gone out of control."5 

Revelation would not be allowed to occur on God's terms, but only in terms of givenness. 

Caputo, then, finds Marion guilty of ontotheology—forcing God to enter philosophy on 

the terms of philosophy rather than on God's own terms,6 because Marion relies on the 

certainty of givenness to replace faith. Marion's phenomenology of givenness is a 

"brilliant but failed experiment"7 that leads us into a phenomenalization of theology, 

placing theology back into the metaphysics from which it had been wrought free through 

the developments of philosophical theology in the twentieth century. 

Caputo's reading of Marion is typical. For example, Kathryn Tanner worries that 

Marion does not respect the unconditionality of God in his phenomenology of givenness 

and feels that Marion makes God play by the rules of givenness. Tanner writes that in 

revelation, "God doesn't give himself away in giving all but remains in himself; like the 

sun.. .God radiates giving without restriction while maintaining God's own full radiance 

at the very same time."8 And although such critics do not explicitly use the term 

"ontotheology," we can read them as indicting Marion on this charge. They are 

concerned that Marion is playing a risky game in his phenomenology of givenness, one in 

5 Caputo, "The Hyperbolization of Phenomenology: Two Possibilities in Recent Continental 
Philosophy," 82. 
6 A portion of this chapter will be dedicated to defining this term. There is extensive secondary 
literature on the topic. See Carlson, Thomas A., Indiscretion: Finitude and the Naming of God, 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999);Robbins, Jeffrey W., Between Faith and Thought: 
An Essay on the Ontotheological Condition, (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 
2003);Westphal, Merold, Overcoming Onto-Theology: Toward a Postmodern Christian Faith, 
(New York: Fordham University Press, 2001). 
7 Caputo, "The Hyperbolization of Phenomenology: Two Possibilities in Recent Continental 
Philosophy," 88. 
8 Tanner, Kathryn, "Theology at the Limits of Phenomenology," in Counter-Experiences: 
Reading Jean-Luc Marion, ed. Kevin Hart (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 
2007), 221. 
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which God will be forced to play by the norms of his philosophical account of givenness, 

which amounts to ontotheology. 

However, this reception of Heidegger fails to realize the full potential of his 

critique of ontotheology, which is aimed at the hegemony of metaphysics and its 

preconceived frameworks, which create a philosophy where God is only allowed to enter 

on the terms of metaphysics.9 It is only when we move past metaphysics that God is able 

to enter philosophy because God will be free to enter on God's terms and not on the 

terms of metaphysics. However, this does not mean that theological discourse is freed 

from any sort of philosophical critique, nor does it demand that we turn to apophatic 

strategies when discussing the divine. Instead, as Heidegger indicates, it should free 

philosophy to speak about the divine in a way that does not control and manipulate the 

divine. After showing this to be the case, it will be argued that this liberation can be 

brought about through a phenomenology of religion guided by Heidegger's 

methodological consideration of formal indication. 

The critique of ontotheology is part of a larger critique of what Heidegger calls 

the metaphysical tradition. In Identity and Difference, Heidegger shows that metaphysics 

establishes a hegemony over philosophy and Being when it assumes the unity of thinking 

and Being.10 Metaphysics presumes that Being must "manifest itself as thought" and 

thinking must "gather itself toward the Being as its ground, in the manner of giving 

9 For Heidegger, metaphysics is a term for the history of Western philosophy. Throughout this 
essay, we will use metaphysics to refer to the philosophical tradition that has forced God to abide 
by philosophy's norms. 
10 Heidegger, Martin, Identity and Difference, trans. Joan Stambaugh, (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2002). 
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ground and account."11 This position is not reflective of our experience, but, rather, is 

made "in advance" of it.12 Such philosophical investigation is guided by neither the 

phenomena nor experience, but rather by a speculative position grounded in the 

unthought unity of Being and thinking. Thus, the metaphysical tradition is grounded in a 

presupposition—one that causes Being to be the general ground of beings. Such 

philosophy does not reflect the openness to Being that is characteristic of Dasein.13 

Heidegger argues that we cannot take for granted the sameness of thinking and 

Being that grounds Hegel's project. The unity of thinking and being is artificial and 

maintained for the sake of the objective scientific project.14 Instead, we must understand 

that Dasein is essentially a relationship of responding to Being and, thus, belongs to 

Being as it is appropriated to Being.15 We should not think of Being as one with thinking 

in the manner of Hegel, but as that which is present and makes a claim on Dasein. "For it 

is man, open toward Being, who alone lets Being arrive as presence....This does not at all 

mean that Being is posited first and only by man. On the contrary, the following becomes 

clear: Man and Being are appropriated to each other."16 The metaphysical tradition has 

failed to account for man's openness to Being and the appropriation of the one to the 

other. Instead, it has attempted to think of thinking as uniting human and Being. But, as 

Heidegger has correctly shown, this is not reflective of our experience of Being. 

Metaphysics leads us into philosophical speculation abstracted from experience and, thus, 

forces Being into the conceptual framework defined from the perspective of Dasein. 

" Ibid., 57. 
12 Ibid., 58. 
13 Dasein is Heidegger's term for the human, which he defines as the being whose being is at 
stake for itself. 
14 Heidegger, Identity and Difference, 26. 
15 Ibid., 31. 
16 Ibid., 31-32. 
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Failing to understand our appropriation to Being leads us to not only misrepresent Being, 

but also beings, such as when we treat entities as objects rather than as they show 

themselves. We can easily see how this can extend to the way we treat God, forcing the 

divine to be an object employed for our philosophical purposes. 

As a result, Heidegger terms this metaphysical thinking ontotheological. It is 

ontological because of the way it restricts Being by failing to account for our 

appropriation to Being. It is theological because it confines God to being the Highest 

Ground, the causa sui, that is, the God of philosophy.17 As Iain D. Thomson explains, 

"Metaphysics effects both a bottom-up 'ground-giving or establishing' (in which its 

understanding of the being of entities, reached by generalizing from its conception of the 

most basic entity, grounds the intelligible order from inside out) and a top-down, 

theological 'founding or justification' (in which its understanding of the being of entities, 

derived from its conception of the highest entity, secures the intelligible order from 

outside in)."18 In its theo-logic thinking, metaphysics dictates the way that the deity 

enters into philosophy. This is not the God of revelation, but instead a human 

philosophical construct—a preconceived god that fits into the norms established by the 

human project of metaphysics. And it is the god of metaphysics that, in the words of 

Heidegger, we can neither "pray nor sacrifice to," nor can we fall "on ours knees in awe 

before this god."19 

We can see, then, that Heidegger's critique of ontotheology is aimed at unthought 

presuppositions that have invaded and dominated the philosophical tradition. He is 

17 Ibid., 70-71. 
18 Thomson, Iain D., Heidegger on Ontotheology: Technology and the Politics of Education, 
(Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 18. 
19 Heidegger, Identity and Difference, 72. 
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particularly concerned that such a perdurance of thought will cause us to determine the 

questions of philosophy in advance of our investigation, hence his comment that 

ontotheology leads us to ground our projects in advance of our experience of beings. This 

is particularly important for the current project because it is based on these 

presuppositions that God is forced to enter philosophy on philosophy's terms. God is not 

allowed to be God, but instead is fit into our preconceived frameworks and forced to play 

the role of the moral God, the first cause, or whatever construct is needed to guarantee a 

philosophical position will hold. As Thomas A. Carlson succinctly puts it, 

Both in its conception of the human subject (as setting the conditions of 

possibility for experience and intelligibility, especially in terms of 

objectivity) and in its conception of God (as prime mover, causa sui, 

sufficient reason, etc.) metaphysics would occlude revelation in its true 

sense because it would demand that God appear not in his own way but 

according to the conditions of an objectivized and human experience and/or 

so as to account for and render intelligible, primarily in terms of efficient 

causality or the logic of sufficient reason, the appearance of all other 

phenomena.20 

Metaphysics only speaks of the god of philosophy, the god created by humans for their 

own purposes and the preservation of metaphysics. If we are to open philosophy to the 

God of religion, then philosophy must avoid confining God in the way that is encouraged 

by failing to account for the unthought of Western metaphysics. 

This may sound as if religion will earn a free pass to run rampant over 

philosophical discourse. That is to say, that in a reversal of the metaphysical situation, 

20 Carlson, Thomas A., "Blindness and the Decision to See: On Revelation and Reception in Jean-
Luc Marion," in Counter-Experiences: Reading Jean-Luc Marion, ed. Kevin Hart (Notre Dame, 
IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2007), 153. 
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God is allowed to enter philosophy and take over the norms of the discourse, forcing 

philosophy to play a secondary role to the theology. Such has been the reception of 

Heidegger's critique, leading to various apophatic strategies that attempt to avoid 

speaking of the religious in an ontotheological fashion. As Mary-Jane Rubenstein notes, 

antiontotheologians attempt to protect God from any confines by developing "various 

neoapophatic strategies in order to break through the philosophical looking glass to the 

God of faith, the God beyond 'God,' the God without being, the God without god, the 

khora otherwise than the God beyond God without Being."21 However, the apophatic 

strategies amount to "an eloquent mystical escapism, the resecured theological self tying 

logic up in knots, sneaking off to merge with the divine, and leaving the violent, unjust, 

idolatrous world to its own devices."22 Rubenstein thus highlights the issue with these 

"post-Heideggerian theologies"—they fail to engage the religious, but instead separate 

theology and philosophy to ensure that the ontotheology of Western metaphysics will not 

appear in their work. This is a similar move to those in the sui generis camp who criticize 

any sort of reductionism in the field. 

The reading of ontotheology that leads to these neoapophatics is one that 

dominates the reception of Heidegger in continental philosophy of religion. 

Unfortunately, this reading fails to see the possibility of the interrelation of philosophy 

and theology that is the result of the liberation of philosophy from metaphysics. 

Heidegger states this to be the case in Identity and Difference: "The god-less thinking 

which must abandon the god of philosophy, god as causa sui, is thus perhaps closer to the 

21 Rubenstein, Mary-Jane, "The Unbearable Withness of Being," in Theology and the Political: 
The New Debate, ed. Creston Davis, John Milbank, and Slavoj Zizek (Durham: Duke University 
Press, 2005), 341. 
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divine God. Here this means only: god-less thinking is more open to Him than 

ontotheologic would like to admit."23 The critique of ontotheology makes philosophy 

more open to the divine. Apophatic strategies miss the potential of this critique as they 

drive a wedge between philosophy and religion—leaving religion in a realm that is not to 

be discussed in philosophy, not for the preservation of rationality, but for the sake of 

maintaining the absolute transcendence of the divine. 

Even Marion, widely criticized for confining God to givenness and thus not 

towing the antiontotheology party line, is prone to employ this type of apophatics. In God 

Without Being, Marion, agreeing with Heidegger's critique of metaphysics, deciphers 

what he terms a conceptual idolatry, in which a concept (that is, a philosophical 

construct) takes the place of God.24 Thus, God is not defined on God's terms, but on the 

terms of the concept that comes from the human. However, Marion finds fault with 

Heidegger's account. While he sees Heidegger as freeing God from the conceptual 

idolatry of metaphysics, he argues that Heidegger leads us into a second idolatry—the 

idolatry of Being. Heidegger's break with metaphysics does open phenomenology to the 

possibility of the divine God, but it does so within the confines of Heidegger's 

understanding of Being. 

This understanding of ontotheology is most evident in the chapter of God Without 

Being titled "Double Idolatry." Here, Marion discusses the idolatry of the metaphysical 

tradition, which he calls a "conceptual idolatry." In this idolatry, a concept takes the place 

of the divine God. It is idolatrous, on Marion's account, because this concept does not 

Heidegger, Identity and Difference, 72. 
24 Marion, God Without Being: Hors-Texte. Marion also addresses this issue in Idol and the 
Distance. Marion, The Idol and Distance: Five Studies. 
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come from the divine, but is a human construct and is used to advance a philosophical 

position. Thus, God is not defined on God's terms, but on the terms of a human construct. 

The concept when it knows the divine in its hold, and hence names 'god,' 

defines it. It defines it, and therefore also measures it up to the dimension 

of its hold. Thus the concept on its part can take up again the essential 

characteristics of the 'aesthetic' idol: because it apprehends the divine on 

the basis of Dasein, it measures the divine as a function of it; the limits of 

the divine experience of Dasein provoke a reflection that turns it away 

from aiming at, and beyond, an invisible mirror.25 

In metaphysics, the definition of God, which should come from God, originates instead 

with Dasein's own understanding aside from the experience of God. The idol defines 

God, often based on an experience of the divine, but one that has been transformed to 

meet the measure of Dasein. This results in a stable concept that cannot be adjusted to the 

manifestation of the divine. The stability of the idol can be contrasted with the icon, 

which keeps the gaze moving—an unstable position that permits the divine to appear on 

its term, rather than having to conform to the measure of Dasein. 

A prime example of a conceptual idol is Kant's moral god. "The apprehension of 

'god' as moral author of the world implies an actual experience of God...but founded on 

a finite determination of 'God' (from the sole practical point of view), starting not from 

the nature—if there is one—of God, but indeed from human Dasein's experience of it."26 

Thus, the concept of God does not come from the experience of the divine, but instead 

from the thought of humans. The divine cannot break into philosophy, that is 

metaphysics, unless God matches up to the terms of the concept that defined God in the 

Marion, God Without Being: Hors-Texte, 30. 
Ibid., 31. 



philosophical situation. This is the essence of ontotheology for Marion—we establish a 

concept of God such that God can enter philosophy only by meeting the standards of this 

concept. However, this concept is not based on the divine, but on a speculative concept of 

the divine. To counter this tendency, we must avoid confining God through the use of 

concepts that come from Dasein rather than from the divine. 

However, Marion finds a fault in Heidegger's account. While he sees Heidegger 

freeing God from the conceptual idolatry of metaphysics, he argues that Heidegger leads 

us into a second idolatry—the idolatry of Being. Heidegger's break with metaphysics 

does open phenomenology to the possibility of the divine God but it does so within the 

confines of Heidegger's understanding of Being. Examining various texts from the late 

Heidegger, Marion concludes that in Heidegger's thought "what is essential in the 

question of 'the existence of God' stems less from 'God' than from existence itself, 

therefore from Being."28 Marion argues that in Heidegger, Being precedes God such that 

God is confined to being a being.29 The confinement of God results from the priority of 

the ontological question over the question of God. Heidegger, on Marion's account, is 

submitting God to Being—God must enter philosophy as a being since the truth of Being 

can only be known through beings. Therefore, to know God, we are forced to think God 

as a being. In the same way that metaphysics has forced God to be a certain concept, 

Heidegger's phenomenological account appears to confine God to the realm of Being—to 

the realm of existence. 

"The advent of something like 'God' in philosophy therefore arises less from God himself than 
from metaphysics....'God' is determined starting from and to the profit of that which metaphysics 
is capable, that which it can admit and support." Ibid., 34. 
28 Ibid., 41. 
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In reply to Heidegger, Marion argues that we must think God not as an idol but as 

an icon. The distinction of idol and icon is a crucial one, and one that has shifted later in 

Marion's career.30 In his early works, such as God Without Being, however, the term idol 

is a pejorative one. It is used to describe instances when we attempt to trap God into a 

human conception. Thus, Marion describes it as a mirror that returns the gaze to itself, 

meaning that the content that is returned is nothing more than that which comes from the 

human intention. As we have seen, one example of this is the conceptual idol of the 

modern period. To avoid idolatry, we must overcome the experience of the idol with the 

experience of the icon. Unlike the mirror of the idol, the icon draws the gaze beyond its 

intention, providing with something that is beyond the measure of Dasein. The 

experience is not limited to the content of the intention of Dasein, but is able to move 

beyond the limits of this intention. To allow the gaze to be drawn beyond its attention 

through the icon, and thus avoid idolatry, Marion argues we must think of god without 

any pretenses, including the pretenses of Being. But this means that we must not think 

God. For any thinking of God would mean that we are starting from the human and not 

from the divine. Thus, we must not think of God, but instead understand God as an 

unthinkable love.31 

Marion's rejection of thinking must be qualified. It may sound as if he is 

suggesting that we stop pursuing a philosophical analysis of the divine—that theology 

30 For more on the distinction of idol and icon in Marion, see the conclusion of the dissertation. 
31 "To think God therefore, outside of the ontological difference, outside the question of Being, as 
well, risks the unthinkable, indispensable, but impassable. What name, what concept, and what 
sign nevertheless yet remain feasible? A single one, no doubt, love, or as we would like to say, as 
Saint John proposes—'God [is] agape' (1 John 4:8). Why Love? Because this term, which 
Heidegger (like moreover all of metaphysics, although in a different way) maintains in a derived 
and secondary state, still remains, paradoxically, unthought enough to free, some day at least, the 
thought of God from the second idolatry." Marion, God Without Being: Hors-Texte, 46-47. 
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has taken over phenomenology. This would be a misreading. Instead, he saying that we 

have to stop thinking of God in terms of metaphysics.32 On Marion's account, it is only 

when we cease to think of God that God is truly liberated from the traps of ontotheology, 

or better, that we are liberated to experience the divine God. When thinking ceases, 

meaning when we stop trying to understand God from our concepts and allow God to 

give God's self, then we encounter the divine. At the same time, there is a risk in this 

language to move into a realm of apophatics. 

Thus, we can see the similarity of Marion and Heidegger on the point of 

ontotheology—both want to free God from philosophical confines, thus freeing the divine 

to enter philosophy on God's terms. For Marion, it is important that any philosophical 

method remain free of the presuppositions such as those that are the target of Heidegger's 

critique. The question of whether Heidegger confines God is one that we must set aside at 

the present time. For now, it is important to note the congruity of the two thinkers to 

justify the maxims that Marion deciphers in the phenomenon of revelation. 

Marion's critique of Heidegger is very similar to Caputo's critique of Marion. For 

as Marion suggests Heidegger confines God to being, so Caputo argues Marion confines 

God to givenness. These critiques of two brilliant phenomenologists trying to examine 

religious phenomena demonstrate the difficulty of performing this examination without 

running into the trap of ontotheology. But they also show the potential in a post-

Heideggerian setting to become silent in matters of religion—that is, to keep religion and 

philosophy separated. But this misses the productive outcome of Heidegger's critique. 

Marion says as much. "To reach a nonidolatrous thought of God which alone releases 'God' 
from his quotation marks by disengaging his apprehension from the conditions posed by onto-
theo-logy, one would have to manage to think God outside of metaphysics." Ibid., 37. 
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The result of Heidegger's critique is not to separate philosophy and theology, but instead 

to make sure that philosophy does not lead us into the pitfalls of ontotheology. 

What is needed in post-Heideggerian theology, then, is a philosophical method 

that avoids unthought presuppositions and which attempts to grasp phenomena 

themselves. Phenomenology, especially phenomenology as conceived by Heidegger and 

Marion, is such a philosophical system. This philosophy will offer us the resources to 

discuss religion without attempting to force these accounts into a conceptual framework. 

Instead, this phenomenology will examine the experience and allows itself to be shaped 

by the experience. We can see the ability of phenomenology to achieve this by looking at 

Heidegger's earlier discussions of religion and his methodological consideration in 

formal indication. 

FORMAL INDICATION 

Heidegger does not develop formal indication for the specific purpose of 

discussing religion. However, it is a method developed to allow us to discuss various 

aspects of our experience that defy objedification and is thus well suited to bring 

philosophy and religion together. To understand the need for formal indication, we must 

first understand what Heidegger sees as the source of philosophy. The source is not 

speculative thought or rational frameworks, but everyday experience, which he calls 

factical life experience. This term "designates the whole active and passive pose of the 

human being toward the world."33 The emphasis on factical life experience counters the 

tendency of objectivity by designating "what is experienced—what is lived as 

33 Heidegger, Martin, The Phenomenology of Religious Life, trans. Matthias Fritsch and Jennifer 
Anna Gosetti, (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2004), 8. 
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experience—as the 'world,' not the object."34 Philosophy is not comporting oneself to life 

in a certain attitude. Rather, it is the deciphering of these attitudes from the experience of 

factical life, of lived experience.35 

Because factical life experience often resists being assimilated into theoretical 

frameworks, Heidegger puts forth formal indication, which guides inquiry into facticity 

without being a preconceived opinion.36 Instead of positing a specific relation, formal 

indication allows phenomenology to decipher the logos of the phenomenon. It examines 

both the content and the enactment character of the phenomenon of factical life 

experience, a content and character that have typically been missed by philosophy 

because of the dominance of the objective attitude.37 This prejudice in favor of objectivity 

must be prevented and this is what formal indication achieves. 

Heidegger describes formal indication as a methodological check on philosophy. 

It is meant to keep philosophy from entering into objective, scientific discourse. Prior to 

and in harmony with his discussions of ontotheology in his later work, in the early 1920's 

Heidegger was already worried that by becoming dominated by objective discourse, 

philosophy would fail to grasp the entity as it is experienced. He is concerned that if we 

come into philosophy with a preconceived notion or attitude, such as the attitude of 

objectivity, we will fail to uncover the entity as it is experienced and philosophy will drift 

34 Ibid., 8. 
35 "The problem of the self-understanding of philosophy has always been taken too lightly. If one 
grasps this problem radically, one finds that philosophy arises from factical life experience. And 
within factical life experience philosophy returns back into factical life experience.... The 
designation of philosophy as cognitive, rational comportment says nothing at all; with this 
designation, one falls prey to the ideal of science, thus obstructing precisely the main difficulty." 
Ibid., 7. 
36 Ibid., 38. 
37 Ibid., 43. 
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away from factical life experience. Formal indication is a method designed to prevent this 

occurrence.38 

To avoid the error of committing to a framework prior to factical life experience, 

Heidegger puts forth the "methodological consideration" of formal indication, which 

"although guiding the consideration, nevertheless brings no preconceived opinion into the 

problems."39 Instead, formal indication allows phenomenology to decipher the logos of 

the phenomena. This method will examine both the content and the enactment character 

of the phenomena of factical life experience that has been missed by the history of 

philosophy because of the dominance of the objective attitude.40 This prejudice must be 

prevented and this is "just what formal indication achieves." 

One must prevent oneself from taking it for granted that its relational 

meaning is originally theoretical. The relation and performance of the 

phenomenon is not preliminarily determined, but is held in abeyance.... 

The formal indication is a defense [Abwehr], a preliminary securing, so 

that the enactment character still remains free. The necessity of this 

precautionary measure arises from the falling tendency of factical life 

experience, which constantly threatens to slip into the objective, and out of 

which we must still retrieve the phenomena.41 

The holding off of theoretical frameworks prevents the confinement of phenomena before 

they present themselves. We are forced to withhold classification and avoid the problem 

of falling into the objective attitude. "Everything is precisely kept open," meaning it is 

38 Hent de Vries contrasts the objective method with formal indication. "The opposition, then, 
between generalization and abstraction, on the one hand, and formal indication, on the other, is 
that between a synchronic, immanent-structural fixation of the object, and a diachronic, 
transcendent-transitive and therefore fundamentally free approach to the phenomenon as such." 
Vries, Hent de, Philosophy and the Turn to Religion, (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1999), 209. 
39 Heidegger, The Phenomenology of Religious Life, 38. 



62 

kept in the pre-theoretical realm of factical life experience. This ensures that philosophy 

is not dominated by objectivity as it has been throughout its history. Instead, formal 

indication keeps us from trying to fit factical life experience and the meanings that 

emerge in that experience into any preconceived theoretical framework. 

Yet, this leaving everything open puts us in a position that may compel us to 

apophatic tendencies. For how are we to discuss anything without confining it in the 

manner that concerns Heidegger. Or as Heidegger asks in regards to the concept of the 

world, "Yet, how, then, is the world to be determine in a positive way? How is something 

supposed to be said about the structure of the world, given that above all, from the outset, 

we shun every theory and precisely this extreme objectification?"42 Heidegger advances 

the method of formal indication as a way out of the bind of speaking in a less objectifying 

fashion. As Daniel O. Dahlstrom explains, in his review of Jasper's Psychology as a 

Worldview, Heidegger "makes clear that he regards the 'formal indication' as a revisable 

way of pointing to some phenomenon, fixing its preliminary sense and the corresponding 

manner of unpacking it, while at the same time deflecting any 'uncritical lapse' into some 

specific conception that would foreclose the pursuit of 'a genuine sense' of the 

phenomenon."43 In other words, Heidegger's method avoids the confining tendencies of 

metaphysics by creating an imperative that concepts not be achieved through speculation, 

but through a grounding in experience. 

41 Ibid., 44. 
42 Heidegger, Martin, History of the Concept of Time, trans. Theodore Kisiel, (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1992), 251. 
43 Dahlstrom, Daniel O., "Heidegger's Method: Philosophical Concepts as Formal Indications," 
The Review of Metaphysics 47, no. 4 (1994): 780. Other accounts of formal indication can be 
found in Buren, John van, "The Ethics of Formale Anzeige in Heidegger," American Catholic 
Philosophical Quarterly 69 (1995). Kisiel, Theodore, The Genesis of Hiedegger's Being and 
Time, (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993). 
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This means that we must show how the formally indicated experience is 

deformalized. The answer is through an accomplishment in factical experience. Formal 

indication is a way of establishing categories that are not mere logical abstractions but 

that emerge from factical life. Here we can see its relation to the critique of ontotheology. 

Heidegger is interested in doing categorical analysis of experience, but wants at all cost 

to avoid making such an analysis a theoretical abstraction from lived experience. Thus, 

he has to present a method that allows us to develop categories, but that does so by 

acknowledging the accomplishment of those categories in lived experience. This process 

is discussed in by Steven Crowell's insightful analysis of Heidegger's method. 

On Heidegger's view, a definition is categorical—prinzipelle; a principle is not a 

given basis for deductions but is formal-anzeigend. A definition must 'indicate' 

the way of access appropriate to its object by pointing back to an evidence 

situation in which that object is originally possessed to an 'accomplishment of 

understanding' that becomes explicit in the articulated definition such that 'the 

factically decisive...fundamental experience can be taken up concretely into the 

business of the inquiry.' Thus, the definition indicates explicitly a gaining-access 

that is implicitly accomplished in particular fundamental experience.44 

A formally indicated definition protects philosophy from determining its subject matter in 

advance of fundamental experience while also indicating a way for inquiry. At this point 

the definition remains formal. It becomes deformalized when it "returns explicitly to an 

implicit accomplishment of evidence, possession in factic life, such that the 

accomplishment gets 'repeated' in a methodologically perspicuous or self-conscious 

44 Crowell, Steven Gait, Husserl, Heidegger, and the Space of Meaning: Paths Towards 
Transcendental Phenomenology, (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2001), 141. 
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way." Formal indications require accomplishment in factical life to be deformalized. 

The initial holding off compels us into factical life experience, where the formally 

indicated categories will be achieved. 

Formal indication works by showing the direction of inquiry that will allow the 

definition to be achieved in factical life experienced. Such a definition indicates "what is 

at issue" such that it is "a pre-'turning' to the object, such that I do indeed not 'turn' to 

the content." Thus, the definition is "the 'way,' the 'approach.'" In this, the definition 

pre-gives "a bond that is indeterminate as to content but determinate as to the way of 

actualization."46 This avoids a pre-determination in advance of experience that Heidegger 

associates with ontotheology. Instead, we obtain a way of access to the object in the way 

it is originally accessible. 

What is important at first is only this: the idea of determination, the logic 

of the grasp of the object, and the conceptuality of the object in the 

respective definitory determination must be drawn out of the mode in 

which the object is originally accessible. Also decisive for the definition 

are the situation of life in which the object comes to be experienced and 

further, the basic intention in which the experience from the outset aims at 

the object (how the sense of the situation and of the anticipatory 

intentional grasp (the preconception) is 'given its due')."47 

We make an error when a "norm of determination is uncritically introduced."48 This is 

the warning of formal indication, to hold off theoretical systems. But this warning is also 

Heidegger, Martin, Phenomenological Interpretations of Aristotle: Initiation into 
Phenomenological Research, trans. Richard Rojcewicz, (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
2001), 17. 
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what compels formal indication into experience. The method urges us to understand 

categories in terms of factical life. In holding off any system, we are compelled into life 

in order to uncover the categories. As Heidegger says, "The categories are not inventions 

or a group of logical schemata as such, 'lattices'; on the contrary, they are alive in life 

itself in an original way: alive in order to 'form' life on themselves."49 

Formal indication allows us to create categories that gain access to the "how" and 

the "what" of the phenomena by guiding the inquiry to an accomplishment of the 

categories in factical life experience. It thus provides us with the ability to discuss 

phenomena without having to confine them to theoretical frameworks. This is especially 

important when discussing religion because our preconceived frameworks often fail to 

adequately reflect the nature of these experiences. Heidegger advances this point in 

"Phenomenology and Theology," where he examines the faithful Dasein. As faithful 

existence does not come from Dasein, but is rather presented to Dasein—it defies 

systemization because we cannot make it present whenever we wish.50 But Heidegger 

does not resign himself to silence in response to this situation as this means that it would 

have no meaning for us, or as Heidegger says, it would remain mute.51 We can and 

4S Ibid., 66. 
50 Heidegger emphasizes this point in the text. In the midst of this discussion, Heidegger warns 
against objectivizing theological content and, following Kierkegaard, feeling that theology can 
open the door to revelation. Thus, the knowledge of theology cannot "take the form of some free-
floating knowledge of arbitrary states of affairs." Heidegger continues to explain the nature of 
theology: "Likewise, the theological transparency and conceptual interpretation of faith cannot 
found and secure faith and remain constant in faith. Theology can only render faith more difficult, 
that is, render it more certain that faithfulness cannot be gained through the science of theology, 
but solely through faith. Hence, theology can permit the serious character of faithfulness as a 
'graciously bestowed' mode of existence to become a matter of conscience. Theology 'can' 
perform this; i.e., it is capable of this, but it is only possible that it may have this affect." 
Heidegger, "Phenomenology and Theology," 46. 
51 Ibid., 51. 
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should examine this matter, but the examination will have to avoid both metaphysics and 

apophatics, and formal indication provides a method to accomplish this. 

The need for the formally indicated corrective is because theological concepts, 

like all concepts, cannot be elaborated in isolation of experience.52 This is the major issue 

with the ontotheological tradition. It has not held in view the original context of 

experience. Rather, for the sake of determining a ground and maintaining philosophical 

systems, it has attempted to construe these experiences into the terms of a theoretical 

abstraction. Thus, the problem is not that philosophy would discuss religious experience, 

but that it would discuss it in a way that is not appropriate to the believing existence that 

is the object of religious meaning. If it can avoid this problem, as Heidegger argues is 

achieved through formal indication, then it will avoid the problems of the ontotheological 

tradition. Rather than forcing God to play the role of the ground or the causa sui, 

philosophy will understand the religious meaning in its original context and elaborate 

concepts appropriate to it. 

Heidegger provides an example of this elaboration of concepts through an 

analysis of the ontological concept of guilt and the theological concept of sin. Sin can 

only be manifest in faith, but it has an existential content that is found in the concept of 

guilt, which is "an original ontological determination of the existence of Dasein."53 Thus, 

a clear understanding of the existential concept of guilt will lead to a clearer 

understanding of sin. But this does not mean that it is primarily philosophy that guides 

theological concepts. "For sin, in its essence, is not to be deduced rationally form the 

52 "Rather, all such explication must take pains to envision and hold constantly in view its original 
totality the primary, self-contained ontological context into which all the basic concepts refer." 
Ibid., 51. 
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concept of guilt."54 The content of sin can only be known through the "graciously 

bestowed" faith. It is the elaboration of the function of this corrective that leads 

Heidegger to the conclusion that phenomenology is the formally indicative ontological 

corrective of theology. For this corrective is formally indicative, which means that the 

ontological concept of guilt does not determine the content of the experience of sin. 

Rather, guilt indicates the "ontological character of the region of being"55 in which sin is 

understood. Guilt does not determine that sin exists, but it allows the experience of sin to 

have meaning for us. 

This seems to be strong language that would confine religious experience to these 

norms. However, the statement is not as strong as it appears because of the method of 

formal indication. "In thus formally indicating the ontological region, there lies the 

directive not to calculate philosophically the specific theological content of the concept 

but rather to allow it to arise out of, and to present itself within, the specific existential 

dimension of faith thereby indicated. Thus, formally indicating the ontological concept 

does not serve to bind but, on the contrary, to release and point to the specific, i.e., 

creedal source of the disclosure of theological concepts."56 The formally indicated 

concept does not fix the concept, but rather guides the inquiry to the point of its 

achievement in facticity. It is not binding but freeing. It releases the experience to 

determine the content of the concept. In this way, the function of phenomenology is "not 

to direct, but only, in 'co-directing' to correct."57 This is not a hegemonic relationship in 

which philosophy dominates theology. Rather, it guides theological inquiry and helps to 

54 Ibid., 52. 
55 Ibid. 
56 Ibid. 
"Ibid. 
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clarify theological concepts such as sin. But it does not do this from a pre-determined 

system and thus avoids the problems of ontotheology. 

This shows how phenomenology can be the corrective to theology without being 

ontotheological. In no way does the positum of the science of faith have to fit into an 

objective box, as some may claim when reading Heidegger. At the same time, 

experiences of the incomprehensible or transcendent are not eliminated from our 

conceptual grasp. If we are to speak of the experience of the believer and elaborate 

concepts that are appropriate to an experience of revelation, then the resources of 

fundamental ontology are a useful corrective to these concepts as these concepts contain 

an understanding of being that is pre-Christian, prior to the experience of revelation, and 

thus, can be informed by phenomenology. God is not forced to conform to the norms of 

philosophy. Rather, there is an acknowledgment that revelation takes place in lived 

experience, and thus, theology, which attempts to discuss revelation, should have a firm 

understanding of lived experience, provided by phenomenology, as it attempts to create 

and refine the concepts that can inform theology. This is not a necessary condition for 

philosophy, but by understanding that phenomenology can be used in this formally 

indicative manner, theology will better understand its own concepts. 

The position Heidegger is advocating in the discussion of formal indication is 

relevant to the overarching discussion of religious studies at the heart of this project. In 

saying that ontology can help explain theology, that is, that religious experience is 

understood in light of the norms of our being-in-the-world, Heidegger can be read as 

rejecting a major tenant of the sui generis position—that religion is a unmediated or 

unique experience that cannot be subjected to critique based on other norms. This would 
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be a similar read to those who understand ontotheology as making a philosophy of 

religion an impossible task. Heidegger is showing that neither of these positions is 

correct. We can analyze religion via philosophy and will better understand the topic by 

doing so. 

Heidegger's project thus makes a major contribution to the way in which religion 

should be viewed. We cannot take a sui generis stance toward the experience that would 

label a formally indicative analysis reductionistic. Because the religious experience is 

inscribed within experience—it must be this way if it is intelligible to us. If it is not, then, 

as Heidegger claims, the experience would be mute. And it is this characteristic that 

allows phenomenology to discuss the issue of transcendence. As Marlene Zarader 

explains, phenomenology can do justice to transcendence better than other philosophies 

"because the only authority that it recognizes is experience. Now it is the case that 

transcendence is inscribed within experience. Therefore, insofar as phenomenology 

remains faithful to this authority alone (without adding any metaphysical assumption to 

it), it will be able to embrace what philosophy, because of the very assumptions, has been 

condemned to ignore to refuse."58 A formally indicated phenomenological account is not 

reductionistic, but an appropriately elaborated analysis of the experience that helps 

provides a better understanding of the experience. 

To provide such an analysis requires that we understand that there is no pure 

transcendence and understand this possibility as allowing for a conceptual analysis of 

religion through phenomenology. The claim that there is no pure transcendence is not one 

that I make lightly and will lead, in Chapter 3, to a revision of Marion's position. But, as I 

Zarader, "Phenomenality and Transcendence," 110-11. 
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will show not just in the remainder of this chapter, but in the remainder of this 

dissertation, if we are to advance a phenomenology of religion and if our understanding 

of transcendence is to be intelligible and have import into our explanations of religion, 

both desiderata of this project, then this will have to be the case. I will justify this claim 

more fully in the Chapter 2. 

However, this does not mean that phenomenology is now a rashly reductionistic 

explanation. Just as formal indication works against the objective frameworks of 

metaphysics, so it also works against the naturalists' presupposition of the sufficiency of 

their explanation. Heidegger shows a sophisticated understanding of the ways in which 

religious experience, which do not lend themselves to an objective or rational account, 

present a complicated issue for philosophy and require a methodology that can respect 

their alterity. Formal indication, with its precaution against pre-experiential 

determinations and limits, is such a method. Because of its demand to achieve the 

categories in experience and to return to experience to avoid creating speculative 

concepts, formal indication shows a way to talk about experiences that arise not from 

Dasein, but from elsewhere. Thus, Heidegger's method is able to give an account of 

religious experience that goes beyond mere description but also does not require that 

experience meet some human standard to be considered by philosophical methods. 

It is also important to note that formal indication is not a method developed for 

the express purpose of examining religion. It is a method that is meant to guide 

philosophical inquiry as a whole. This is important because it demonstrates the link 

between religious experience and other experiences. It is not that religious experience is a 

unique type of experience and requires a formally indicative method, but rather that all 
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experiences resist objective accounts. The ability of formal indication to account for 

religion is a by-product of the development of the method to account for the whole of our 

experiences. This is a very telling event because it demonstrates the link of religious 

experience and everyday experience, thus showing that the two experiences are not 

completely distinct and can be understood in light of each other. 

The ability of the formal indication to account for experience in this way is why I 

am designating formal indication as the guiding methodology of this dissertation. I am 

particularly committed to the way in which it holds off theoretical frameworks that 

restrict the realm of inquiry and also the way in which it demands a return to experience. 

As I will argue from this point forth, this type of method allows us to advance 

explanatory accounts of religion that move beyond mere description of events while 

avoiding confining tendencies associated with metaphysical or naturalist accounts of 

religion that demand experiences conform to some preconceived norm. 

MARION AND FORMAL INDICATION 

Given this reliance on Heidegger's method, it may seem that I should stay with 

him and not link this project to Marion. While this move would be acceptable, Heidegger 

did not provide an extensive treatment of religious experience and particularly mystical 

experience. On the other hand, Marion has provided many detailed accounts of these 

topics within a phenomenological idiom. Furthermore, as I will now show, Marion's 

commitment to the primacy of the phenomenon in his phenomenology brings his project 

in line with the methodology of formal indication. Thus, I will focus on Marion's project, 

but always reading him through Heidegger's method of formal indication. 
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The resources for connecting Marion and formal indication are found in the 

opening chapter of Marion's In Excess: Studies of Saturated Phenomena, where he 

argues for the necessity of maintaining the primacy of philosophy after the fall of 

metaphysics.59 The question is how to establish the primacy of phenomenology without 

falling into ontotheology and metaphysics?60 The answer, for Marion, is through a 

phenomenology of givenness in which the phenomena, as opposed to Being, cause, or the 

transcendental I (Aristotle, Aquinas, and Descartes/Kant respectively), are the source of 

philosophy's primacy. 

This first philosophy, unlike metaphysics, does not fix its findings to an a priori 

principle or a group of principles but rather in the phenomena, or, to refer back to 

Heidegger, in factical life experience. The primacy lies in "rendering to the phenomenon 

an incontestable priority: to let it appear no longer as it must (according to the supposed a 

priori conditions of experience and its objects), but as it gives itself (from itself and as 

such)."61 The principle is not a first philosophy, but the last because it does not precede 

the phenomenon, but follows it. "The last principle takes the initiative to give priority 

back to the phenomenon. It comments on the act by which what shows itself gives itself, 

and what gives itself shows itself, always starting from the irreducible and prime self of 

the appearing. The I is made the clerk, the recipient, or the patient of this process, but 

almost never the author or producer."62 The phenomenon is given priority and based on 

59 "Consequently, it becomes vital for philosophy to maintain, even today, a claim of primacy, or 
at least of a certain type of primacy, in its very definition, failing which it will disappear not only 
as 'first philosophy' in relation to other science, which do not cease to take up this challenge (the 
physics of the last two centuries, the biology of today) but simply as philosophy." Marion, In 
Excess: Studies of Saturated Phenomena, 2. 
60 Ibid., 3. 
61 Ibid., 25. 
62 Ibid., 26. 
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the phenomenon we perform our analysis. Any phenomenological analysis will be guided 

by what is deciphered in the phenomena. This first principle does not set a priori 

conditions for possibility. Rather, it sets an a priori principle—the incontestable priority 

of the phenomena—in order to leave the realm of possibility open. 

The priority of the phenomenon is especially important in the realm of saturated 

phenomenon. Recall that the characteristic of the saturated phenomenon is that it gives an 

excess of intuition such that it exceeds our concepts. Thus, if we were to attempt to 

understand these phenomena by our own norms, we would not justly account for them. In 

these instances, we must look to the phenomena to determine the categories and horizons 

of the phenomena. If we do not, then we risk setting a priori conditions of possibility 

based on our own finite understanding of possibility—precisely what Heidegger derides 

in the metaphysical tradition. 

The link between Heidegger's account of formal indication and Marion's priority 

of the phenomenon is clear as both demand a return to facticity in order to advance 

phenomenological categories and both see this as the proper way to overcome 

metaphysics. Both also see the potential of this method to allow us to discuss religious 

phenomena. For they have seen a way to discuss phenomena in a way that avoids 

objectification. 

Thus, any conditions that Marion place on revelation will be based on the 

examination of the phenomenon of revelation. In establishing these condition based on 

the experience, he has avoided making his first philosophy ontotheological. The horizons, 

which follow from the phenomena, do not constrain the phenomena. The maxims do not 

come from a pre-given construct or metaphysical first philosophy. Rather, they are the 
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result of the primacy of the phenomenon that guides Marion's phenomenological 

investigation. Marion states this in the midst of establishing the primacy of 

phenomenology to the sciences. But this is also how Marion will decipher any horizons 

in his phenomenology of religion. 

We can see an example of this in Marion's examination of the gospel account of 

the Road to Emmaus.63 In this gospel story, the resurrected Christ appears to the disciples 

along the road, but they do not recognize him until the breaking of the bread. In 

observing the two disciples, Marion concludes: "Like us, it is thus not the intuition of 

facts that they lack, but rather the intelligence (the concepts), as do we, today."64 The 

experience defies their concepts. They know that Jesus died and that dead people do not 

appear again. What keeps them from recognizing him? Not a deficiency of evidence, but 

"because it contradicts their entire comprehension.. .of a phenomenon that is nevertheless 

patently beneath their eyes, and in their ears."65 Since they lack the concepts, Jesus trains 

them to a concept. "He delivers the proper meanings and orders the intuitions according 

to the concepts missing up to this point. Which ones? Precisely those very concepts that 

the disciples stammered, stumbled over, and pulled to pieces without hearing anything."66 

It is with these concepts that the disciples are able to recognize the intuition. They 

recognized Christ after their eyes were opened to what was there—not a lack, but an 

abundance, a saturated phenomenon. Marion explains: 

What we lack in order to believe is quite simply one with what we lack in 

order to see. Faith does not compensate, either here or anywhere else, of a 

63 Marion, Jean-Luc, "They Recognized Him; and He Became Invisible to Them," Modem 
Theology 18, no. 2 (2002). This essay is an exegesis of Luke 24:13-25. 
64 Ibid., 147. 
65 Ibid. 
66 Ibid., 149. 
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defect of visibility: on the contrary, it allows reception of the intelligence 

of the phenomenon and the strength to bear the glare of its brilliance. Faith 

does not manage the deficit of evidence, it alone renders the gaze apt to 

see the excess of the pre-eminent saturated phenomenon, Revelation.67 

In the account of Emmaus, the disciples do not create the concepts from their own 

imagination or previous experiences. Rather, the concepts discovered in the experience of 

the resurrected Christ. They are able to understand the event not through their own 

understanding or intention, but by looking to the phenomena to understand what is given 

therein. 

Thus, we can see how a principle like formal indication is already at play in 

Marion's thought. He seems to grasp that we need to discover the categories in 

experience or they will become idolatrous concepts that confine God to our own liking. 

Concepts, even ones that we are lacking, can be achieved in the experience of revelation. 

This is also evident in Marion's phenomenology of the mystical account of 

Dionysius. Through an examination of this figure's mystical writings, Marion intends to 

overcome the metaphysical duality of affirmation and negation by establishing a third 

way of discussing the divine—denomination (denommer), a naming that is an unnaming. 

Marion summarizes this position. 

It is no longer a question of naming, nor by contrast of not naming, but of 

de-nominating God—in the two fold sense that this term can have: to 

name (to name in view of..., to nominate), but with something close to a 

negation, and consequently also to undo from all nomination, to release 

and deliver God from it, thwarting it. In its ambiguity, de-nomination 

bears the twofold function of saying (affirming negatively) and undoing 

Ibid., 150. 
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the saying of the name. It concerns a form of speech that no longer says 

something about something (or a name of someone) but which denies all 

relevance to predication, rejects the nominative function of names, and 

suspends the rules of truth's two values.. ..[It] in no ways names God; it 

de-nominates by suggesting the strictly pragmatic function of language— 

namely to refer names and their speaker to the unattainable yet 

inescapable interlocutor beyond every name and every denegation of 

names. With aixia speech does not say any more than it denies—it acts 

by transporting itself in the direction of the One whom it de-nominates.68 

It may seem that denomination is just a slick way to escape the reality that we cannot say 

anything positive about religion and that we must avoid the topic to maintain any sort of 

rigor in our phenomenological analyses. But this does not see the full potential of the 

phenomenological method. 

The pragmatic use of language demonstrates phenomenology's ability to 

"elaborate a set of concepts" proper to the experience of transcendence. If we are to 

account for experiences such as those of Pseudo-Dionysius, we must adopt a strategy 

such as de-nomination, which is similar to other phenomenological analyses. Mere 

discussion of God in phenomenology does not place God into a system. Marion is 

showing that our language is not up to the task of naming God but can, in practice, refer 

to that which is beyond both affirmation and negation. Whatever name we use to point to 

God also points to the fact that God is unknown.69 The only cause here is that which 

comes from God, but not in a manner that God is forced to be the cause. Therefore, the 

Marion, In Excess: Studies of Saturated Phenomena, 139. 
Ibid., 23. 
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mistake of confining God in the manner of ontotheology is avoided in this account while 

allowing us to speak of the transcendence. 

In the elaboration of concepts in the account of Dionysius and Emmaus, we see 

the richness that can be added to phenomenology by examining religious experience. 

While Marion's account of revelation is based, especially in this instance, on Christian 

theology, it can be expanded into a larger elaboration of the possibility of human 

experiences. Marion's account is a critique of metaphysics and philosophy's history of 

engaging in the terms of affirmation and negation. The dualism is useful to thematize our 

experience in an objective fashion, but to do so runs the risk of create a limited account of 

the human experience. Thus, by examining revelation, Marion is providing the possibility 

of an account of human experience that broadens the capabilities of human language and 

thought. As art or literature help to expand our understanding of human potentials, so too 

can religion when it is examined in this fashion. An account such as denomination helps 

philosophy to examine those realities of human experience that transcend the categories 

of objective discourse. 

Yet, even when offering an account such as this, one that is grounded in the 

priority of the phenomena and open to revision, Marion runs into a resounding crowd 

who say that he has made phenomenology contingent on a specific theology—that the 

only way a moment of revelation will count is if it meets some pre-determined 

theological norm. James K.A. Smith echoes the criticism of Caputo and Tanner within a 

discussion of Marion, Heidegger, and the possibility of the phenomenology of religion. 

Examining Heidegger's early discussions about phenomenology of religion, Smith argues 

that the concern was to avoid theological discourse and instead to focus on its 
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pretheoretical manifestation. From this, Smith creates a distinction between religion, 

which would be the object of a phenomenological analysis, and theology, which, because 

it establishes and works from unquestioned dogmas, is in a different realm than 

philosophical investigations. The phenomenologist under the reduction is not within the 

faith community and cannot be committed to supporting a specific dogma. To do so 

would be to enter into a theological project. Instead, the phenomenologist is committed to 

analyzing the "factical experience of any believing community."71 The commitment to 

the factical experience of the community means that the phenomenologist does not 

demand that the religious experience take on a shape that meets a theological norm, but, 

instead, is open to all manifestations of religion. 

It is on this point that Smith argues Marion's phenomenology of religion fails. It 

is tied to the Judeo-Christian God and thus collapses the distinction between religion and 

theology.72 Marion's account of the saturated phenomenon requires more than just an 

analysis of the experience but the real experience of revelation and, thus, dogmatics. 

Phenomenology can signal the phenomenon of revelation, but it cannot make an actual 

experience of revelation occur. Phenomenology is only a "propadeutic" to allow for the 

manifestation of a specific theophanic revelation.73 Thus, phenomenology of religion is 

"Heidegger wants to 'recover' or liberate' religion as a pretheoretical mode of existence from 
its theoretical sedimentation as a 'science of God' in theology." Smith, James K.A., "Liberating 
Religion from Theology: Marion and Heidegger on the Possibility of a Phenomenology of 
Religion," International Journal for Philosophy of Religion 46 (1999): 18. 
71 "Theology's field is particular and concrete: one's faith community; in addition, theology 
functions within faith and makes no epoche. A phenomenology of religion, on the other hand, is 
able to range across religions and communities; thus, the phenomenologist of religion is not 
necessarily destined to discover only the 'God of phenomenology' (Yahweh in disguise); instead, 
the phenomenologist is able to explore the factical experience of any believing community." 
Ibid., 27. 
72 Ibid., 18. 
73 Ibid, 22. 
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focused on and limited to theophany, preparing the way for faith and, along the way, 

driving all religion into a specific theological context.74 Smith concludes that Marion's 

phenomenology is an intolerant one that betrays the promise of Heidegger's account of a 

pre-theoretical (which for Smith can be read as pre-theological) account of the factical 

experience of the believer. Marion does not leave any room for difference in religion, but 

demands that all religion be Catholic theology. 

I wish to take this criticism seriously. If Marion's phenomenology is closed off to 

other types of religious experience, then it would prove to be of little use to the field of 

religious studies. However, Marion's phenomenology does not force us to make such a 

commitment. In his phenomenology, Marion is committed to discussing the phenomenon 

of revelation. Marion will describe his language as pointing to an experience without 

dictating the terms of that experience. This is the same language that Heidegger uses in 

his discussions of formal indication, which is why I find the comparison of the two so 

useful. Heidegger and Marion both realize that experience cannot be captured in a 

philosophical system. Instead, phenomenology has to point to experience for its 

achievement. 

Smith's concern is that Marion dares to discuss a specific experience of 

theophany to develop his account of the saturated phenomenon. This is a fideism that 

"leaves no room for difference and will not permit any other gods to appear."75 But such 

an account of revelation, one that does not allow for difference would be a metaphysical 

74 "In other words, for Marion, a phenomenology of religion and a positive theology are 
concerned with the same object or field; what distinguishes them is an experience of mere 
possibility (phenomenology) which must be supplemented by a 'real experience' of this donation 
as historical and actual (theology). The 'God' of phenomenology is simply the God of 'reason'— 
here, philosophy in its phenomenological bearing." Ibid., 23. 
75 Ibid., 27. 
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one—one in which the revelation of God is determined by our understanding of God. 

This would deny the priority of the phenomena in favor of our conception of revelation. 

As we have seen, Marion has the methodological checks to avoid this. Even if he does 

not, then applying the check of formal indication to his phenomenology will prevent this 

from happening. However, his does not mean that we cannot provide a phenomenology 

of theophanic revelation. Instead, we provide this account while acknowledging that as 

we do, it is merely formally indicative and that the category is open to revision. This 

leaves a space for difference—there is even enough space for a theophanic religious 

experience to be include within this account of religion. 

Marion does not link us into an understanding of religion that demands all 

experience be theophanic. His focus will be on this type of revelation because he is also a 

Catholic theologian and, because of this, has focused on these accounts of revelation. But 

in doing so, Marion is following Heidegger's suggestion in "Phenomenology and 

Theology"—we look to the believing community to perform an analysis of religion. 

Again, the content of the religious category, such as sin, is not determined by 

phenomenology, but the ontological structure, such as guilt, informs the religious 

concept. Thus, Marion does not lock us into a specific theology, but instead refers to a 

specific theological context to develop his theology. 

Not only does Smith misread Marion, but his account is also grounded in a 

troubling distinction between religion and theology. In advancing this distinction, Smith 

sounds like those in the sui generis camp who argue that there is some pure essence of 

religion that scholar's should be seeking. If we put too much content into this account, as 

Marion does in his analyses of religion (or on Smith's reading, his development of the 
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phenomenology of the saturated phenomenon), then we have crossed the line into 

theology, moving us out of the realm of religion. While Smith does this to preserve 

plurality within the category of religion, the outcome is that anytime we look at a singular 

religious phenomenon we have stepped out of studying religion and into theology, which 

for Smith is another area of study. This move has the potential for scholar's to deny the 

religious nature of certain dogmatic positions that they do not like, thus creating a 

purified form of religion that the scholar's advocate in favor of theology. When someone 

puts forth a religious account that disagrees with your ideal notion of religion, as Marion 

does for Smith, you simply eliminate that account from the category of religion. Thus, 

when Marion's phenomenology invokes the experience of a theophanic revelation, it has 

crossed the line into theology.76 The pure category of religion cannot be sullied by such 

an account of revelation. 

The issue of preserving a plurality of religious experience is addressed in the 

method of formal indication as I have delineated it.77 The method demands a return into 

Christina Gschwandtner makes a similar point in her commentary on Smith's article: "Smith 
seems to have few problems with Marion's phenomenological outline as such, but objects to the 
examples Marion uses, to what he sees as Marion's theological (rather than religious) 
determination of phenomenology. Marion's project fails not because it is phenomenologically 
incoherent or misinterprets Husserl or Heidegger, but because it is too Roman Catholic and is 
reluctant to use wider religious examples." Gschwandtner, Reading Jean-Luc Marion: Exceeding 
Metaphysics, 97. 
77 Smith claims that his account is also grounded in formal indication. Here, Smith follows 
Caputo's account of formal indication. "I have suggested elsewhere that Derrida might be aided 
here by employing the notion of a 'formal indication' to be found in the young Heidegger, as 
opposed to the stronger, more Marburgian, neo-Kantian talk to be found in Being and Time of a 
'fundamental ontology' and 'transcendental' 'concepts,' to which Derrida refers in the 
'Roundtable.' So viewed, the messianic would be, not a 'universal' 'concept' that grasps or 
'includes' its particulars, but a kind of weak or fragile pointer at the lush complexities of the 
'factical' messianisms. The key to a formal indication is that it does not subsume or enclose 
particulars within or under it, does not precontain them, but simply points an indicative finger at 
'singularities' that are beyond its ken, kind, genus, and generic appetite. The facticity or 
singularity, on the other hand, is not 'conceived' or 'grasped' but entered into, given in to by a 
certain practical or praxial engagement, which means that you can never 'get' it from the outside 
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experience to develop categories. This means that we cannot substantiate a singular, 

theophanic notion of a category like revelation. Instead, the category will be under 

constant revision based on a return to different experiences. The same can be said of the 

priority Marion places on the phenomena—any analysis we perform will still be subject 

to this priority and, thus, is also under revision. This means that it does not set up a 

system that would demand religious experience take place in a certain manner, such as 

theophany, but that our understanding of experience will constantly be revised based on 

the return to facticity. 

Marion does choose examples based on his Catholic background. And some of 

these examples refer to dogmas that we can find troubling and that he may be too certain 

of.78 But it is important not to dismiss his phenomenology to quickly because of his 

theology.79 While it may be that we have to question whether Marion's Catholic theology 

is commensurate with his phenomenology and tease out the consequence of this being in 

disagreement, it is unfair to dismiss his phenomenology simply because we disagree with 

his theological position. 

But we can demand that, in the phenomenological realm, Marion realizes the 

consequences of his position that his phenomenology is an "aiming at" revelation and 

that it does not achieve this experience. He must realize that he does not present the 

definitive account of the saturated phenomenon of revelation. Instead, he has provided an 

analysis of it that, like any analysis guided by formal indication, will require a return to 

and you can never 'get into' it except by 'doing' it, facere veritatem." Derrida, Jacques and John 
D. Caputo, Deconstruction in a Nutshell: A Conversation with Jacques Derrida, (New York: 
Fordham University Press, 1997), 177-78. 
78 For more on this, see Manolopoulos, Mark, "When Marion's Theology Seeks Certainty," 
Journal for Cultural and Religious Theory 4, no. 1 (2002). 
79 See Westphal, Merold, "Vision and Voice: Phenomenology and Theology in the Work of Jean-
Luc Marion," International Journal for Philosophy of Religion 60 (2006). 
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experience where the understanding of revelation will not be fixed, but constantly 

revised. But this revision will require a commitment to looking at the experience of 

believers to verify the categories. And as long as it stays open to this process of revision, 

his phenomenology will not become dogmatic in the way that Caputo, Smith, and various 

others have argued. 

By remaining committed to the absolute transcendence of revelation and the view 

that we cannot offer any confines to our discussion of the divine, Marion has opened the 

space for theology to take over phenomenology. But he is not committed to this 

viewpoint as evidenced in his phenomenology of revelation. Therefore, contra Caputo, 

Marion is not ontotheological. He has not confined revelation to the terms of his 

phenomenology based on his own presuppositions. Rather, he has provided us with a 

much-needed analysis of religion. While this analysis does present horizons when 

discussing the experience of revelation, these horizons originate with the phenomena and 

not with Marion's philosophical system. Furthermore, the horizons are necessary for us to 

discuss the phenomena in a meaningful fashion. 

This chapter has shown how formal indication can help us to navigate a way 

through the disastrous alternative that faces the philosophy of religion. The method 

allows us to advance a conceptual analysis of religious experience that avoids the 

confining tendencies of metaphysics and also the apophatic tendencies of the anti-

ontotheologians. In Chapter 2,1 will demonstrate the utility of such a method to religious 

studies through a discussion of explanation and description. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE IMPERATIVE AND APORIA OF EXPLANATIONS 

In the previous chapter, we examined the possibility of discussing religion in a 

post-Heideggerian setting through Heidegger's method of formal indication and then 

showed how this method is at play in Jean-Luc Marion's account of phenomenology. The 

goal of this chapter is to expand our account of Marion's phenomenology of saturation by 

showing how it offers both an accurate description and explanation of religious 

phenomena. 

The chapter will highlight issues surrounding the use of the language of 

experience in relation to religion, specifically through a discussion of Wayne Proudfoot 

and Michael Sells, and then show how Marion's account of experience, which develops 

out of his phenomenology of saturation, mitigates the debate between Sells and 

Proudfoot, allowing us to advance a critical account of religion. I begin with a discussion 

of Wayne Proudfoot and show that his category of explanatory reduction is an ideal for 

religious studies because of the way it balances description and reduction. However, I 

will show the difficulty of maintaining this balance because, on one side, explanations 

can skew descriptions or the desire to preserve an accurate description can lead to either 

bad descriptions or apologetic tendencies. I will argue that the solution to this is to realize 

the interrelation of explanation and descriptions and show that Marion's phenomenology 

demonstrates an adept understanding of this point. In the process, I will affirm my claim, 

gestured to in the previous chapter, that religion can inform scholars' explanatory tools 

and that it must do so if we are to avoid apologetics or rash reductionism. 
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THE PROBLEM OF RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE 

Proudfoot's work was encountered in the introduction. To quickly review, the 

main concern of his work is to counter the move to sui generis accounts in religious 

studies by showing how religion is always conditioned by culture, history, and other 

socio-historical factors. Thus, the scholar is correct in advancing an explanatory 

reduction that explains religion in terms other than that of the religious believer. Again, I 

take this to be a paradigm that scholars of religion should seek to achieve in their work. 

However, despite advancing this model framework, Proudfoot's own understanding of 

religion is problematic. 

Proudfoot's work is grounded in his understanding that all experiences, including 

religious ones, must intend an object. He attempts to demonstrate the intentionality of 

religious experience through a rejection of the language of ineffability, arguing that this 

language is a "mystifying ploy" used to halt inquiry. The language of ineffability does 

not come from the mystical experience, but instead is brought into the experience prior to 

the phenomenon. That is to say, the quality of ineffability, along with other such 

qualities, "often serve[s] to constitute an experience rather than to describe, express, or 

analyze it. They are conditions for the identification of an experience as mystical."1 

As an example, Proudfoot cites the opening line of the Tao te Ching, which 

famously begins by saying that the Tao that can be put into words is not the Tao. The 

experience of Tao is, from the outset, structured by this dictate that says the experience 

will be ineffable. The mystical subject will only identify the ineffable as the Tao, ruling 

1 Proudfoot, Religious Experience, 125. 
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out any other experience from the get-go. The quality of ineffability is more prescriptive 

than descriptive. That is to say, the quality of ineffability is a "criterion of the 

identification of the experience as mystical" rather than a description of the event.2 From 

this observation, Proudfoot concludes that we cannot discuss religious experience aside 

from an understanding that there is an intention directed toward a religious object.3 

Proudfoot's emphasis on intentionality, which stems from his prioritizing 

naturalist explanations is problematic. William Barnard observes, "Proudfoot's attempt to 

limit religious studies to social scientific explanations of cultural and historical data, as 

well as his efforts to reduce religious experience to linguistic attributions, is a hidden 

attempt to deny (or at least devalue) the existence of a transcultural reality."4 While I am 

not sure that Barnard's claim to a transcultural reality is fully justified, if we replace the 

term with the transcendent, in the sense of something beyond the natural, it highlights a 

crucial flaw in Proudfoot's method. Proudfoot eliminates the possibility of religion 

informing our explanation. He has privileged his conception of experience and reads 

religion through it. But this misses the potential of an interaction between religion and 

our explanations. As Barnard counters, "A conception of religious experience that does 

justice to this dialectic between culture and trans-cultural experience, where each in turn 

affects and conditions the other, is clearly more adequate in its ability to portray the 

2 "Religious experience is the experience of something. It is intentional in that it cannot be 
described without reference to a grammatical object. Just as fear is always fear of something, and 
a perceptual act can only be described by reference to its object, a religious experience must be 
identified under a certain description, and that description must include a reference to the object 
of experience." Ibid., 126. 
3 Ibid., 192. Proudfoot develops this out of Schleiermacher's On Religion, which Proudfoot reads 
as an attempt to awaken the religious consciousness of the reader. Thus, Schleiermacher is 
evoking the intention of the reader to identify the religious. 
4 Barnard, William "Explaining the Unexplainable: Wayne Proudfoot's "Religious Experience"," 
Journal of the American Academy of Religion 60 (1991): 241. 
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complexities inherent in any discussion of this sort than a formulation such as 

Proudfoot's that seemingly denies any pre-linguistic element in religious experience."5 It 

is the loss of this interaction that makes Proudfoot's position problematic and causes me 

to look for a way to achieve the interaction advocated. 

In addition, it is justified to say that the demand that religion be understood in this 

way is tantamount to offering a descriptive reduction, a point demonstrated by Michael 

Sells in his Mystical Languages of Unsaying? After establishing the characteristics of 

mysticism cited in the introductory chapter and having examined various mystical 

accounts from the Jewish, Christian, and Islamic traditions, Sells argues that the language 

of the mystics is not defined by either strict affirmation (kataphasis) or negation 

(apophasis) of the referent but instead a play between the two that he terms an 

"unsaying."7 The unsaying is prevalent in mystical accounts because the event being 

described is a nonintentional one that has no object. Thus, the term experience, which on 

Sells's account always requires the intending of an object, is ill suited to describe the 

mystical event. 

Sells outlines three possible responses to the non-objective character of the 

mystical event: "(1) to dismiss the apophasis and supply an object of experience; (2) to 

5 Ibid., 244. 
Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying. 

7 Specifically, Sells examines John the Scot Eriugena, Ibn'Arabi, Marguerite Porete, and Meister 
Eckhart. 
8 "If the nonintetionality claims of apophatic mystics are taken seriously, and if experience is, by 
definition, intentional, it necessarily follows that mystical union is not an experience. All 
experiences must have a grammatical object, but the prime motivation of apophatic language is to 
subvert or displace the grammatical object. Similarly, the notion of the unmediated at the heart of 
apophatic mysticism (particularly that of Eckhart and Porete) contradicts the common opinion 
that all experience is mediated. If it is true that all experiences is constructed, it is equally true 
that the concept of experience is a modern construct." Sells, Mystical Languages of Unsaying, 
214. 
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reconceive experience to include the nonintentional; and (3) to bracket the concept of 

experience and choose a concept that fits apophatic language but opens that language 

onto a field of critical inquiry."9 Having criticized Proudfoot for choosing the first option, 

thus failing to describe the nonintentional character of the event, Sells eschews the 

second option and attempts the third. In place of experience, Sells employs the term 

"meaning event," which is meant to capture the performative aspect of the mystical 

event. 

As with the realization of mystical union, the meaning event entails the 

undoing of basic dualisms of thought and language (self and other, before 

and after, here and there). As with mystical union, the meaning event in 

itself has no meaning in the sense of a 'what,' no paraphrasable or 

descriptive content; meaning is a function of the kataphatic context in 

which the event is embedded.... The continual shift from predication to 

realization keeps the mind in constant activity, continually displacing the 

'object,' as the infinite regresses built into the discourse lead the reader 

deeper into the aporetic meditation. The meaning of narrative, 

philosophical, mythological, and poetic language (the kataphatic aspect) is 

not negated, but 'what' is meant becomes one with the event of the 

perspective shift.10 

Sells's move to meaning event is understandable, but his rejection of the category of 

experience is problematic. First, let me be clear that I do not wish to argue with any of the 

major points of Sells's account of mysticism, or even in particular with his description of 

the meaning event, which I find to be more than adequate. What I wish to challenge is his 

choice to bracket the category of experience. To create a new language around mystical 

9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid., 215. 
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experiences places them in a distinct realm of inquiry, thus separating them from the 

variety of other experiences we have. Such a move is in line with the protective strategies 

criticized by Proudfoot as it argues that religion needs its own special grammar and 

language because it cannot be subjected to the language that is used when discussing 

other dimensions of experience. While Sells does this to insure that our description of the 

mystical event is accurate, thus avoiding the legitimate concerns he has with Proudfoot's 

emphasis on intentionality, he edges us closer to the realm of protective strategies that 

would guard the mystical experience from critical analysis. Thus, in some part, Sells has 

sacrificed his ability to explain the experience for the sake of offering an accurate 

description. 

The debate between Proudfoot and Sells highlights a difficulty for any discussion 

of religious experience: how do we accurately describe the experience while not 

protecting religion from explanation? Proudfoot can be read as favoring his 

explanation—that all experience is intentional—to the point that he no longer accurately 

describes the experience. Sells on the other hand, favors an accurate description to the 

point that we can call into question the effectiveness of his explanation. For the 

remainder of this paper, I would like to show how this problem could be mitigated 

through an effort at Sells's second option: to reconceive the notion of experience to 

include the nonintentional—most specifically, mystical—phenomena. I will advance this 

position through an examination of Jean-Luc Marion's phenomenology of saturation, 

demonstrating how he cuts between Proudfoot and Sells by incorporating the mystical 

into his definition of experience, in the process avoiding the two pitfalls of the language 

of intentionality and protective strategies. 
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COUNTER-EXPERIENCE 

The problem of description and explanation is not foreign to philosophy and, 

particularly, the phenomenological tradition. Phenomenology's rejection of metaphysics 

for determining the limits of experience based on our understanding of rationality and, 

thus, failing to access the things themselves is tantamount to saying that the 

explanation—in this case, rationality—trumps the description. Marion develops his 

phenomenology of givenness from the observation that the phenomenological tradition 

has not sufficiently cleansed itself of metaphysics as it makes the phenomenon justify 

itself before the tribunal of the transcendental I, rather than give itself as itself.11 By 

submitting the phenomenon to the intentionality of the subject, the method needlessly 

limits the realm of possibility. To deny the possibility of an unconditioned phenomenon 

that would exceed the constituting abilities of the subject betrays the phenomenological 

method and its commitment to the "guiding thread of possibility."12 

Marion begins exploring the possibility of an unconditioned phenomenon by 

asking whether, in contrast to Husserl's account, where the intuition is lacking in regards 

to the intention, we can imagine an intuition that gives more, "indeed immeasurably 

more," than the intention.13 He affirms this possibility by embracing the first part of 

Husserl's principle of all principles—the authority lies in what presents itself to us. At the 

same time, Marion rejects Husserl's qualifiers to this authority—that it must be restricted 

Marion, Being Given: Toward a Phenomenology of Givenness, 188. 
12 The full quote reads: "To declare at the outset that this hypothesis is impossible would 
immediately betray a phenomenological contradiction, seeing as phenomenology is defined and 
deployed according to the guiding thread of possibility." Ibid., 189. 
13 Ibid., 197. 
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to a set of horizons and limited to the constituting subject. This immediately raises a 

concern: if we lose the horizons that Husserl elaborates in the principle, then there will be 

no standard by which to judge the phenomena. Marion rejects this concern saying that to 

deny the possibility of an unconditioned experience that exceeds the transcendental ego 

would be to deny the self-showing of the phenomena. The limits of phenomenology 

advanced by Husserl confine the phenomena to a preconceived limit—the ego and the 

condition of previous experience—which works against the project of overcoming the 

preconceptions of metaphysics and returning to the things themselves. If this is the case, 

"the possibility—therefore also and especially the impossibility—of a phenomenon is 

decreed according to the 'power of knowledge,' therefore the play of intuition and the 

concept in a finite mind."14 Marion attempts to fulfill the potential of the method by 

providing an account of the possibility of an unconditioned phenomenon—the saturated 

phenomenon. 

Marion acknowledges that this has been avoided because it is viewed as a turn to 

paradox and the ineffable. Yet, remaining committed to exploring the possibilities of 

experience, he states that there is nothing mad or unrigorous in addressing the paradox of 

the saturated phenomenon because it arises from the phenomenality of paradox, which, 

while differing from the way in which we intuit objects, is still within the range of 

possible experiences.15 To make the demand of objectivity would eliminate the 

possibility of a variety of experiences from phenomenology, thus confining the method in 

the same way as metaphysics. 

14 Ibid, 242. 
15"For it is by no means self-evident that every phenomenon must be submitted to the conditions 
of possibility for experiencing objects and cannot sometimes contradict them." Marion, In 
Excess: Studies of Saturated Phenomena, 161. 



92 

Marion proceeds to describe this possibility through four characteristics. The first 

three characteristics show that the saturated phenomenon calls into question the accepted 

notion of horizon. The fourth characteristic—that it cannot be captured by the gaze— 

calls into question the accepted understanding of the transcendental I.16 First, the 

saturated phenomenon could not be aimed at, meaning that it could not be contained by 

the intention. That is, its parts could not be made a whole by the intention. Second, the 

saturated phenomenon could not be born from the gaze because it would surpass the 

gaze. The gaze undergoes bedazzlement when it encounters the phenomenon. Third, the 

saturated phenomenon would evade any analogy with previous experience as it escapes 

any a priori conditions of experience. Finally, the saturated phenomenon cannot be 

looked at—it cannot be made an object for the transcendental I. Instead, "in saturation, 

the I undergoes the disagreement between an at least potential phenomenon and the 

subjective condition for its experience; and as a result, it does not constitute an object."17 

Marion provides various examples of this, including the historical event, the flesh, 

the icon (the other person), and the idol (the painting). The example of the painting is 

described as follows. When I see the painting, my intention is overtaken by the intuition 

such that there is no adequate concept. I do not take the painting for myself and master it, 

as I may with a technical object, e.g., a stapler. Instead "each gaze at the painting fails to 

bring me to perceive what I see, keeping me from taking it into view as such—so that it 

always again conceals the essential from visibility."18 This is evidenced in the process of 

reseeing the painting—each time I see it, it lands differently, thus, not according to my 

1 Marion, Being Given: Toward a Phenomenology ofGivenness, 199. 
17 Ibid., 213. 
18 Ibid., 230. 



93 

intention. As Marion says, "The intuitive given of the idol imposes on us the demand to 

change our gaze again and again, continually, be this only so as to confront its unbearable 

bedazzlement."19 If we try to master the painting with our concept, we will miss the 

phenomenon as it is given. 

From these examples, Marion concludes that the saturated phenomenon cannot be 

described within a paradigm where the intuition is always lacking. Rather, it is "imposed 

in the type of phenomenon that is exceptional by excess, not by defect."20 This excess 

means that it cannot be submitted to our gaze and thus calls for a reversal of the Kantian 

order where the concepts of the transcendental ego sets the limits of experience. First, the 

limits of phenomenality are established by intuition, not the concept. "In the kingdom of 

the phenomenon, the concept is not king, but rather the intuition."21 Second, instead of 

the phenomenon being subjected to the I, the I is subjected to the phenomenon. "Far from 

being able to constitute this phenomenon, the I experiences itself as constituted by it. To 

the constituting subject, there succeeds the witness—the constituted witness."22 Marion 

terms such a phenomenon a "counter-experience" since, in placing the priority on the 

intuition rather than on the intentionality of the subject, it contradicts the commonly held 

conditions of experience. It is crucial to note here that the phenomenon is given. But it 

19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid., 213. 
21 Ibid., 193. Marion makes this point based on the following: "To be sure, intuition without 
concept is as blind as concept without intuition is empty, but blindness counts more here than 
vacuity: even blind, the intuition still gives, while the concept, even if it alone can make the given 
see, remains as such perfectly empty, therefore quite incapable of seeing anything whatsoever. 
Intuition without concept, though still blind, nevertheless gives material to an object, while the 
concept without intuition though not blind sees nothing, since nothing has yet to be given to it to 
see." Marion, Being Given: Toward a Phenomenology ofGivenness, 193. 
22 Marion, Being Given: Toward a Phenomenology ofGivenness, 216. 
23 "The irregardable saturated phenomenon must appear par excellence, but it also contradicts the 
condition for the poor or common phenomenality of objects." Ibid., 215. 
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is given in "the superabundance of intuitive givenness" that the gaze cannot see as a 

"mere object."24 

Marion's phenomenology of the counter-experience rescues phenomenality from 

the clutches of the constituting subject of metaphysics. The phenomenon is free to give 

itself as intelligible, even if paradoxical, without being forced to conform to the confines 

of intentionality. The saturated phenomenon gives itself without horizons and without 

being conditioned by the subject. Marion describes this as the final possibility of 

phenomenology. 

Not only the possibility that surpasses actuality, the possibility of 

unconditioned possibility—in other words, the possibility of the 

impossible, the saturated phenomenon. Though paradoxical, or precisely 

for that very reason, the saturated phenomenon should in no way be 

understood as an exceptional, indeed vaguely irrational (to say it plainly, 

'theological'), case of phenomenality. Rather it accomplishes the coherent 

and rational development of the most operative definition of the 

phenomenon: it alone appears truly as itself, of itself, and on the basis of 

itself, since it alone appears without the limits of a horizon or a reduction 

to an I and constitutes itself, to the point of giving itself as a self.25 

This is the aim of Marion's phenomenological project—to develop a phenomenology that 

is indexed to the maximal point of phenomenality—the saturated phenomenon.26 By 

25 Ibid., 218-19. 
26 "My entire project.. .aims to think the common-law phenomenon, and through it the poor 
phenomenon, on the basis of the paradigm of the saturated phenomenon, of which the former two 
offer only weakened variants, and from which they derive by progressive extenuation. For the 
saturated phenomenon does not give itself abnormally, making an exception to the definition of 
phenomenality; to the contrary, its ownmost property is to render thinkable the measure of 
manifestation in terms of givenness and to recover it in its common-law variety, indeed in the 
poor phenomenon. What metaphysics rules out as an exception (the saturated phenomenon), 
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examining counter-experiences, a move that, as we will see, is fostered by his ability to 

incorporate the mystical into the general realm of phenomenality, Marion moves us 

closer to achieving the goal of accounting for the phenomenon as it gives itself. The 

phenomenon is freed from the limits of the finite subject in order to present itself as 

unconditioned. 

It may seem that counter-experience, like meaning event, is a new category and, 

thus, Marion is susceptible to the same problems associated with Sells's account. But 

Marion does not treat the saturated phenomenon as a unique set of events. Indeed, in a 

recent essay he has spoken of the banality of saturation, showing that any sense could be 

saturated.27 The working out of this phenomenality requires Marion to overturn 

commonly held definitions of terms such as experience because they are inadequate to 

account for the range of phenomena encountered. The issue with Sells is not that he 

advances a new category, but that he creates a unique set of categories for religious 

experience, thus placing it in a distinct and unique realm. This is not only a move that can 

lead to protective strategies, it is also one that keeps religion from interacting with our 

explanations because in discussing it in terms of meaning event, we are discussing it as 

distinct from all other experiences. The strength of Marion's position, and its utility to the 

current investigation, is that Marion has not argued that there is a certain set of 

experiences that require us to abandon the use of that term. Instead, has taken the position 

phenomenology here takes for its norm—every phenomena shows itself in the measure (or lack of 
measure) to which it gives itself. To be sure, not all phenomena get classified as saturated 
phenomenon, but all saturated phenomenon accomplish one and only paradigm of 
phenomenality." Ibid., 227. 
27 Marion shows this through an examination of how each of the five senses can be saturated by 
the phenomena. Marion, Jean-Luc, "The Banality of Saturation," in Counter-Experiences: 
Reading Jean-Luc Marion, ed. Kevin Hart (Notre Dame, IN: Notre Dame University Press, 
2007). 
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that, given the possibility of a saturated phenomenon that defies the objective nature of 

intentionality, we need to redefine our understanding of experience as a whole. At the 

same time, the category of counter-experience allows Marion to discuss the mystical 

event in a way that avoids the problems of Proudfoot's focus on the intentional object. To 

show this, I turn to Marion's phenomenology of mysticism. 

MARION'S PHENOMENOLOGY OF MYSTICISM 

Marion's motivation for examining mystical phenomena is two-fold. First, he 

states that if we do not expand the limits of phenomenology to include religious 

phenomena, then we leave religion in an uninterrogated realm.28 Second, phenomenology 

would be lacking if it did not account for this possibility. As Marion explains, "if the 

Revelation of God as showing himself starting from himself alone can in fact ever take 

place, phenomenology must redefine its own limits and learn to pass beyond them 

following clear-cut rigorous procedures."29 That is, if phenomenology does not redefine 

its limits in light of the possibility of revelation, then it is failing to account for what is 

given in the experience. This demonstrates the close link between the pursuit of 

developing the phenomenological method and of insuring that religion does not remain 

uninterrogated. It is because of the interrelation of the two in his work that his 

"The debate is summed up in a simple alternative: is it necessary to confine the possibility of 
the appearing of God to the uninterrogated and supposedly untouchable limits of one or the other 
figure of philosophy and phenomenology, or should we broaden phenomenological possibility to 
the measure of the possibility of manifestation demanded by the question of God?" Marion, Being 
Given: Toward a Phenomenology ofGivenness, 243. 
29 Marion continues, "That is to say, it must designate one of its possible figures as a paradox of 
paradoxes, saturated with intuition to the second degree, in a word, a phenomenon of revelation." 
Ibid., 242. Marion refers to the divine exclusively with male pronouns. I have left these as they 
are in direct quotations despite the inherent problems of gender associated with this view. 
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phenomenology is apt to the pursuit of reformulating a definition of experience to 

incorporate the mystical. At the same time, Marion is embodying the phenomenological 

dictate to look to the things themselves to set the conditions for the method. This dictate 

is what makes phenomenology, especially Marion's, which is pushed to the limits of 

phenomenality, such a useful method for religious studies. It does not approach the 

phenomenon with a set explanation, as in the case of Proudfoot's use of intentionality. 

Instead, it looks to the phenomenon to ensure an accurate description, while at the same 

time offering an explanation—by setting out the formal conditions—through the 

resources of phenomenology. 

The most common source for Marion's discussion of mysticism is the writings of 

Pseudo-Dionysius, although he does refer to other Christian mystics, including John of 

the Cross and Gregory of Nyssa. Originally accepted as the writings of a convert of Paul 

mentioned in the Book of Acts, the author is now thought to be a Syrian monk writing 

pseudonymously between 480 and 510 C.E. Thus, the author is referred to as both 

Dionysius and Pseudo-Dionysius. His writings, which had wide-ranging influence on 

medieval thought and spirituality, are typical of Western mysticism and, as we will see in 

our discussion of denomination, embody the characteristics of "unsaying" described by 
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Sells.30 Thus, while it is always problematic to generalize from a specific case, we can, 

even with this caveat, employ Dionysius to make a general statement about mysticism.31 

In Dionysius's writings, kataphasis and apophasis do not contend "face-to-face," 

but are overcome by a third way—denomination.32 The naming thus does not name an 

object, but instead serves a pragmatic function of "aiming" at God as it passes beyond 

every affirmation and negation.33 Examining the account of de-nomination, Marion 

proceeds to develop a phenomenology, a process that is enabled by his account of the 

counter-experience. Phenomenology's task is "to conceive of the formal possibility of the 

phenomenon that seems to demand an 'absence of the divine name' and our entering into 

the Name."34 But we must be careful in discussing this phenomenon in order to ensure 

that we offer the best description of the event while advancing the conditions of its 

30 Thomas Carlson offers an excellent description of this language in Dionysius. "According to 
the implications of theological methods in Dionysius, the positive manifestation of the divine 
through creation and the divine's negative transcendence over creation (the aim of the soul in its 
path of conversion to the divine) condition one another through and through. While the 
movement of negation undoubtedly enjoys a certain privilege, that privilege never comes at the 
expense of the necessary movement of affirmation. Rather, the negative movement lends the 
positive 'its true significance.'" Carlson, Indiscretion: Finitude and the Naming of God, 179. 
31 The prominent role of Dionysius in Western Mysticism is well acknowledged. For example, 
William James refers to him as the "fountainhead of Christian mysticism." James, William, The 
Varieties of Religious Experience: A Study in Human Nature (New York: Signet Classic, 2003), 
350. 
32 Marion, In Excess: Studies of Saturated Phenomena, 139. 
33 Some would argue against Marion on this point, saying that his account of denomination 
conditions the experience of the divine by fixing the referent. Marion rejects this argument 
through an examination of proper names. A name "never belongs properly—by and as essence— 
to the one who receives it." The name never names the person in toto. All names function in a 
pragmatic way to mark those to whom we refer. They do not capture the person or thing in its 
entirety. Based on this Marion concludes "supposing that praise attributes a name to a possible 
God, one should conclude that it does not name God properly or essentially, nor in presence, but 
that it marks God's absence, anonymity, and withdrawal—exactly as every name dissimulates 
every individual, which it merely indicates without ever manifesting." Ibid., 142-43. 
34 Ibid., 158. 
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possibility.35 Knowingly or not, Marion is sensitive to the difficult task of scholars of 

religion that is at the heart of this investigation. 

In the face of this dilemma, Marion turns the relation of the intention and 

intuition. Recall from the introduction that in Husserl, there are two possible relations 

between these terms. The intention finds itself partially confirmed by the intuition, such 

that there is fulfilling evidence or the intention exceeds the intuitive fulfillment and, thus, 

the intuition is lacking. Applying this to Dionysius, the first relationship would be 

kataphasis, an affirmation, whereas the second would be apophasis, a negation. Noting 

these two relations, Marion proposes a third possibility where "the intention (the concept 

or the signification) can never reach adequation with the intuition (fulfillment), not 

because the latter is lacking but because it exceeds what the concept can receive, expose, 

and comprehend."36 In this case, the intention does not exceed the intuition, as in the 

other two, but is exceeded by the intuition. The impossibility of knowledge results not 

from a lack of intuition but a surplus. This, Marion argues, is what happens in the 

experience of the third way of mysticism.37 To quote from Dionysius, the mystical "is 

stronger than all discourse and all knowledge—and therefore surpasses comprehension in 

general and therefore [is also excepted from] essence."38 Or, as Marion puts it, God 

"remains incomprehensible, not imperceptible."39 This is to say that we do have a 

35 "The question is to be formulated in this way: if that which the third way of mystical theology 
deals in fact is revealed, how should the phenomenon be described, such that we do justice to its 
possibility?" Ibid., 158. 
36 Ibid., 159. 
37 "The third relation between the two inseparable facts of phenomenon—in the occurrence of the 
saturated phenomenon—can perhaps allow us to determine the third way, where mystical 
theology is accomplished." Ibid. 
38 Pseudo-Dionysius, Pseudo-Dionysius: The Complete Works, trans. Paul Rorem, (Paulist Press, 
1987). 
39 Marion, In Excess: Studies of Saturated Phenomena, 161. 
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but we cannot comprehend it. "Consequently the third way cannot be confused with the 

sufficiency of the concept in the first way or with the insufficiency of intuition in the 

second; rather it registers the ineradicable insufficiency of the concept in general. The 

denomination that puts us in the Name has nothing in common with the one or the other 

possibility opened by predication and nomination."40 The saturated phenomenon of 

denomination forces us to adjust our understanding of experience to accommodate the 

intuition exceeding the concept. It calls into question the relation between intuition and 

intention in Husserl. There is neither adequation nor lack, but a third relation where the 

intuition exceeds the concept. 

In advancing this phenomenology, Marion substantiates his claim that phenomena 

such as the mystical should change our understanding of phenomenality. If he demanded 

that the description of the phenomenon change to conform to previous phenomenological 

norms, then he would not provide an accurate description and run into the problems 

associated with Proudfoot's account. But, unlike Sells, Marion does not place religion 

into a unique and protected realm. Instead, he uses this account to question and 

reformulate our understanding of experience. 

This reformulation is why Marion's account lends itself to this project—he 

develops a phenomenology based on the norms provided from the mystical experience. 

He does not come to the phenomenon with a certain preconceived notion but, rather, 

looks to the phenomenon to draw out a description and explanation of experience. Thus, 

he does not attempt to fit the mystical experience into his explanatory box. The 

40 Ibid. 
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description of the mystical experience demands a change in the explanation—a change in 

phenomenology. This demand does not just apply to phenomenology as a whole, but to 

Marion's own phenomenology of saturation. If Marion were simply to approach the 

mystical phenomena with his category of saturation, then he would be making a move 

similar to Proudfoot's use of intentionality to explain religious experience. Instead, 

Marion understands that the description of the religious phenomena will impact the 

explanatory method he is using—that the categories of saturation are in flux and will 

have to be adjusted based on the experience. But at the same time, this does not keep him 

from advancing a phenomenology of religion. Instead, he provides us with a method for 

providing an accurate description and explanation; one that can be shaped by the 

experience while still explaining the structures that are at play in the experience. This 

means that he is able to avoid the problems Sells deciphers in Proudfoot's account of 

religious experience. At the same time, by understanding that phenomena such as 

revelation or mystical experience should affect our understanding of experience as a 

whole, he has avoided the tendency to provide religion its own set of categories. 

This analysis shows the great advantage of pursuing Sells's second option of 

reconceiving the notion of experience to include the nonintentional. For it not only avoids 

the problem of protective strategies, but also achieves the phenomenological goal of 

accounting for the phenomena as they give themselves. He has avoided the rash 

reductionism of the naturalists and other descriptive reductions while maintaining his 

explanatory acumen. Thus, Marion's project not only provides an intriguing and critical 

engagement with religion, but also stretches the phenomenological project to its utmost 

limits, demonstrating the utility of incorporating religion into our account of experience. 
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Is IT T O O M U C H ? 

Despite the nuance of his position, Marion's account of denomination has been 

met with great controversy, particularly by those who favor Derrida's reading of the 

mystical tradition. Developing an argument similar to the position examined in the 

previous chapter, John D. Caputo criticizes Marion's phenomenology of the saturated 

phenomenon as missing the mark because he does not make the move to the impossible 

in terms similar to Derrida's differance, but instead provides an account of the excess of 

intuition that is too determined. Caputo fears this move on the part of Marion has the 

potential to lead us into a "terroristic hermeneutic" in which one can claim that she has 

reached God, thus leading not to the divine, which should remain other, but to the human. 

As Caputo explains, "It is precisely when someone claims to have reached, or been 

granted, God's point of view that things start getting very ungodly. It is just when 

someone thinks to have laid hold of the Wholly Other that we are visited by the human, 

all-too-human."41 Caputo fears that in denominating the divine and saying that based on 

this, we can perform a phenomenology of the experience, Marion has named the 

unnameable. 

The language of saturation is too determined for Caputo because of Marion's 

emphasis on the excess of intuition. Marion describes the saturated phenomenon as a 

blur, a fog, and as overexposure. Caputo asks how we are to "discriminate between the 

overdetermination of the saturated phenomenon, which elicits the hypernym of Wholly 

41 Caputo, John D., "How to Avoid Speaking of God: The Violence of Natural Theology," in The 
Prospects for Natural Theology, ed. Eugene Long (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of 
America Press, 1992), 195. 



103 

Other, and the underdetermination that is exposed to the rustling of the anonymous."42 

When we are confronting the impossible, we who are incapable of making this distinction 

and, therefore, should not name the experience. Caputo rejects the saturated phenomenon 

and demands an account of "another saturation, one parallel and opposed to the saturation 

of meaning with or by donation: the countersaturation of intuition with nonintuition, the 

contersaturation of the face with anonymity, of theophany with the arid abandonment, the 

enervating melancholy oideus absconditus, the saturation of bedazzlement with the fog 

of a dark night."43 In other words, a saturation that leaves us in the realm of the 

unsayable, the unspeakable, where we at all costs avoid any sort of naming, even through 

the aiming of denomination. We cannot make a distinction of a hypernym and anonym in 

light of these experiences. We must leave it in the realm of the undetermined lest we 

make that which exceeds us all too human phenomenologists. 

In Indiscretion: Finitude and the Naming of God, Thomas Carlson advances a 

similar line of argument, but in terms of the distinction of prayer and praise. Carlson 

suggests that Marion supposes that there is "an immediate, even analytic relation, 

between praise on the one hand, and prayer on the other." This leads Marion to pass from 

prayer to praise, which is problematic because praise "would add to prayer some other 

determination and thus call into question both the purity of its address and the 

indeterminacy of its destination."44 The issue here is that in linking prayer and praise, 

Marion brings in predicative content to his discussion, thus undoing the purity of 

Ibid., 202. 
Ibid., 204. 
Carlson, Indiscretion: Finitude and the Naming of God, 217. 



prayer. Carlson argues that this covert predication is a mistake and that in response to 

the presence that is a withdrawal, we must remain in the undetermined language of 

prayer. For this reason Carlson favors Derrida over Marion. Marion does not leave this 

phenomenon undecidable but names the impossible 'revelation' and remains determined 

to maintain its characteristic of plentitude.46 

Caputo, Carlson, and Marion all see the need for open-endedness in an account of 

the mystical experience. Both argue that thought or language should not close us off to 

the divine and, thus, advocate strategies to foster a more open discourse. However, they 

differ in how this open-endedness can be maintained. For Marion, it is maintained even 

when we start setting out the formal conditions of revelation, as he does in his 

phenomenology of revelation. For Caputo and, in this instance, Carlson this is yet another 

example of closing discourse and doing violence to the divine.47 Each thinker approaches 

45 "Prayer, which taken absolutely would speak only to, is determined through praise to speak of. 
According to the framework established by this distinction, a third alternative—praise 'as', 
wherein Marion locates the index of inadequation—would not suffice to counter Derrida's 
argument that praise determines the addressee of prayer: praise of God 'as' God beyond 
Goodness, and so on, may well signify the ultimate inadequacy of our language and its 
determinations, but it remains nonetheless a determination with grounds in a tradition and 
community—that is not simply pure address." Ibid., 218. 
46 "Like Aquinas, who never doubts the knowability of God but only our ability to attain such 
knowledge, Marion never doubts the unlimited plentitude of the saturated phenomenon—only our 
ability to see that phenomenon and acknowledge it as gift. In face of what could be a radical 
undecidability before the excessive impossibility of the gift, Marion has always already decided 
in favor of the gift's plentitude of appearance. However, according to the very terms of finitude— 
and mortality—that Marion's phenomenology invokes, one might well move, as Derrida seems 
to, in the other direction where one really could not decide, or where one could really only 
decide—without knowing—whether the impossibility one faces it that of plentitude or poverty, 
revelation or death." Ibid., 235. 
471 qualify attributing this view to Carlson because I think that his recent readings of Marion are 
more sympathetic to Marion's position than those advanced in Indiscretion. This sympathy is 
already present in the nuanced critique of Marion contained in Indiscretion, but is more 
pronounced in his article "Blindness and the Decision to See" and his recent book The Indiscrete 
Image. As evidenced in the following chapter, there are aspects of Marion's phenomenology that 
Carlson finds quite compelling. I refer to his account here despite this ambiguity because I find it 
to be one of the more cogent and thoughtful readings of the debate between Marion and Derrida. 



the problem with the same initial concern, but the solutions put them at odds with each 

other. 

I side with Marion in this debate because the critiques of Caputo and Carlson to 

two troubling tendencies. The first is that it makes the mystics into pseudo-

deconstructionists, which is a bad description of their account. For deconstruction aims to 

defer the referent of the language in such a manner that there can be no telos. But the 

mystics do not function within such a system—they are always aiming at some 

experience or goal. As Mary-Jane Rubenstein explains, the mystics "agenda is 

theological—more specifically, [in the case of Eckhart and Dionysius] Christian—their 

arche and telos is the divine, and they undeniably make ontological claims about it as 

well as its relation to creation."48 This does not mean that in referring to God, these 

Christian mystics are metaphysicians. Rather, their language shows how we can speak in 

a non-metaphysical manner without resorting to deconstruction. "Yet while the apophatic 

voyage entails a thorough abandonment of 'self and 'God' as epistemologically 

constituted, it does not thereby resign itself to atheistic ateleological surface play. To the 

contrary, because it clings neither to 'self nor 'God', negative theology receives them 

back, sans ontotheological quotation marks, by letting them be."4 The mystics grasp God 

because of the way that they deny metaphysical categories, but do not, in the process, 

give up the possibility of grasping the divine. This is the same possibility that Marion is 

embracing in trying to develop a phenomenology of mysticism. 

See Carlson, "Blindness and the Decision to See: On Revelation and Reception in Jean-Luc 
Marion. ";Carlson, Thomas A., The Indiscrete Image: Infinitude and Creation of the Human, ed. 
Thomas A. Carlson, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008). 
48 Rubenstein, Mary-Jane, "Unknow Thyself: Apophaticism, Deconstruction, and Theology after 
Ontotheology," Modern Theology 19, no. 3 (2003): 393. 
49 Ibid., 393-94. 
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Understanding this, Marion offers a direct response to the Derridean position. 

Marion's critique of Derrida is launched against many of the presuppositions that Derrida 

holds and most specifically, Derrida's idea that Jewish and Christian theology function 

only within the realm of presence. Derrida, as read by Marion, concludes that theology 

only knows the two figures of the metaphysical tradition and can't broach the third way. 

Furthermore, Derrida argues that any negative theology, to avoid atheism, would imply 

an affirmation, and with this, that the "superessential" further inscribes god within the 

horizon of being. Thus, negative theology is just another form of metaphysical discourse. 

We have already highlighted Marion's problems with such a position. He does not 

view mystical theology as negative theology, but instead as a third way for which Derrida 

does not account. Furthermore, Marion argues, through reference to a wide range of 

Christian thinkers and mystics, that it is not at all evident that Derrida's presupposition 

about the obsession with presence is valid. Instead, he argues that it is the theologian, the 

one who speaks about God, who becomes the biggest advocate of denomination. Marion 

concludes that the Christian tradition does not aim to name God properly, "but well and 

truly in knowing God precisely as what cannot be known properly—what must not be 

known if one wants to know it as such. The known unknowability as such therefore 

disqualifies all possible primacy of presence over God."50 In denominating God, then, 

theology, mystical or otherwise, does not name God and thus confine God into a horizon. 

Rather, it indicates God, directing us on the path to the divine without letting the 

denomination become a conceptual idol. God is not made present through a human 

concept, but we can still know of God. "In the case of God, knowledge cannot rise up to 

Marion, In Excess: Studies of Saturated Phenomena, 152. 



itself by except by transgressing itself until it becomes an unknowing, or rather until it 

becomes one that is capable of acknowledging the incomprehensible, and thereby 

respects the operative, pragmatic, and endlessly repeatable de-nomination of god as that 

than which nothing greater can be thought.'" 

Thus, denomination is not a "metaphysics of presence," but a "pragmatic theology 

of absence—where the name is given as having no name, as not giving the essence, and 

having nothing but this absence to make manifest; a theology where hearing happens."52 

The absence here is not the non-presence of God, but shields "God from presence— 

weakness designating God at least as well as strength—and to give God precisely as 

making an exception to it."53 As a formal indication prevents a speculative category from 

delimiting validity of an experience prior to the lived-experience, this theology of 

absence ensures that any sort of conceptual idolatry is prevented from entering into 

theology. The theologian is not trying to make God present to others, but pointing to the 

experience to be achieved. This is the purpose of denomination—a way between 

affirmation and negation that overcomes the conceptual idolatry that is always a risk and 

which came to the fore in the metaphysical tradition. 

Precisely because of the mystics' affirmation of the withdrawal of the divine, 

Rubenstein argues, Derrida distances himself from the mystics.54 Derrida understood that 

"apophatic negation is ultimately performed out of a 'desire to say and rejoin what is 

proper to God aiming for a positivity beyond all negated predicates. Thus, it is precisely 

51 Ibid., 155. 
52 Ibid. 
53 Ibid. 
54 Because Derrida distances himself from the mystic, I am not as concerned with addressing his 
specific position. Rather, I am more concerned with addressing the unmerited concerns he has 
with Marion's position, an issue I will deal with more extensively in the remaining chapters and 
also how his position has been appropriated and widely accepted in religious studies. 
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the 'desire to say what is proper to god,' more specifically, the impossibility of its 

fulfillment, that keeps negative theology, constantly on the move."55 The mystics' 

language is neither ontotheological, fixing God in human terms, nor deconstructive, 

constantly deferring the referent. Thus, to demand that we read the mystics as pseudo-

deconstructionist in our accounts of mysticism leads us to a bad description of the event, 

forcing it into the explanation of deconstructive.56 

But this is not the only risk of the move to deconstruction. It also has the potential 

to lead us into protective strategies. As Richard Kearney explains, deconstruction leads us 

into a space where we cannot identify the divine and, thus lose any sort of discernment. It 

"leaves us open to all comers."57 While "blindness is all very well for luminary painters 

and writers, for Homer and Rembrandt," don't we need "just a little moral insight, just a 

few ethical handrails as we grope through the dark night of postmodern spectrality and 

simulacritude towards the 'absolute other,' before we say 'yes,' 'come,' 'thy will be 

done? Is there really no difference, in short, between a living God and a dead one, 

between Elijah and his 'phantom,' between messiahs and monsters?"58 If we cannot make 

such distinctions in the realm of mystical experience, then we cannot offer a critique of 

the experience. We cannot decipher between Gods and monsters and thus are led to either 

Rubenstein, "Unknow Thyself: Apophaticism, Deconstruction, and Theology after 
Ontotheology," 396. 
56 Richard Kearney makes a similar point. "For Derrida, negative theologies...simply replace the 
theistic essentialism of onto-theology with a higher and more rarefied from of hyper-essentialism. 
Whereas negative theologians—from Dionysius to Meister Eckhart and Marion—desire the tout 
autre in the name of a biblical-monotheistic God, deconstructionists construe this wholly other as 
every other, regardless of its theistic pedigree. An all-inclusiveness summed up in the claim—tout 
autre est tout autre." Kearney, Richard, The God Who May Be: A Hermeneutics of Religion, 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2001), 72. For Kearney, such deconstructive readings 
will not allow for discrimination vis-a-vis religion. 
57 Ibid., 75. 
58 Ibid., 76. 



embrace both, a risk of the sui generis position, or reject both, a risk of the naturalist 

position. 

Marion's phenomenology of mysticism betters the deconstructive reading on both 

accounts. He is better able to describe the experience because he can account for the telos 

of the mystics while he also avoids the apophatics that seem inherent in a deconstructive 

reading of the mystics.59 This highlights the issue for scholars of religion in trying to 

offer both a correct description of the experience and also an accurate and compelling 

explanation of what is happening. But, as we have shown, phenomenology, and 

specifically Marion's phenomenology of saturation with its emphasis on the excess of 

intuition, is a method that can alleviate some of this tension by demanding a turn to the 

experience not just for the sake of description, but, also, for explanation.60 That is, the 

categories that phenomenology develops to explain religious phenomena are also shaped 

by the experience that it explains. Thus, Marion comes to the mystical phenomena with a 

conception of the saturated phenomenon and givenness in excess, but then puts them into 

play as he examines the phenomenon. 

The concern that in offering such an explanation Marion locks us into a certain 

type of revelation fails to realize that way in which Marion's explanation can shift based 

on a return to experience. The emphasis on the priority of the phenomenon, an emphasis 

that allows him to escape metaphysics, also prevents him from creating a static 

explanation. We have already seen, to an extent, how Marion will shift his 

59 On this point, there has been extensive criticism of whether Marion's phenomenology is really 
a covert theology that demands that God the Father be the telos of any experience of revelation. 
That is to say, does Marion make his phenomenology beholden to a very specific Christian, and 
more so, Catholic, dogma. I will address this issue in the following chapter. 
60 For more on the relation of description and explanation, see Bagger, Religious Experience, 
Justification, and History. 
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phenomenology based on the experience of Dionysius. His account of the saturated 

phenomenon of revelation, if understood as one that is formally indicated, will allow for 

the revision of the experience. 

If anything, the risk of Marion's position is not that it will have too much content, 

a risk that is mitigated by the method of formal indication, but that it will have too little 

content—as is the case when Marion discusses the experience of a pure, non-intuitive 

givenness—a position that diminishes the possibility of the formal indication being 

achieved in experience. In advancing this position, the explanatory capability of Marion's 

method would be lost, as we would move into a realm of speculation. The next chapter 

will examine this issue in detail. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE EXCESS OF MARION: 

THE RISK OF NON-INTUITED PHENOMENA 

Thus far in the project I have advanced the possibility of advancing a non-

ontotheological phenomenology of religion through Heidegger's method of formal 

indication, which I showed to be at play in Marion's emphasis on the primacy of the 

phenomenon. I then showed the utility of Marion's account to Religious Studies by using 

it to mitigate the tension between description and explanation. In this chapter, I wish to 

address the question of the phenomenological validity of Marion's position, calling into 

question his account of a "non-intuited" phenomenon and showing how his attempt to 

incorporate it into phenomenology runs the risk of leading the method back into 

metaphysics and speculation. In contrast, I will show that, because of the formally 

indicative character of his phenomenology, the move to "non-intuited phenomenon," 

which is made to protect the unconditionality of revelation, is not needed. Marion should 

embrace his phenomenological project and the method's ability to discuss these 

phenomena. This will lead to the next chapter, where I will argue that this possibility is 

grounded in Marion's account of the Gifted, his term for the figure who comes after the 

subject of metaphysics. 

This chapter offers a phenomenological corrective to the certain positions that 

enter in to Marion phenomenological account by rejecting what I will argue is his 

"theological" position of "non-intuitive phenomenon," which he includes at the 

culmination of his phenomenology of givenness, in favor of his phenomenological 
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emphasis on intuition. Hence, I employ phenomenology as a corrective to Marion's 

theology. This, coupled with the previous chapters discussion of how religion can inform 

scholarly explanations will demonstrate the back and forth nature of the interaction of 

explanation and religion—a central goal of this project. All of this is grounded in the 

previous analyses of religion and reinforces our ability to talk about it in a non-objective, 

yet critical fashion. This, along with the discussion of the gifted will differentiate my 

position from the dominant reception of Marion in religious studies, which, following the 

position of Derrida, argues that Marion, rather than not confirming enough in his 

phenomenology of revelation by trying to slide in the non-intuited phenomenon, brings 

too much certainty to his phenomenology and needs to adjust his account of 

phenomenology accordingly. 

THE TURN TO NON-INTUITED PHENOMENON 

The account of non-intuited phenomena emerges at two crucial points in Marion's 

phenomenology. The first is in his initial phenomenological work Reduction and 

Givenness. The second is at the conclusion his discussion of revelation in Being Given. 

Before proceeding into a discussion of the problematic nature of this position, I will 

briefly examine the accounts offered in these books. 

In Reduction and Givenness, Marion provides an interpretative history of Husserl 

and Heidegger with the aim of offering a corrective to what he sees as the metaphysical 

holdovers in their accounts. The goal of the text is to move phenomenology beyond 

Husserl and Heidegger to get at the givenness of the phenomenon. Marion wants to move 

past Husserl's restriction of the phenomena to the limits of the constituting ego and 
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Heidegger's restriction to Dasein to achieve an account of the givenness of the 

phenomena as they present themselves.1 It is in the process of allowing the phenomena to 

give itself, a move that he makes through reference to revelation, that Marion advocates 

the possibility of a non-intuited phenomenon. 

In Reduction and Givenness, Marion argues that the phenomenological 

breakthrough to the things themselves originates in the Logical Investigations where, for 

the first time, Husserl articulates a position that acknowledges the priority of the 

phenomena. Thought is no longer grounded in its own speculations, but in the authority 

of what is given to consciousness. In this position, Marion finds what he sees as the 

breakthrough of phenomenology—the independence of signification from intuition 

allows for phenomenology to account for a pure given. Givenness is no longer limited to 

the realm of natural consciousness. This allows the realm of appearing to be broadened to 

givenness. From this breakthrough, Marion makes the move to non-intuition because he 

sees the potential for a break between signification and intuition.3 Givenness is not 

limited to presence, which for Marion means that it can be given in a non-intuitive 

fashion. "To the question concerning the mode of presence that is irreducible to intuition, 

or even concerning the legitimacy of the term 'presence,' we can therefore outline a 

1 Thomas A. Carlson concisely summarizes the three reductions at play in Marion's work. 
"Marion will attempt to move beyond 1) Husserl's transcendental reduction to the constituting I 
and beyond 2) Heidegger's 'existential reduction' to Dasein, in order to establish 3) an 
indispensable third reduction to pure givenness itself." Carlson, Indiscretion: Finitude and the 
Naming of God, 203. 
2 "Phenomenology begins in 1900-1901 because, for the first time, thought sees that which 
appears appear in appearance, it manages to do this only by conceiving the appearing itself no 
longer as a 'given of consciousness,' but indeed as the givenness to consciousness (or even 
through consciousness) of the thing itself, given in the mode of appearing and in all its 
dimensions." Marion, Reduction and Givenness: Investigations of Husserl, Heidegger, and 
Phenomenology, 32. 
3 Ibid., 29-30. 
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response: already in the Investigations Husserl determines presence by going beyond 

intuition to the point of attributing it to signification only because he passes beyond both 

in favor of givenness."4 Marion diminishes the role of intuition in favor of a pure 

givenness that could be given without intuition. 

The problematic move to non-intuition is affirmed in the discussion of revelation 

contained in Being Given. Recall that Marion is committed to the position that 

phenomenology does not determine the content of revelation in actuality, but only lays 

out the formal conditions of the possibility of revelation. This leads him to claim that if 

revelation were to occur, then it would have to occur as a saturated phenomenon. 

Immediately there will be a question of whether Marion is submitting revelation to the 

conditions of phenomenology. However, this question is misguided because it fails to see 

how that the analysis of revelation does not confine revelation, but lets it appear. The 

laws of phenomenality allow the phenomena to appear as they present themselves. 

Marion has been building his project to secure this possibility. He has tried to set out the 

conditions that would destroy any metaphysical framework such that the maximum point 

of phenomenality could appear. 

To secure this possibility, Marion feels the need argue for a non-intuited 

phenomenon, addressing the issue at the conclusion of his discussion of revelation. 

Turning to the issue of negative theology, Marion addresses what appears to be a 

contradiction between the language of saturation and excess and the apophatic tradition 

where God is known as unknown and "therefore in a radical intuitive shortage."5 In other 

4 Ibid., 34. 
5 Marion, Being Given: Toward a Phenomenology of Givenness, 243. 
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words, is the emphasis on the excess of revelation missing the mark in regards to mystical 

theology and in the process reducing the transcendent God to the realm of immanence? 

Marion addresses this point by distinguishing the saturated phenomenon from the 

realm of the presentation of objects. He repeatedly emphasizes that the saturated 

phenomenon cannot be made into an object and thus appears as lacking in terms of 

objectivity.6 The saturated phenomenon is not the presentation of an object. It is an 

intuition that exceeds the intention in such a way that no object, meaning no actual thing 

that presents itself to us, is present. The distinction here is that revelation is not given in 

the mode of an object and thus, there is no "thing" to see. The radical nature of revelation 

requires a new formulation of the saturated phenomenon. 

Here finally it is necessary that we no longer define the saturated 

phenomenon simply by inversion of the determinations of common-law 

phenomenon. With the phenomenon of revelation, we come to the point 

were it is necessary to free ourselves not only from their (metaphysical or 

phenomenological) determinations, but even from their destruction. The 

paradox of paradoxes does not have to choose between cataphasis and 

apophasis any more than between saturation and shortage of intuition; it 

uses them all in order to push to its end the phenomenality of what shows 

itself only insofar as it gives itself.7 

In the phenomena of revelation, we no longer choose between excess and lack, but 

instead must acknowledge the undecidability of the phenomena. As Marion states, 

"There is, properly speaking, nothing to see when they give themselves as such. In effect, 
intuitive saturation is never equivalent to giving a great (or too great) quantity of intuition for the 
purpose of fulfilling a concept that lets us better perceive an object, for this degree of excess can 
still define a common-law phenomenon in which objectivity would be simply blurred but not 
overcome." Ibid., 244. 
7 Ibid., 245. 
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"When givenness no longer gives an object or a being, but rather a pure given, it is no 

longer carried out by intuition; or rather, the alternative between a shortage and a 

saturation of intuition becomes undecidable."8 The excess of the saturated phenomenon 

results in the claim that there can be a non-intuitive given that remains indeterminate. 

There seems to be a tension in Marion's project on this point. He is committed to 

a phenomenology of revelation that would lay out the formal conditions of such 

phenomena, but he does not want to make demands that condition an unconditioned 

phenomena. Thus, he says that they can be given as an excess or as a lack. 

Marion makes the move to non-intuition for the sake of securing a theological 

position—the unconditioned givenness of God. In the course of developing his 

phenomenology, Marion seems to realize that he is risking this position and makes the 

move to non-intuition. Marion seems to want to say that revelation has to occur as a 

saturated phenomenon (a phenomenological position), but is afraid that this may confine 

God and says that God could give God's self as a non-intuited phenomena (a theological 

position). This creates a tension in Marion's analysis and for the remainder of the chapter, 

I will show how this position risks both his phenomenological and theological project. In 

response, I will argue he should favor his phenomenological position regarding the 

conditions of the saturated phenomenon over the more theological position that favors 

non-intuited phenomena. 

Ibid. 
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THE RISK OF PHENOMENOLOGY WITHOUT INTUITION 

Marion's position regarding the non-intuitive phenomenon has led him to be 

heavily criticized from within the phenomenological camp. These criticisms differ from 

those looked at in previous chapters in that they are not concerned with the impact of 

Marion's account for religion and theology, but for the way in which his radicalization of 

phenomenology risks the validity of the method. Dominique Janicaud argues that the 

methodological rigor of the phenomenological project will be undone if religion is 

permitted into the phenomenological field. His aim is to interrogate the methodology of 

Marion and others associated with the "theological turn" to demonstrate that this pseudo-

phenomenology has returned the method to the metaphysics it seeks to escape.9 

Janicaud's criticism of Marion follows a similar vein to his critique of Levinas. 

Examining Levinas's phenomenology of the face, Janicaud observes a presupposed 

"metaphysico-theological montage" that stems from his metaphysical desire. "The dice 

are loaded" such that the God of the biblical tradition is the source of Levinas's 

phenomenology.10 Levinas fails to establish the inclusion of theology in phenomenology, 

but starts from the theological position and, without enough methodological 

consideration, incorporates it into his phenomenology. In the same way, Marion has 

violated the reduction and led us back into the theological speculation associated with 

metaphysics. Marion's reduction to givenness is grounded in an unfounded reference to 

the ineffable. "We have to deal, here, with a rather dry mystical night; the 

9 "What is questionable, from the methodological point of view, is the status of 
phenomenology—and of the phenomenological—between a metaphysics that has been 
'overcome' (or challenged) and a theology that has been made possible (at once prepared and 
held in reserve)." Janicaud, "The Theological Turn of French Phenomenology," 52. 
10 Ibid., 27. 
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superabundance of grace has been put through the Heideggerian ringer. But the 

qualifying terms, in any case, are neither human nor finite: absolute, unconditioned— 

such is this call."11 Rather than establishing the call through an analysis of the 

phenomena, Marion, due to his desire to incorporate revelation into phenomenology, has 

covertly and unphenomenologically incorporated the unconditioned into his 

phenomenology. Janicaud concludes that Marion has allowed the reduction of the natural 

attitude to lead him on "a flight to another world,"12 the world of the unconditioned 

phenomena. 

To avoid the return to metaphysics and theological speculation and secure the 

rigor of phenomenology, Janicaud argues for a double limitation in phenomenology: 

"The first limitation is, fundamentally, that of a critical and postcritical philosophy of 

finitude: renouncing metaphysics (as metaphysica specialis) to explore the experiences in 

its phenomenal limits. The second, more day-to-day, limitation is everything inherent to a 

methodological attention capable of articulating the transcendental regard in the patient 

question of invariants and in the complexity of being-in-the-world."13 The metaphysics 

Janicaud sets phenomenology against would include almost all religious accounts, which, 

in his view, are outside the realm of being-in-the-world, evidenced by his claim that 

Marion leads us on a flight to another world. This is a crucial implication of Janicaud's 

position—it is not specifically that Marion's account leads us into speculation, but that 

the nature of religion is such that a phenomenology of it will always return to 

metaphysics and speculation. While his concern with speculation raises crucial and 

11 Ibid., 63. 
12 Ibid., 35. 
13 Ibid., 103. 
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legitimate issues for Marion's phenomenology that must be addressed, but it is also 

grounded in a poor understanding of religion. I will turn to the problematic nature of this 

claim shortly. 

Before that, I turn to Steven Crowell's discussion of Husserl and Marion, which 

expands on Janicaud's criticism by showing how Marion's account of givenness could 

never be reconciled with Husserl's definition of authentic thinking. Crowell is concerned 

that the move to expand phenomenology beyond its limits, a move present since its 

inception in the Logical Investigations, has led to a blurring of the borders between 

phenomenological philosophy and metaphysical speculation. This propensity leads many 

thinkers to betray the method's Husserlian foundations and reject "the principle of 

phenomenological method that Logical Investigations deemed essential—the principle of 

intuitive givenness or Evidenz."14 But, argues Crowell, this betrayal cannot be 

phenomenologically justified because of the importance of intuition in achieving the 

phenomenological breakthrough. "If, following Martin Heidegger we identify three 

elements of the 'breakthrough' to phenomenology made in the Logical Investigations— 

intentionality, categorial intuition, and the apriori—it is the theory of categorial intuition 

that forms the basis of the breakthrough, since the concept of intuition that gets worked 

out there made it possible for Husserl to give a distinctly phenomenological sense to the 

Brentanian notion of intentionality and the Kantian notion of the apriori."15 But it is just 

the conception of intuition that many phenomenologists find too restrictive leading some, 

specifically Levinas and Marion, to abandon the principle in favor of "what might be 

14 Crowell, Steven Gait, "Authentic Thinking and Phenomenological Method," The New 
Yearbook for Phenomenology and Phenomenological Philosophy 2 (2002): 24. 
15 Ibid. 
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called 'speculation'—invoking 'revelation' as a kind of givenness not reducible to 

intuition."16 In the remainder of the essay, Crowell aims to show that phenomenologies 

that attempt to transcend intuition cannot do so while still remaining phenomenological. 

To illustrate the importance of intuition, Crowell expounds on Husserl's account 

of authentic thinking. This discussion is particular pertinent to the current project because 

authentic thinking is the way in which the categories are found in experience. Authentic 

thinking, which Husserl defines in his Logical Investigations, can be read as a precursor 

to Heidegger's formal indication. Categorial intuition is used to clarify the relationship 

between thinking and intuiting. While in the neo-Kantian and empiricist traditions these 

two categories have been viewed as distinct faculties, for Husserl, the contrast is between 

signification and intuition—"that is, between empty or 'merely symbolic' intentions 

[significations] and intentions that are fulfilled in the way appropriate to them 

[intuitions]." This new distinction allows Husserl to determining the concept of thinking 

in a wholly new way—"thinking is itself & kind of intuition, categorial intuiting."17 As 

Husserl states, "acts of authentic thinking... lie in...the intuitions of states of affairs, and 

all intuitions which function as possible parts of such states of affairs."18 

This account of authentic thinking is already advanced with certain limits. Husserl 

acknowledges that the realm of meaning is wider than that of intuition and thus, not every 

categorial formation can attain reality.19 Here, Husserl is "delimiting those categorial 

combinations that are possible cognitions. Unlike Kant, however, Husserl neither sets out 

a restricted set of categories nor determines possible cognitions in terms of a presupposed 

16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid., 25. 

Logical Investigations quoted in Ibid. 
19 Ibid., quoting Husserl's Logical Investigations. 
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faculty of sensuous intuitions."20 In other words, Crowell is arguing that Husserl is not 

setting up a metaphysical system that would delimit the phenomenal realm or the 

categories in advance of this experience.21 Rather, Husserl is returning philosophy to 

experience by developing the categories through intuition rather than through 

speculation. "Authentic thinking is defined not as thinking accompanied by confirming 

intuition, but as the very intuition itself." Thus, the categorial act is given reality when it 

is carried out in experience. But this carrying out is "nothing other than (authentic) 

thinking itself."22 The categories are not known until they are thought, but to be thought 

they must be accompanied by the confirming intuition. 

In contrast to Kant's dualism between intuition and thinking, Husserl advances a 

three-fold distinction summarized by Crowell. The first type of thinking is mere 

signification, "according to which we can combine any term with an other, subject only 

to syntactic rules of meaning." To cite Crowell's example, I can say, "The camera is part 

of the lens." This is just an indication of a categorial act and fails to be authentic thinking. 

The second type of thinking occurs when I attempt to "carry out a categorial 'founding' 

on some given 'foundation.'"23 This moves from mere signification to an attempt to grasp 

some material in light of a specific categorial form leading to the third distinction of 

authentic thinking—"the successful carrying out of the categorial act—as when I succeed 

20 Ibid., 26. 
21 "Thus, where Kant can claim an apriori content for his transcendental logic, Husserl's laws of 
authentic thinking have no such content. Rather, he admits that 'what categorial formations are in 
fact permitted by given materials of perception and imagination' cannot be determine by laws in 
advance." Ibid. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid. 



in 'seeing' that 'the lens is part of the camera." Thus, the categorial signification 

becomes the categorial act when it is carried out in experience. 

This highlights a flaw in Kant's dualism between thinking and intuition. If 

intuition and thinking are seen as distinct realms, as in Kant, then the realm of mere 

signification could be given authority. By demanding that authentic thinking be grounded 

in the carrying out of intuition, it insures the veracity of my thinking. As Crowell notes, 

in this account it is obvious that I will not "think that the musical note, middle C, is 

purple" (a mere signification) because "I cannot carry out a categorial synthesis of 

identification on this material."25 

It is this reliance on intuition that has led many to criticize phenomenology for 

being too focused on presence, and others, such as Marion, to push the method to further 

limits in order to avoid the limit of presence. Confronting both critics and those who 

would expand the method, Crowell argues that "to tie the phenomenological method to 

intuition is not to tie it to a restricted domain of objects—the intuitively given ones, as 

opposed to the 'unapparent'—but to open it responsibly, as authentic thinking, to 

anything that can be an object of thought at all."26 This is because in relying on intuition, 

phenomenology is able to uncover more than just objects given in presence, but anything 

that can be an object of thought, which would include categories like the alter ego and the 

world that are not manifest in presence.27 

1 L / 1 U . 
25 Ibid., 27. 
26 Ibid., 28. 
27 "It may be that the notions of perception and object mutually define one another, but 
phenomenological investigation itself uncovers phenomena—for instance, the alter ego, 
temporality, and the world—that cannot be taken to be objects at all. And if they do not have the 
structure of an object, there may be no reason to think that they are intuitively given or perceived. 
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From this understanding of authentic thinking, Crowell criticizes Marion on the 

grounds that his "whole argument turns on the claim that signification is a kind of 

givenness without intuition."28 As we saw, Marion argues that there is an autonomy of 

signification with respect to intuition. Crowell states that Husserl would claim, 

"signification operates without fulfilling intention" but asks "in what sense can we speak 

of 'autonomy from intuition?" Marion argues that Husserl's emphasis on the appearance 

of the phenomena leads to a break between appearing and intuition. Thus, givenness is 

separated from intuition since it, rather than intuition, gives what appears. Here, Crowell 

finds an equivocation in Marion's reading of Husserl. Marion correctly claims that for 

Husserl every expression has a signification, but from this concludes that Husserl rejects 

the view that signification becomes true only by its founding in intuition. Crowell 

explains the problem. 

We saw clearly how for Husserl it is the possibility of intuitive fulfillment, 

authentic thinking, that 'imparts' to signification a relation to truth or 

falsity. On the other hand, if by 'true' is meant only that a Bedeutung is 

present even in the absence of fulfilling intuition, it is only by 

equivocation that one could claim, as Marion does, that signification is 

'given' evidently in a mode that is itself non-intuitive, a 'mode of presence 

[that is] deployed sui generis when signification, by itself and itself alone, 

presents itself.' For though the signifying act can be empty of fulfilling 

intuition, its correlate, the Bedeutung, is no more something whose 

presence would escape the functional concept of intuition Husserl outlines 

than is categoriality itself. Signification is itself given intuitively if it is 

given at all: it is given intuitively to that phenomenological reflection that 

If phenomenology uncovers such phenomena, then it has already transcended its own supposed 
intuitionism." Ibid., 28-29. 
28 Ibid., 30. 
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thematizes signification itself 'in person' rather than mere signifying 

(talking about) it. There is nothing to suggest that this 'in person' is 

somehow autonomous from intuition in Husserl's functional sense and 

therefore nothing in the phenomenon of signification, as Husserl presents 

it, that would challenge the correlation between intuition and givenness.29 

Crowell responds to Marion's position: "But if nothing in the Logical Investigations 

allows us to argue that givenness ('appearing') can be separated from intuition—that is, if 

there is no leibhafte Gegebenheit that would not be intuitive presence—then the claim 

that what matters to phenomenology is givenness, and that phenomenology can extend 

itself to supposedly non-intuitive givens without becoming groundless speculation, has 

no basis."30 Signification is given such authority that there is not need for confirmation 

by the phenomenon. It will lead the method into baseless speculation with no way to 

validate what would count as a truthful or valid signification. 

It is important to note that Crowell is only denying the phenomenological validity 

of Levinas and Marion's statements—that they are not assessable with in the realm of 

phenomenological truth or falsity. He concedes, however, that they may "respond to 

other normative principles," indicating that he is not questioning the validity of these 

experiences, while affirming his claim that phenomenology is not the method to carry out 

these discussions. 

Crowell and Janicaud raise a staunch criticism to Marion's project—if he moves 

beyond intuition into a realm of an autonomous signification, then he is no longer doing 

phenomenology. He has moved into another realm of discourse because phenomenology 

29 Ibid., 31. 
30 Ibid. 
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is guided by the authority of intuition. Indeed, Marion's own emphasis on the primacy of 

the phenomena and intuition is why I have focused on his work in the current project. 

Thus, we must take the criticism of Crowell and Janicaud seriously and make needed 

adjustments to Marion's position. Most specifically, his position regarding a non-intuitive 

given must be modified. 

However, before pursuing this issue, I would like to address the view of religion 

in this critique of Marion. It is a common critique that Marion tries to backdoor theology 

into phenomenology and that in so doing he has not remained true to the reduction. The 

critique of religion here is common and is advanced through an understanding that 

religion refers to the completely transcendent and has little to do with the realm of 

immanence. In phenomenology, this premise is used to justify the exclusion of religion 

from the method, just as the naturalists use it to exclude it from their explanations. But, as 

we have discussed throughout this dissertation, this view of religion is problematic. 

The exclusion of religion from phenomenology is most evident in the two quotes 

that Janicaud invokes at the conclusion of his essay. "On the theological side, Luther: 

'faith consists in giving oneself over to the hold of things we do not see.' On the 

phenomenological side, Goethe: 'There is nothing to look for behind the phenomena; 

they are themselves the doctrine."31 Janicaud's use of this quote from Luther is very 

telling as it explains what he views as phenomenological valid and what is outside of that 

realm. The realm of faith is something that "we do not see," meaning it is beyond the 

31 Janicaud, "The Theological Turn of French Phenomenology," 103. 



126 

limits of phenomenology. Janicaud buys into the dichotomy of faith and reason, or at 

least, the dichotomy of faith and phenomenology. This is one of the rare references to a 

religious text in Janicaud's report. This highlights the problem with Janicaud's discussion 

of religion—it fails to really examine religious texts and traditions to understand religious 

phenomena.33 Even in his discussion of Marion's reduction, detailed above, the guiding 

assumption is that references to religion are references to a completely transcendent 

world having nothing to do with the realm of being-in-the world that would be beyond 

the limits of phenomenological investigation. Janicaud presupposes the dichotomy of 

faith and reason to advance to secure the borders around phenomenology. This 

presupposition explains the almost complete lack of reference to religion in his writing. 

He simply dismisses it from the get go as a non-player in phenomenology. 

If religious experience were an experience that is totally transcendent, then 

Janicaud would be justified in making this claim. However, this view is rather simplistic 

and, as shown in previous chapters, does not accurately reflect the mystical experience 

that is the basis of the position Janicaud is critiquing. As Marion's metaphysical desire, 

on Janicaud's reading, has led him to presuppose the theological content of his 

phenomenology of revelation, Janicaud's anti-metaphysical desire has led him to 

construe religion as something that is beyond the limits of phenomenology without a fair 

examination of religion. 

32 It is important to note here that Janicaud is not saying that there is no place for religion at all. 
On this question, he would remain agnostic. However, he clearly takes a stand that any religious 
experience would be outside the realm of phenomenology. 
33 Westphal accurately captures the nature of Janicaud's discussion of religion. "Although 
Janicaud raises serious and legitimate questions, the shrillness of his intemperate rhetoric 
sometimes make it hard to hear them... .In this tone of voice Janicaud sounds more like a 
televangelist calling sinners to repentance than a philosopher inviting thinkers to a serious 
discussion." Westphal, "Vision and Voice: Phenomenology and Theology in the Work of Jean-
Luc Marion," 125-26. 
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Janicaud thus places religion into a protected realm that understands it only as 

transcendent, thus easily excluding it from phenomenological analysis. This is 

problematic on phenomenological grounds as it confines what can be counted as a 

phenomenon prior to experience. Here, Janicaud resembles the naturalist in religious 

studies, not because he views religion as a natural phenomenon, but because he has a 

strong notion of what counts as phenomenologically valid—a restricted notion of 

immanence evidenced in the quotes that finish his essay. This is a similar move that leads 

the naturalist to deny the possibility of religious experience informing a scholarly 

account. The strong distinction between transcendence and immanence that is applied to 

religion in these views allows for the easy exclusion of religion from the realm of inquiry. 

The naturalists use this to demand a translation of religion into social-scientific terms 

while Janicaud uses it to expunge religion from phenomenology. This is not to say that 

Janicaud is a naturalist, only to highlight how his view of religion works under similar 

assumptions and thus is susceptible to the same criticism raised against the naturalist in 

the introduction. 

In response to this claim, Janicaud may say that he is not removing religion from 

critical discourse, but instead is saying phenomenology is not suited to accounting for it 

while other enterprises, such as theology, are. Clearly, this is done so that philosophy can 

be purged of the burden of religion. But, given the weight that Janicaud places on the 

phenomenological method and his unrelenting desire to exclude religion from this field, it 

is clear that he would follow the naturalist and question the validity of these fields and 

whether they could influence an explanation. Janicaud fails to understand how we can 

engage religion and in fact prohibits us from doing so. This enables the practice of 



protective strategies in regards to religion because it provides a place to say that religion 

is a different kind of experience that needs its own realm of inquiry. 

Yet, despite the fact that Janicaud fails to understand religion, unknowingly 

risking protecting religion from critical inquiry (think of Marion's quote about religion 

remaining uninterrogated), the concerns he and Crowell raise in regards to Marion 

incorporating non-intuited phenomena into the method are still valid and must be 

addressed. 

To address the concerns, it will help to define what Marion means when he says 

that there is a non-intuited phenomenon. It means that there is no present object that is 

intuited. But, throughout this discussion Marion maintains that it is still given. Even the 

saturated phenomenon is always given as the paradox of paradox. Thus, it remains 

difficult, perhaps impossible, to decipher if it is given as an excess or lack. This all seems 

to be in line with the positions discussed in the previous chapters. The problem arises 

when Marion moves from this position to say that this means that there is no intuition. 

Here, Marion limits the realm of intuition to the presence of an object or entity. This 

supports his theological goal of achieving a non-metaphysical way to discuss God. He 

does not want to determine the way in which God is revealed to the terms of his 

phenomenological account. Furthermore, he thinks that this move will help him address 

the issue of mystical theology that speaks of God as being known through a lack. But 

even in this case where there is no object, Marion insists on the primacy of givenness. 

Thus, something is given in the phenomenon and if it is given, then it seems that it would 

have to be intuited. This is not to say that it is made present as an object, but that it is 

understood as given. Marion seems to have made a link between intuitions and objects 
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that is in no way necessary based on the definition of intuition in Husserl's account of 

authentic thinking. The move away from intuition is problematic because it moves 

Marion away from phenomenology. There must be some sort of confirming intuition if 

we are to validate phenomenological categories, such as the saturated phenomenon. The 

account of authentic thinking and Marion's own position regarding intuition demonstrates 

this. 

It makes little sense that Marion has placed such a heavy emphasis on intuition to 

this point, only to diminish its importance in one of the final steps of his project, 

nonetheless while he describes the phenomenon by which all others are to be indexed.34 

Furthermore, the move away from intuition risks both Marion's phenomenological 

project and also the promise of his account of revelation as a method for religious studies. 

To show why this move is not necessary and how it endangers Marion's project, I return 

to his account of the primacy of the phenomenon and how he would have to abandon this 

project if he gave up intuition. Furthermore, I show that this also risks his theological 

project of discussing God in a non-metaphysical fashion. 

As discussed in the first chapter, Marion argues that we can maintain the primacy 

of philosophy without becoming metaphysical through a phenomenology of givenness 

that places the priority on the phenomena rather than on a philosophical construct created 

by the ego. We develop phenomenological norms by a radical commitment to the 

phenomena and to preserving their self-presentation. This is not far from the position that 

34 The discussion of non-intuitive phenomena occurs at the end of Marion's account of revelation, 
which is a culminating point not just of his account of the given, but of Being Given as a whole. 
While he concludes with an analysis of the gifted, which I will discuss at length in the final 
chapter, this is very much grounded in his account of revelation. Furthermore, the discussion of 
revelation is also the culmination of the work begun in Reduction and Givenness. This makes the 
move away from intuition all the more problematic. 



authentic thinking demands an achievement of the signification in intuition. But Marion 

fails to commit to this position and let's his desire to preserve the unconditionality of the 

divine, which he fears will become an object if he maintains the emphasis on intuition, 

lead him to deny the primacy of intuition. 

Marion's phenomenological critics would say this is the pinnacle of speculation in 

his work and they are right to do so. Marion has let signification become independent of 

givenness such that the confirmation does not come from the givenness of phenomena, 

but from the signification of the subject. In short, what the subject creates would go. But 

this is clearly not what Marion would want as a phenomenologist. He has argued for the 

primacy of the phenomena as the guiding light of phenomenology. Giving speculation 

any sort of authority would counteract a central tenet of his phenomenology by making 

the authority of the subject prior to the authority of the phenomena. Thus, he has become 

excessive in his commitment to a pure given to the point that he has led himself into 

speculation. He need not make this move and by doing so, risks the validity of his 

project. Instead, he should acknowledge the givenness of the phenomenon and realize 

that his account of phenomenology, guided by formal indication, and also by his account 

of the gifted, to be examined below, allows him to talk about revelation without 

determining the phenomenon or making it completely decidable. 

Furthermore, the move to a non-intuited given counteracts Marion's theological 

goal of avoiding a metaphysical construct of God. A theological detour will show that the 

move away from intuition can actually confine the divine into a limited human construct 

and demonstrate why Marion would be better moving away for his position of non-

intuition. 
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In God Without Being, Marion argues that the metaphysical tradition has made 

God into a conceptual idol, a workhorse that guarantees the smooth working of a 

philosophical system.35 The concept of God is nothing more than a human construct 

limited by the reach of human thought. To avoid conceptual idols, we have to allow God 

to give God's self through revelation instead of pigeon holing God as a concept. 

Applying this to the current discussion, if we are to understand the revelation of God as a 

signification without givenness, as Janicaud and Crowell suggest Marion does, then we 

would have a conceptual idol that would come from the signification of the individual. 

This would lead us back into a metaphysical position where God does not manifest God's 

self, but instead becomes a human construct. It is precisely to avoid speculation about 

God that Marion formulates his theological and phenomenological position with an 

emphasis on the priority of the givenness of the phenomena. The givenness of the 

saturated phenomenon of revelation is primary, prior to the signification of the individual. 

In addition, the account of revelation has to be grounded in the givenness of 

revelation. If it is not, Marion is susceptible to two of his own criticisms: 1) he has made 

God into a conceptual idol because he has made God something other than God as God 

gives God's self and 2) he has returned phenomenology into metaphysics in which what 

is allowed to appear is determined by the subject and not by the phenomena. The priority 

of givenness avoids these pitfalls. 

Nor is the move way from intuition necessary to avoid metaphysics, a point 

demonstrated through clarifying what Marion means by the term unconditioned. For 

Marion, revelation is not an unmediated experience in which the subject is overwhelmed 

35 A prime example of this is Kant's moral god. See the chapter titled "Double Idolatry"in God 
Without Being. 
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to the point of silence. Instead, it is a given experience that we respond to and which we 

play a role in naming. Thus, when Marion speaks of revelation as an unconditioned 

phenomenon, we must not read him arguing for the existence of an unmediated 

experience about which we cannot speak.36 The modifier "unconditional" does not mean 

the experience is unmediated, but instead is meant to describe that the subject does not set 

conditions of the experience—that we do not foresee the phenomenon in such a way as to 

determine the limits of its givenness prior to its being given. But again, it must be given 

as much as a confirming intuition if Marion is to avoid speculation. 

Marion's discussions of revelation, particularly in his account of the Road to 

Emmaus,37 demonstrate this point. We saw how in this essay Marion argues that the 

experience of the resurrected Christ defies the disciples' concepts, but that the 

phenomenon provides them with the meanings to make sense of the phenomenon. The 

disciples do not create a signification from their own imagination or previous 

experiences. Rather, the meaning is given to them in the overwhelming revelatory 

experience on the road. If it were a signification without givenness, then the risk of 

speculation and conceptual idolatry would rear its head. 

This theological detour has significant import into the phenomenological concerns 

of this project. For in relying on the givenness of the phenomenon rather than the norms 

36 In making this point I am pulling from a long-standing debate in the field of Religious Studies 
regarding the nature of religious experience. To all too briefly summarize a complex issue, the 
extremes of the debate would be those, such as Robert Forman, who argue religious experience is 
an unmediated experience and thus, cannot be subjected to scholarly critique. On the other 
extreme, Stephen Katz argues the experience is mediated and thus, can be analyzed through the 
tools of modern scholarship. For details on this debate see Katz, Steven T., Mysticism and 
Philosophical Analysis, (New York: Oxford University Press, 1978). Proudfoot, Religious 
Experience. 
37 Marion, "They Recognized Him; and He Became Invisible to Them." This essay is an exegesis 
of Luke 24:13-25. 
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of the constituting subject, Marion has freed the phenomenon to give itself as itself. But 

this emphasis on givenness cannot lead to claims of non-intuition lest Marion's project of 

establishing a non-metaphysical theology fail. The phenomenological method can 

account for a range of phenomena, including those, such as revelation, that do not 

originate with the subject. In addition, the theological detour has shown that Marion risks 

returning to speculative metaphysics if he grants a non-intuitive given because it will 

make us rely on our significations rather than the revelation that is given. He has opened 

the method to account for the things themselves and with it an account of saturated 

phenomena, including revelation. The key is that the phenomena are given and that the 

emphasis on givenness is the fence constructed around phenomenology to keep 

speculative and metaphysical invaders at bay. 

The risk of metaphysics is yet another warning against understanding religion as a 

pure transcendence that evades our understanding. While this claim is often invoked for 

the sake of protecting religion from reductionism, it leaves the door open to the reduction 

of ontotheology and metaphysics. If we are to avoid ontotheology, then we have to have a 

reference other than our significations, a possibility that demands a mediated experience. 

Thus, we cannot get caught up in the idea of a non-intuitive given lest we 

jeopardize the priority of givenness that should guide Marion's phenomenology and 

theology. Without intuition, phenomenology would fall back into speculative 

metaphysics and confine God to being a construct of human thought and limit 

phenomenality to the realm of our finite concepts. Intuition leads us away from 

speculation. But this is a phenomenological impossibility. "Concerning the theology of 

philosophy, that is to say 'first philosophy,' comprising of onto-theo-logy, no ambiguity 



remains: since it is based on real transcendence, causality, substantiality, and actuality, it 

cannot resist a phenomenological reduction. Phenomenology would not be able, in any 

manner, to admit speculative arguments that go beyond the given, ignoring the 

-10 

constraints of the givenness and asserting a non-immanent foundation." Marion risks 

collapsing the borders between speculation and phenomenology but can shore up the 

borders by maintaining the primacy of intuition even in the case of revelation.39 

Marion's account of the primacy of the given and his theological project of 

avoiding a metaphysical thought of God should prevent him from moving to the language 

of a non-intuited phenomenon. By doing so he risks the regulating norm of both projects. 

Phenomenologically, he loses the claim that we do not determine the limits of what we 

experience, but that such limits are determined by what we intuit as given. Theologically, 

he opens the door to a speculative thought of God—a position he is constantly trying to 

avoid. Marion must maintain the role of the intuition in both his phenomenology and 

theology. Now, if he is convinced that intuition can only be used to discuss objects, then 

he is right to diminish the role of intuition. But then he would have to acknowledge that 

his whole project has been called into question and also take seriously the claim of why 

Elsewhere, Marion makes a similar point. "The denunciation—more virulent than argued—of a 
supposed transposition of special metaphysics into phenomenology, even of a theological 
hijacking of phenomenology, betrays above all a deviation that is finally rather positivistic in its 
approach to the phenomenological method itself. But it converts, without thematizing it, a 
fundamental error concerning phenomenology. To stigmatize a return of a special metaphysics in 
phenomenology presupposes that such a return is phenomenologically possible, but it proves to 
be, by definition, impossible where the requirement of the ground is in principle no longer 
operative." Marion, Jean-Luc, "Metaphysics and Phenomenology: A Relief for Theology," 
Critical Inquiry 20, no. 4 (1994): 584-85. 
39 Marion states as much in In Excess. "Phenomenology would not be able, in any manner, to 
admit speculative arguments that go beyond the given ignoring the constraints of the givenness 
and asserting a non-immanent foundation." Marion, In Excess: Studies of Saturated Phenomena, 
28. 
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he has tried to maintain his standing as a phenomenologist even if trying to radicalize the 

method. 

Marion clearly does not think intuition is limited in this way. Throughout his 

phenomenological writings we read about wanting a method in which the "intuition is 

king" and provides the source for the method's norms. This is also evident in his repeated 

invocations of the first part of Husserl's principle of all principles—that the intuition is 

the source of cognition. This starts Marion on the path to givenness. On this path, the 

givenness of intuition is his principle of all principles. 

Furthermore, a broader understanding of intuition has the potential to enhance the 

phenomenological method, a case advanced by Anthony Steinbock in Phenomenology 

and Mysticism. This book is an effort by Steinbock to develop a phenomenology of 

religious experience, particularly mystical experience through a phenomenology of 

verticality. Steinbock contrasts a phenomenology of vertical experience with a 

phenomenology that is focused on presentations—what I have just described as a focus 

on objects. Phenomenology, and philosophy as a whole, have been focused on 

presentation to the point that it has limited the realm of what counts as evidence. His 

book is an effort to expand the realm of evidence "by evaluating what is actually given in 

human experience."*0 For Steinbock, phenomenology's task is to bracket "self-imposition 

so as to let the matter flash forth as they give themselves; what we become dispassionate 

about is our selves through an attempt dis-position of the self, and by so doing, dispose 

ourselves to being struck in which ever way the given gives itself."41 The strength of the 

phenomenological method is its ability to home in on the given however it gives it to 

40 Steinbock, Phenomenology and Mysticism: The Verticality of Religious Experience, 1. 
41 Ibid., 4. 



itself. This focus on how the given gives itself means that the method is suited to a wide 

range of experiences including mystical experiences. That is to say that the givenness 

guides the norms of phenomenology rather than a predetermined framework. 

But the method's potential has been missed if it becomes too focused on what 

Steinbock calls presentation—"a type of givenness that is peculiar to sensible and 

intellectual objects and is more or less dependent upon my power to usher things into 

appearance within a context of significance."43 While many phenomena do give 

themselves as presentations, this mode is not sufficient to account for the whole realm of 

givenness. There is nothing intrinsically wrong with the mode of presentation. However, 

phenomenology would falter if it allowed presentation to become the only mode of 

givenness and suffer two "regrettable consequences" of this possibility. "First, if we were 

not attentive to any difference in the way the matters give themselves, we could attempt 

to apply presentation to anything that has the potential of being given."44 Second, "if we 

were attentive to difference in givenness, we could concede that there are 'matters' that 

do not conform to this kind of givenness in principle or that there are matters that are in 

principle not accessible to perception or thought (the person as 'Other,' for example)."45 

Steinbock fears that this will exclude certain modes of givenness from phenomenology. 

By so doing, we fail to see how these experiences are given, leaving them in the realm of 

speculative thought or in the realm of dogmatism. 

Steinbock, in a move similar to Marion, wants to say that phenomenology will 

remain true to its method not by delimiting a field of inquiry that is restricted to one type 

42 Ibid., 6. 
43 Ibid., 7. 
44 Ibid., 9. 
45 Ibid., 10. 
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of givenness, but that is open to "all kinds of 'givens' in the distinctive manner that they 

give themselves.,A6 To account for the modes of givenness other than the mode of 

presentation, Steinbock uses the terms verticality and horizonality, which he hopes will 

come with less baggage than the language of transcendence and immanence. "Verticality 

is the vector of mystery and reverence; horizonality is what is in principle within reach, 

graspable, controllable."47 Echoing the discussions of religious experience contained 

herein, vertical experiences are marked by an inability to be controlled on the part of the 

human. They are experiences that have a "unique structure of their own," distinct from 

presentations. They are characterized by their otherness from human such that they 

could not arise from the human. 

Steinbock helps us to see the danger of limiting phenomenology to one mode of 

givenness. It keeps us from returning to the things as they give themselves and because of 

the prohibition on certain modes of givenness, I describe Janicaud and Crowell's 

accounts as metaphysical, employing this term as Heidegger used it to describe the 

ontotheological tradition. But Janicaud and Crowell highlight a problematic issue with 

escaping this type of metaphysics. Can we do it without opening the phenomenological 

method to speculation? That is, in trying to avoid the confining tendencies of the 

metaphysical tradition, in Heidegger's sense, can we avoid a turn to speculative 

metaphysics? This is very much related to the guiding question of this dissertation—can 

we find a way to speak of religion that avoids both naturalism and apologetics? Can we 

find a way to speak about these experiences that does view them as sui generis but also 

46 Ibid. 
47 Ibid., 13. 
48 Ibid., 14. 



does not lock us into a naturalist framework, or in terms of this chapter, limiting 

phenomenology to modes of presentation? We can answer in the affirmative when we 

have a method that places a strong emphasis on the primacy of intuition. 

It is this emphasis on intuition that makes Marion's project ideal for religious 

studies—because it lets us speak of the religious phenomenon, laying out the conditions 

of possibility based on the religious experience, without offering a definitive and 

confining explanation in the manner of the naturalists. As we saw in the opening chapter, 

by constantly referring back to the given, in a formally indicative manner, Marion has 

already avoided the problem of confining experience. But the only way to maintain this 

position is to have the confirming of the intuition. If there is no intuition then the 

reference is lost. At this point, Marion would be resigned to either acknowledging that in 

terms of revelation, he is just speculating about the experience—that he cannot confirm 

the category through intuition, thus, he cannot be certain about the category. As we 

showed above, it would just be our best guest at what is appearing. Or, Marion would 

have to concede to the Derridean position that the phenomenon is impossible and thus, 

must be left as undecidable. Thus, we could not carry out the task of laying out the 

conditions of what makes revelation possible. 

But it is clear that Marion does not want to make this decision. He wants to 

remain within phenomenology and as part of this, address the conditions of possibility for 

revelation. He does not want revelation to remain uninterrogated or mute. And as we 

have shown throughout this project, avoiding this pursuit is not demanded by the nature 

of religious experience. With the proper method we can advance a critical account of 

religion that does not exhibit the rash reductionism of some naturalists' accounts and to 



do otherwise is a move toward a sui generis understanding of religion that gives religion 

a free pass. 

In other words, Marion needs to be strong in the face of such criticism and 

continue with his phenomenological emphasis on intuition. He has the necessary 

methodological checks to ensure that he is avoiding the problems of rash reductionism 

and ontotheology and criticisms in these directions miss the mark. To demonstrate the 

methodological check and show how it enables such an analysis of religion, I turn to 

Marion's account of the call and response structure of the gifted, which will also show 

the need for Marion to maintain his commitment to intuition. 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE POWER OF RESPONSE: 

MARION'S ACCOUNT OF THE GIFTED 

The previous chapter examined the problems with Marion's account of a non-

intuited phenomena. This chapter will validate the claim that Marion should abandon the 

language of non-intuition through a discussion of the gifted. 

A common response to Marion's idea of a pure givenness is that in the purity of 

this given, the role of the subject is completely sacrificed and we are left with nothing but 

a pure transcendence. In this vein, Marlene Zarader argues that Marion's desire to secure 

the place for a pure givenness in order to advance a phenomenology of transcendence 

leads to a reformulation of the subject in a manner that does not lend itself to 

phenomenology. If Zarader's reading is correct and we are left without a subject, then we 

should abandon Marion's project. As we have argued, the understanding of any 

experience as a pure transcendence is inconsistent with mystical accounts and is 

extremely problematic for a phenomenology of religion. Zarader aims to secure the place 

for a phenomenology of transcendence but believes that this must maintain a sense of the 

subjectivity—the "living nerve of every phenomenological project."1 This must be the 

case because phenomenology is guided by experience and if we lose the subject, then we 

lose the reference to experience. 

On Zarader's reading, Marion's project does not meet this norm. Marion's 

attempt to assign everything to the unconditioned givenness of the phenomenon leads 

1 Zarader, "Phenomenality and Transcendence," 114. 
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him to eliminate the role of the subject. "In effect, the subject constitutes the 

phenomenon—if it permits it to appear, and to appear according to such and such a 

meaning—then one can no longer say that this phenomenon shows itself of itself, or that 

it signifies by itself. And since Marion's ambition is precisely to guarantee this self-

signification, he works at 'radically dispossessing' subjectivity."2 Marion accomplishes 

this by reversing the subject and making it the recipient or the gifted of the phenomenon. 

On Zarader's reading, repressing the subject in this manner really reaffirms the role of the 

subject. "One can vary as one pleases the characteristics attributed to the subject (by 

privileging its being-affected rather than its active being, for example), yet its function 

(which is to allow the appearing of phenomena) remains unchanged."3 Thus, Zarader 

discerns an inconsistency in Marion's account: "By insisting on the powerlessness of the 

witness, he seems to deprive the witness of all the powers of the subject; but since he 

grants the witness the function of 'filter' of phenomena (a filter meant to assure the 

possibility of their manifestation), he reestablishes, without admitting it, what he claims 

to have dismissed."4 

Furthermore, Zarader argues that to repress the subject in this way risks the 

appearing of the phenomenon. The logic of the argument is that if there is no place for the 

phenomenon to be given, then how will it ever be intelligible. "To want the phenomenon 

to appear absolutely is to condemn oneself to losing it as phenomenon; and to deprive 

oneself, as a result, of all justification by phenomenality."5 Thus, we must secure a place 

2 Ibid., 114-15. 
3 Ibid., 115. 
4 Ibid. In my analysis of Marion, I will embrace the notion of filter and the capabilities that come 
with it. 
5 Ibid., 116. 
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for the phenomenon to be given. She sees this at play in Heidegger's account. "Initiating 

the redefinition of the phenomenon, Heidegger went as far as possible in the direction of 

a self-givenness: the phenomenon gives itself by itself, or itself, and the nothing itself can 

be given in this way. But Heidegger knows not to go too far, since he took into account 

the instance in which this given finds its space of welcome and nomination. This instance 

is Dasein."6 Zarader's discussion of phenomenology here is on the mark. Her notion that 

the phenomenon is lost without the subject is in line with the overall argument of this 

project. It also shows that Marion's move to non-intuition is problematic because the 

notion of a pure given does diminish the ability we have to intuit non-objective 

phenomenon. 

However, her critique of Marion fails to see how Marion's reformulation of the 

subject is just that, a reformulation, not a repression. Marion's account of the gifted 

allows non-objective phenomena to appear in the same manner that Zarader argues 

Dasein is a place of welcome and nomination. Zarader seems to simply dismiss Marion's 

account of the gifted at the conclusion of Being Given as being relevant to the question of 

subjectivity. As Merold Westphal says in response to Zarader, "For there never was a 

promise to dismiss or dispossess the subject as such. Marion redefines subjectivity so as 

to avoid placing a priori restrictions on what can be given."7 To validate this point, I wish 

to turn to this account and show how the gifted can replace the subject to provide us with 

a phenomenology that is open to transcendence but that is still grounded in experience 

rather than a pure given. 

6 Ibid. 
7 Westphal, "Vision and Voice: Phenomenology and Theology in the Work of Jean-Luc Marion," 
125. 



THE GIFTED 

The discussion of the gifted flows from Marion's desire to establish 

phenomenology as a non-metaphysical first philosophy, by making the phenomena the 

guiding light of phenomenology—meaning that they set the norms of the method. As we 

will now see, the authority vested in the phenomena means a displacing of the authority 

granted to the subject in the metaphysical tradition—which in this instance, would 

include certain strains of phenomenology. Thus, Marion concludes Being Given with a 

chapter responding to the question of what comes after the subject. His answer is the 

gifted {I'adonne)} The displacement of the authority of the subject to constitute all 

phenomena as objects allows for an intuition of a non-objective phenomenon. But contra 

Zarader's claim, this does not mean the elimination of the subject. Rather, the figure of 

the gifted is a description of what remains and comes after, but, also preceded the subject 

of modernity. It precedes the subject because the gifted is more primordial than the 

subject, meaning that the norms of the subject are derived from the experiences that are 

more braodly understood in the experience of the gifted. 

"Gifted" is Jeffrey Kosky's translation oiadonne. While I find the translation adequate, 
Christina Gschwandtner questions it while also capturing the broader meaning of the French. 
"Adonne, however, means to be 'devoted,' 'given over to,' or even 'addicted.'('Gifted' works 
neither as a translation of the French nor as a description of Marion's use of it.) In a German 
interview Marion wonders whether one could translate the term into the German as 'der 
Zugebene.' While the audience rightly responds that this does not really work in German, the 
suggestion points to the connotations of 'devotedness' or 'givenness to' as particularly important 
to Marion." Gschwandtner, Reading Jean-Luc Marion: Exceeding Metaphysics, 213. 



In establishing the gifted, Marion discusses the saturated phenomenon as a call 

that is named by the gifted.9 The call that claims the gifted is manifested with four 

characteristics: summons, surprise, interlocution, and facticity, all of which demonstrate 

that the call does not originate with the gifted. First, the call summons the gifted such that 

she must surrender to it. In the process, the subject is displaced, as the call demands a 

ceasing of all "self-positing and self-actualizing."10 Second, the call surprises or takes 

over the subject in a seizure that does not teach the gifted what the call is. There is no 

object to grasp, but a gap between the call and the response. "Such a gap, imposed on the 

self/me without giving him knowledge of it, therefore contradicts all ecstasy of 

knowledge, by which the transcendental I constituted, in front of itself and in an on 

principle transparent evidence, the object."11 Third, the call forces interlocution—this is 

not a dialogical situation between the call and the subject. Rather, the gifted is called in 

such a way that I have no choice but to understand myself in the dative.12 

Finally, the call is characterized by its facticity. "The interloque endures the call 

and its claim as an always already given fact" which leads to the facticity of the gifted.13 

The call is already there and thus, we are always already interlocuted. This is another way 

of saying that the phenomenon is primary, but here Marion is explaining it in relation to 

its effect on the human. In the call of the phenomenon, we find ourselves as the gifted, as 

9 "If the receiver is determined as a thought that transforms the given into the manifest and is 
received from what it receives—in short, if it is born from the very arising of the phenomenon 
inasmuch as given, that is to say, from a given exerting the mere impact of its events—what will 
happen when a phenomenon given as saturated arises? The impact will be radicalized into a call, 
and the receiver into the gifted." Marion, Being Given: Toward a Phenomenology ofGivenness, 
266. 
10 Ibid., 268. 
11 Ibid., 268-69. 
12 "I receive my self from the all that gives me to myself before giving me anything whatsoever." 
Ibid., 269. 
13 Ibid., 270. 



the one who is interlocuted by the phenomenon. The call is the source of my 

individuation. In the summons of the call, I am given "me to and as myself.,M Thus, "the 

call, and not the I, decides myself/me—before myself—the I is only insofar as the call has 

always already claimed and therefore given to itself something like a myself/me."15 If we 

were to define ourselves, then the subject would be of no issue. We would have every 

right to go out into the world and determine entities as objects for our use. However, as 

certain experiences, including religious experience, show us, we do not experience the 

world in this way. Rather, we find ourselves always already as interlocuted by the world. 

Thus, we receive who we are not from our own constitution, but from our engagement 

with the world. 

The call thus gives me to myself as gifted without ever being known. This results 

in a new paradox. 

The call can be neither negated nor denied since all who would pretend to 

impugn it must first admit that they come from it. That is, before 

knowing an object (surprise), before seeing the other (interlocution), I 

always find myself already transformed into a we under the impact of the 

call (summons). Accordingly, my sole individuation or selfhood is found 

only in the facticity imposed on me by the word originarily heard from 

the call, nor pronounced by myself.16 

In receiving one's self from the call that the gifted is known. Thus, while an objective 

approach would deny the call, it does so only after the call has engaged me. This 

indicates that we are always the gifted, but that in the objective attitude fail to realize this. 

14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid., 271. 
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This phenomenon is similar to Heidegger's idea that factical life experience always risks 

falling into the objective attitude.17 For Marion this fallenness leads us to deny the way in 

which we are constituted by the phenomenon. 

The gifted is distinguished from the subject by three specific traits: 1) the gifted 

receives an undeniable call; 2) this call frees givenness as such; 3) in freeing givenness, 

the gifted receives his final determination—"to receive himself by receiving the given 

unfolded by him according to givenness."18 This last characteristic exemplifies the dative 

nature of the gifted. This figure does not receive herself from herself or by constituting an 

object, but instead, through being in the dative position—that of receiving the givenness 

of the phenomenon. As Marion describes it, "The gifted is privileged to surrender to the 

evidence—in the double sense of bearing the burst of the given and of not denying the 

undeniable."19 The gifted does not determine what will be given and thus, does not 

determine in advance what will be made manifest. However, by responding to the call, by 

holding off the objective attitude, in a move similar to the holding off required by formal 

indication, the gifted allows what gives itself to become manifest, achieving the 

phenomenological aim to receive what gives itself. In taking the dative position, where 

we find ourselves constituted by the phenomenon, we are able to put ourselves in a 

position to give an account of the non-objective phenomenon by responding to the call in 

the form of naming it. 

Heidegger, The Phenomenology of Religious Life, 44. 
18 Marion, Being Given: Toward a Phenomenology of Givenness, 282. 
19 Ibid., 283. 



Marion explains this process. The dative position does not result in a lack of 

intelligibility in reference to what is given. Rather, it allows the given to be made 

manifest by the response of the gifted. 

If the call resounds only in the response, it follows that the response 

becomes phenomenologically first—the first manifestation of the call. The 

response comes after (echoes, returns, corresponds), but for the I [to] 

become a gifted, it makes the first sound of the call heard, delivers it from 

the original silence, and hands it over to patent phenomenality. Such a 

response, which opens visibility and lets the call speak, which renders it a 

phenomenon instead of giving as good as its gets and degrading it, I will 

call the responsal. It follows that the response begins as soon as it has 

rendered the call phenomenal....Consequently, one could not decide to 

respond or even to refuse it; the response begins with the responsal and the 

responsal with the hearing. Hearing has always already begun. It is 

necessary to have already heard something to deny that a call was heard. It 

is necessary to have already tried to hear (awaited) in order to be 

disappointed with silence. The responsal always already tried to speak 

because the call has always already—silently—summoned the gifted. The 

meanings invested by the responsal can be chosen, decided, arrive by 

accident, but the responsal is nothing like an optional act, an arbitrary 

choice, or a chance—in it we are, we live, and we receive ourselves.20 

As gifted, it falls to me to allow the given to become phenomenal. In the response to the 

call, I let that which is given in excess, which exceeds me, to speak by allowing it to be 

manifest in the visible through the name that I attribute to it. But the gifted does not 

establish the given on its own terms—rather the response is to acknowledge that the 

given "summons" me and in this, I receive myself at the full limits of what I am. This 

Ibid., 288. 
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does not mean that I exceed my finitude in naming the call. Rather, by acknowledging 

my finitude and with it, my inability to determine the limits of phenomenality prior to the 

experience of the given, I am to speak of the utmost limits of phenomenality and of the 

saturated phenomenon. 

This discussion brings to the fore the question of what calls us and where does the 

call come from. And because this is Marion, many will undoubtedly say that the caller 

must be God. But this is yet another instance of unfairly importing Marion's theology 

into his phenomenology. Instead, I would argue that the call is the working out of 

Husserl's emphasis on the authority of the intuition. As we showed in the last chapter, to 

overcome speculation requires us to make a radical commitment to the primacy of the 

phenomena. This means that any analysis has the responsibility to remain committed to 

the phenomena lest we risk returning to metaphysics. In this structure, we acknowledge 

the priority of intuition that is the first principle of a phenomenology that is committed to 

avoiding metaphysics.21 The call thus is not some radical invention in Marion's work. 

211 am following Marion's account of the phenomena. "Though it is often underestimated, one 
could not meditate too much on the scope of this principle, (a) The 'principle of all principles,' 
setting intuition to work as the ultimate instance of donation, gives rise to the extension of 
intuition beyond the Kantian prohibition. To sensible intuition are added the intuition of essence 
and categorial intuition, (b) Since intuition gives in the flesh, the Kantian caesura between the 
(solely sensible) phenomenon and the thing-in-itself must disappear. This is accomplished 
through intentionality. (c) Since the intuition alone gives, the T,' even the transcendental and 
constituting T,' must remain held by and therefore in an intuition. The 'originary impression' 
temporally precedes consciousness precisely insofar as the latter remains pure, and it imposes on 
consciousness a facticity that is not at all derivative, but originary. (d) These doctrinal decisions, 
as determinative as they may be (and none of the later phenomenologists has called them into 
question), must not divert our attention to their source. The 'principle of principles' posits in the 
beginning (of philosophy and, first, of experience), there is only intuition; but insofar as it gives 
every phenomenon and initiates phenomenality in general, intuition is at work prior to any a 
priori as an originary a posteriori. Hence this essential paradox: in phenomenology the sole 
legitimate a priori becomes the a posteriori itself. The formula 'principle of all principles' must 
not lead us astray. The principle here is that there is not any principle at all, if at least by principle 
we mean that which precedes, 'that starting from which.'" Marion, "Metaphysics and 
Phenomenology: A Relief for Theology," 581-82. 



149 

Rather, it is the careful working out of the principle of all principle—a principle whose 

scope Marion says cannot be meditated on enough. 

In acknowledging the priority of the phenomena, I displace my authority as a 

constituting subject and become subject to the phenomena. Thus, my role becomes to 

respond to the phenomena—to get the phenomena right. This discussion is not a radical 

break with Husserl. Rather, it is an elaboration of Husserl's position.22 The call and 

response structure Marion presents is not a theological reading of phenomenology—it 

requires no reference to Marion's theology. Instead, it is grounded in Marion's emphasis 

on the intuition, which is grounded in his reading of Husserl. While it is a radicalization 

of Husserl, it is a move needed to avoid the speculation of metaphysics. We must 

understand that our role is to respond to the call of the phenomena. 

Marion offers a final summary of his account of the gifted and her relation to the 

call that is given. 

What metaphysics stigmatizes as error defines in phenomenological terms 

the basic function of the responsal: it converts what gives itself into what 

shows itself. For, in order to phenomenalize the given, one first has to 

admit it (to 'want' to receive it) and receive oneself from it as given over 

to it so as thus to see (eventually, to grasp by 'understanding') what it 

shows. The decision to respond, therefore to receive, precedes the 

possibility of seeing, therefore of conceiving. The more the given is 

saturated with intuition and rises toward the paradox, the more difficult, as 

well as fruitful, this decision becomes, because the response turns out less 

22 Gschwandtner shows how this idea is similar to Heidegger's account of thrownness. "The 
given cannot be fit into a logical progression of time, since it has neither past (cause) not future 
(permanence). Although this certainty recalls Heidegger's terms of facticity and the thrownness 
of Dasein, Marion wants to emphasize even more radically the role of the phenomenon in this 
instead of its effect on the mode of Dasein." Gschwandtner, Reading Jean-Luc Marion: 
Exceeding Metaphysics, 71. 



and less adequate, more and more insufficient, and therefore endlessly 

repeated. The excess of the given over and above the response provokes 

not only bedazzlement of the gifted by imposing on it a visible that is ever 

more powerful than expected, nor only the suffering of bearing an impact 

too powerful to convert into the unfurling visible. The given humbles the 

gifted, like respect but more universally than respect, since each saturated 

phenomenon humbles.23 

The gifted is able to have an experience of that which exceeds it and to name this. A 

metaphysical notion of the subject would ban this position from philosophical accounts. 

But in doing so, it would betray the finite limits of human understanding by drawing a 

definitive line over what counts as phenomenologically valid. In contrast, the gifted 

recognizes her own limits in relation to defining the realm of phenomenality and thus 

permits what gives itself to show itself. 

The nature of the gifted affects the way about the nature of the experience of the 

saturated phenomenon of revelation. In the discussion of the call, Marion continually 

emphasizes that it is immanent. Thus, the transcendent is transcendent, in the sense of 

coming from beyond the limits of the gifted, meaning that it must remain anonymous, but 

it still can be named, if incompletely. In the naming of the response, the invisible call is 

transcribed in visibility.24 Furthermore, Marion says that the response is a result of the 

reduction to the realm of immanence. It is known within the immanent realm by the 

response of the gifted, which is made as a result of the understanding of the gifted's 

place. The anonymity of the call remains, but the call is known through the gifted 

understanding who they are. "Phenomenologically, the call must remain anonymous 

23 Marion, Being Given: Toward a Phenomenology ofGivenness, 305. 
24 Ibid., 287. 
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because its function is never to name itself, only to call the respondent and thus to arouse 

him. That is, before the call, there is no listener yet to be found—no witness and no gifted 

who can already hear the name of the call."25 The function of the call is to summons the 

witness and in responding to the summons, the witness shows a knowledge of the call. 

But this can only happen if we have an intuition, not of an object, but of the givenness of 

the call. The call and response structure of the gifted allows this to happen.26 

This point poses a problem for the language of non-intuition and the idea of a 

pure givenness. The response of the gifted shows the ability of the gifted to bring the call 

into appearance. Thus, it does not remain pure or non-intuited, but is intelligible to the 

point that we can name it. As Marion notes, "the call remains as such always unheard and 

invisible because no receptor awaits it or welcomes it; it arises so originarily that no 

hearing can in advance outline a horizon of manifestation for it, since, as paradox, 

(saturated phenomenon), it makes an exception to every possible horizon. But it 

nevertheless transcribes in visibility by way of response."27 The response of the gifted 

insures that the call will not remain empty but will be made manifest. If the gifted can 

name the call, it seems that there must be something to name or else we are back to 

speculation, the problems of which have already been detailed. 

25 Ibid., 298. 
26 Gschwandtner provides a summary of the call and response structure. "It is also important to 
emphasize here that although the devoted continually tries to assign a name to the call, that 
nomination remains a risk because transcendence can never be verified in the immanence in 
which the devoted must always remain. For something to become a phenomenon, I must first 
admit it and desire it, then receive it by being devoted or given over to it, and finally see it and 
agree to it. The further the phenomenon becomes saturated, the harder (and more fecund) does the 
decision become, because the response grows less and less adequate." Gschwandtner, Reading 
Jean-Luc Marion: Exceeding Metaphysics, 218. 
27 Marion, Being Given: Toward a Phenomenology of Givenness, 287. 
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As an example, I return to the example of denomination in Dionysius. Recall that 

this is a naming that is an unnaming and that leads to what Marion calls a "pragmatic 

theology of absence." Thus, in the experience of the call that constitutes me as a witness, 

I do not name that which gives the response, but point to it. By understanding this 

pragmatic function of language—that it points to the achievement of the experience 

rather than naming an object—I am able to name that which exceeds me. Yet, the only 

way that this naming of the phenomenon could happen is if it is made immanent. This 

move to immanence happens with the entry of the call into phenomenality.28 

The act of naming the call signals another problem of Marion's move to non-

intuition. First, as we have already seen and will soon explore in more detail, the response 

of the gifted does not undo the anonymity of the caller. But the nature of the call and 

response structure shows that there is no pure given. While it can be given in excess of 

our concepts, such that we cannot determine it completely, this does not mean that it is 

pure. To employ the language of a pure givenness is to deny a certain ability of the 

human to name the transcendent in the manner of the call and response structure. This 

ability has to be grounded in the ability of intuition or we are left with nothing but 

speculation. Without the intuition, there would be nothing to respond to. At the same 

time, this shows the need to apply intuition to a broader realm than just objects—it has to 

be applicable to the realm of the non-objectifiable phenomenon such as the call. This is 

not a stretch in the phenomenological tradition, but a common move evident in 

"What gives itself (call) at first does not yet show itself, and therefore remains anonymous. It 
shows itself only if the gifted converts it into a phenomenon (responsal) where from now on it has 
a visibility and probably receives a name." Ibid., 300. 
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Heidegger's analysis of the nothing.29 Thus, in the call and response structure, Marion 

has shown his reliance on the intuition and the impossibility of the pure given. 

It may seem, then, that Marion's project has a fatal flaw that would require us to 

abandon it. But this is not the case because Marion's project is dedicated to training 

phenomenology on intuition. We should view the accounts of pure givenness and non-

intuited phenomena as a flaw that must be corrected. The account of the gifted and the 

call and response structure of the phenomenon allows for this correction. In the ability of 

the gifted to respond to the call we see the ability to intuit the phenomenon. The gifted 

has the ability to respond and name these phenomena and it is this ability that allows us 

to speak of the transcendent when it breaks into the immanent. This does not mean that 

we make the transcendent immanent, but that we see this trace in the immanent realm. 

The power of the gifted to name in this manner is a blow to a sui generis account 

of religion. It shows that there is nothing like a pure unmediated experience, but that we 

play a role in determining the experience. There is not pure given, but only what we 

interpret as we intuit it. This may sound as if the limits of finitude are being 

transgressed—a move that is common in twentieth century philosophy of religion due to 

its fascination with passivity. But the fascination with passivity is problematic as it denies 

the role we play in discussing that which constitutes us. Furthermore, this move to 

passivity is often used to halt inquiry into experiences that are understood as 

transcendent, leading to protective strategies. While such moves are often made with a 

gesture to finitude, they fail to embrace the ability of the human to discuss these matters. 

See Heidegger, Martin, "What Is Metaphysics?," in Pathmarks, ed. William McNeill 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998). 
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WHY NOT DEFINE IT? 

Marion himself is susceptible to taking on this position. In his essay "The 

Privilege of Unknowing," Marion attempts to define the human as a saturated 

phenomenon that cannot be defined.30 The stated aim of the essay is to establish define 

the philosophy of religion. In the process of formulating a definition, or, as we will see, 

avoiding to formulate a definition, Marion draws a parallel between religion and the 

human as both resist becoming an object of study for philosophy.31 The caution Marion is 

issuing is to avoid defining the human as a thing or an object. Instead, we should 

understand the human as a saturated phenomenon that resists definition. 

For this reason, Marion criticizes humanisms, because they tend to define what 

the human is and in so doing, destroy the human by making it too restrictive of a 

concept.32 We can view naturalism as a certain form of humanism in that it says that we 

are defined by our existence in the natural realm. That all of our experiences are 

explainable through this realm. This concern is valid and Marion's word of caution 

should be heeded. But, Marion becomes excessive when he takes this caution to mean 

that the human cannot be defined and thus excess is due once again to Marion's 

theological position. 

Marion, Jean-Luc, "Mihi Magna Quaestio Factus Sum: The Privilege of Unknowing," Journal 
of Religion 85, no. 1 (2005). 
31 Ibid., 3. 
32 "Thus there appears to be the definitive weakness of every humanism: not only does it claim to 
comprehend as a matter of fact what man can and ought to be; but above all it assumes that such a 
knowledge reinforces the humanity in man, when such knowledge instead destroys it or, in any 
case, threatens it. The weakness of humanism's claim consists in dogmatically imagining not only 
that man can hold himself up as his own measure and end (so that man is enough for man), but 
above all that he can do this because he comprehends what man is, when on the contrary nothing 
threatens man more than any such alleged comprehension of his humanity. For every de-finition 
imposes on the human being a finite essence, following from which it always becomes possible to 
delimit what deserves to remain human from what no longer does." Ibid., 14. 



The theological impetus behind the project is evident in the manner that Marion 

grounds the project in the creation myth of Genesis and Augustine's position regarding 

the human. In both accounts, Marion sees a paradigm that humans, being made in the 

image of God, are unique among all creatures and that the incomprehensibility of being 

made in the image of God means that humans go beyond and exceed themselves. The 

outcome of this is that humans cannot know themselves aside from the incomprehensible 

relation to the divine.33 The incomprehensibility claim is grounded in the position that we 

cannot know God. It follows that since we are made in the image of what we cannot 

know, we do not know ourselves. From this grounding, Marion attempts to offer a 

definition of the human that avoids definition. "Put another way, man appears to himself 

as a phenomenon that he cannot constitute, because he exceeds the field of every horizon 

and of every system of categories."34 This theological position has philosophical 

consequences for Marion. It means that the human cannot be defined through a set of 

categories that are predetermined. But this claim of incomprehensibility seems to be 

unneeded. In the call and response structure of the gifted, the transcendent does not 

remain incomprehensible, but makes itself known in such a way that we can name it. In 

the same way, it seems that we can name the human as the gifted. 

According to Carlson, this is what Marion has done in Being Given. "By insisting 

on a paradoxical definition of the human as indefinable, as exceeding the stable 

boundaries of any clear and distinct concept, Marion argues for a thought of the human 

Marion summarizes this point: "According to a strict consequence, only the indefinite and 
incomprehensible can comprehend man, and thus tell him of and show him to himself; only god 
can reveal man to man, because man only reveals himself by revealing, without knowing it, the 
one whose image he bears." Ibid., 18. 
34 Ibid., 23. 
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that unsettles and eludes the reductive objectification of the human by the modern 

technological culture and by the metaphysics of the subject grounding such a culture."35 

The desire to overturn metaphysically defined subject is correct, but there is no reason to 

claim that that what comes after the subject must remain undefined. To avoid the 

problems of a too strict definition of the subject that unnecessarily limits the realm of 

experience is problematic. But to say that the solution to this is to abandon all definitions 

leads us into obscurity and speculation. If we do not have a figure to receive the call, then 

it remains as unknown as the human. The move away from definition, while grounded in 

good intentions, is carried too far by Marion's fear that he will confine God or the human, 

in the process, diminishing the significance of his account of the gifted. 

The gifted has the ability to acknowledge the transcendent and establish its place 

in immanence by naming it. Such a naming does not fix the transcendent in a 

metaphysical fashion, but, because of the mandate of formal indication to return to 

experience, acknowledges the definition is always revisable. Thus, if we are to 

understand the human as a saturated phenomenon, we should be able to define it in a 

similar way. 

What would this look like? We would hold in abeyance any definition prior to the 

achievement of the self in experience. Hence, we would not define the humans as a 

rational agent, but instead, wait to find the definition in experience. This is what Marion 

attempts in his analysis of the gifted understanding itself in light of the call of the 

phenomenon. He takes the approach of holding of a theory of self and thus, is able to see 

the ways in which we are defined by phenomenon rather than defining the self and 

Carlson, The Indiscrete Image: Infinitude and Creation of the Human, 118. 
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manipulating the phenomenon to carry out this definition. But this does not mean that he 

does not define the self. Instead, he offers a compelling account of the figure of the 

gifted, the one who receives and names the call of the saturated phenomenon. Now since 

the gifted is defined in light of the saturated phenomenon, that which exceeds it, the 

gifted does not offer a stable objective definition. But it is nevertheless understood and 

defined, even if the definition is revisable. 

The move away from acknowledging this definition seems to be in the name of 

securing the unknowability of the divine, in the same way that the move to the language 

of non-intuition was meant to secure the unconditionality of the divine. But both moves 

deny the creative power that is present in the gifted's ability to name the phenomenon. 

This is likely a result of a fascination with passivity and receptivity in continental 

philosophy. Carlson makes an astute observation on this point. 

The themes of human limits and finitude, passivity and receptivity, have played a 

decisive role in twentieth-century Continental thought, but we may be reaching 

the point, in light especially of recent science and technology, where the 

obsession with passivity and limit, so intimately tied to reflection on the 

'impossible' begins to look like a flight from the unnervingly open and seemingly 

inexhaustible potential that may prove operative in our technoscientific networks 

themselves. What here calls for consideration, I think, is the intimate interplay 

between, on the one hand, the human lack of definition, as articulated so richly by 

Marion and the mystical tradition on which he draws, and, on the other hand, the 

creative and technological capacity of that same human, a capacity explored by 

mystical tradition but largely passed over by Marion's reading of that tradition.36 

Ibid., 128-29. 



Carlson is inviting a move past the obsession with limits that has dominated Continental 

philosophy of religion and lead to neo-apophatic strategies precisely because they fail to 

acknowledge the creative capacity of the human in matters of religious experience. There 

is a fear that if we are too creative, that is, if we say too much, we will somehow violate 

the experience and repeat the hubristic errors of the modern tradition. And while Carlson 

makes this move through the technological capability of man, the ability to achieve this 

can be found in the gifted's response to the call.37 

Such a fear of the creative potential of the human is taking the caution of 

ontotheology and warnings about the impossible transcendent too far. Recalling a theme 

from the first chapter, the understanding of finitude that in part inspires the critique of 

ontotheology does not need to lead to a passivity that would eliminate any reformulation 

of the subject or any possible reference to the transcendent. Instead, in acknowledging 

this finitude and its limits, we also acknowledge that the instantiation of this finitude 

opens us to a broader array of experiences than the objective or the rational. The 

acknowledgment of finitude allows us to tap into an ability to intuit that which transcends 

us and name it. This shows that the move to a complete rejection of humanism in the 

form of a rejection of anything that looks remotely like a subject is too extreme and 

denies our creative ability. Just as Marion fears that too narrow or objective a definition 

of the human provides a too narrow account of the human, to move to the other extreme 

and offer no definition is to deny our ability to know ourselves through the capacities we 

have. 

37 Specifically, Carlson references the work of Michel Serres. However, he would agree that the 
technological ability is an extension of this ability that Marion denies because of his theological 
commitment. See the chapter entitled "Of the Indefinite Human: Religion and the Nature of 
Technological Culture" in The Indiscrete Image. 



This creative potential tells us much about our relationship to the saturated 

phenomenon. It shows that the saturated phenomenon does not strike with an all-decisive 

blow that forces us to see it. Rather it places an impetus on us to allow the saturated 

phenomenon to become manifest. The account of the gifted shows that we play a role in 

letting the phenomena appear and also in determining its meaning. This demonstrates the 

need for a method like formal indication that allows us to point to the achievement of the 

experience in the same way that denomination or the name of the call indicates an 

experience that does not arise from the gifted but is received by it. While this does not 

mean that the experience comes from the human, it does mean that we cannot understand 

the experience of the saturated phenomenon as unmediated. 

While this is problematic for Marion's claim that the saturated phenomenon is a 

pure given, it also seems to be a reasonable position advanced by several thinkers in the 

phenomenological tradition. But if this is the case, then the blow of the saturated 

phenomenon, its potential to overwhelm the categories through a sheer excess of pure 

intuition seems to be called into question. In order to preserve the pure intuition, Marion 

denies the creative potential of the human. But by denying this potential, Marion risks the 

priority of intuition, introducing a fatal flaw to his account that would also risk the 

potential to describe the saturated phenomenon. If this is the case, Marion's ability to 

explain religion would be lost. Thus, this issue is crucial for the success of Marion's 

phenomenology and this dissertation's aim of establishing a non-naturalist method in 

religious studies. 



Carlson raises this issue through a discussion of two kinds of phenomenological 

blindness.38 The first blindness is the result of my finitude in which I cannot perceive 

everything. This is a blindness that is a result of our ontological status as finite humans 

and thus, must be accepted. The second blindness is a result of my will when I am 

unwilling to receive the given.39 This type of blindness indicates the role of decision or 

choice in the confrontation with the saturated phenomenon. "The function of will 

becomes central to the question of blindness because the gap between givenness and 

phenomenality is to be understood not only in terms of capability, which is always finite 

or limited, but also in terms of decision or choice, which might both restrict the capacity I 

do possess or could exercise and, in the other direction, deny that my capacity even has 

limits or falls short of the given."40 This is the blindness that results from something like 

a metaphysical or naturalist stance that presupposes the limits of phenomenality. Carlson 

explains the consequences of this: "Reception of the unconditionally given, in sum, might 

be limited not only by the finite capability of the one who receives it but also by a 

constriction or a weakening or a turning of the will, which thus assumes a literally 

decisive role in staging the given in its visibility."41 That is, we play a role in determining 

how the phenomenon appears to us. A choice must be made to open ourselves to the 

phenomenon as it is given rather than trying to determine it according to our liking. 

The second blindness results from an unwillingness to see the saturated 

phenomenon, which is somehow overcome to allow the given to appear. This creates a 

Carlson, "Blindness and the Decision to See: On Revelation and Reception in Jean-Luc 
Marion." 
39 Ibid., 160. 
40 Ibid., 161. 
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situation in which we have two types of people—those who see the excess and those who 

cling to objects.42 What seems to be lacking in Marion's account is an explanation of how 

the shift is made. Is it a matter of faith and being chosen to see the excess? If so, then 

Marion is really doing theology, not phenomenology, as he is not outlining the universal 

structures of experience, but instead the structures for those who have been chosen into 

the cult of saturation. But such a view would contradict his view that the saturated 

phenomenon is the utmost point of phenomenality, which requires it to be accessible to 

all. Thus we must address this issue in a phenomenological viable way. 

Carlson's answer to this dilemma is to acknowledge the activity on the part of the 

gifted that allows us to show that it is not a matter of chosenness on the part of the given, 

but of orienting ourselves to the given in a way that lets givenness show forth. 

Such responsibility, note, involves a subtle but important hesitation 

between passivity and activity in the operation of reception that 

fundamentally defines adonne. As adonne, I am characterized indeed by 

reception, itself the unconditional condition of revelation, and that 

reception 'implies, to be sure, passive receptivity,' but it requires also an 

'active bearing; for capacity, in order to grow to the measure of the given 

to be received, work upon oneself in order to receive.' If I am called by 

the given within my absolute passivity, to decide on that call, or to be 

decided by it, and so to receive and make it visible, requires, as it were, 

not only faith but work—a ceaseless demand over and again by the given, 

which stands in need of my decisive response in order to become visible.43 

42 "From this perspective, the entire history of philosophy, as also that of theology in its split 
between metaphysical theology and revealed theology, would be divided between those who are 
blind to the excessive logic of givenness and so persist in the self-reliant, literally arrogant effort 
of constitution and objectivation, and those who, without any reason or evidence for doing so, 
manage to acknowledge that the given, even if not yet seen, remains nonetheless given without 
limit or reserve and so irreducible to constitution or objectivation." Ibid., 168. 
43 Ibid., 169. 
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The active bearing of the gifted shows the role we play in allowing the gifted to be 

transformed into the visible. This process of making visible is a way of making it 

intelligible—of discovering categories in the experience to understand what is presenting 

itself in the given. Marion does not lead us into a pure passivity, but lets us do work in 

order to allow the given to be made manifest. What is the work? It is bracketing the 

objective attitude and its simple certainty for a more sufficient explanation of what 

appears as meaningful to us. 

When enacting this bracketing, we realize the capability of the gifted to account 

for revelation.44 It is the work of the gifted—the work of trying to train ourselves on the 

given, on the phenomenon as it presents itself—that allows us to see the full range of our 

understanding and account for the meanings that we receive. The work is to restrain our 

desire to objectify in order to allow the phenomena to present itself in as pure a form as 

possible. As we restrain the desire to objectify, we are able to see the phenomenon as it 

gives itself.45 This is also why the phenomenon shows us our place. It shows us our limits 

and capabilities as we let it appear. We understand our limits and what is intelligible in 

acknowledging our finitude in light of the excess of the given. 

In the work of restraint that the gifted is also able to bring the phenomenon into 

visibility, which I take to mean make it intelligible. But how can we make intelligible that 

44 Carlson describes this process through a comparison with the role of Christ: "According to the 
interplay of passivity and activity, abasement and elevation, in light of this passive reception that 
is itself active creation or salvation, I myself, as adonne, come to function as an image of the 
Christ—in whose salvific passivity the miracle of creation is actively repeated. To receive the 
saturated phenomenon of revelation—such as that given in the Christ—I must myself imitate the 
Christ in a movement where loss or abandon is gain or salvation." Ibid. 
45 One can think of a chef who has been given premium ingredients. The work of the chef at this 
point is not to do as much as she can, but instead, to restrain herself in order to let the flavors of 
the ingredients shine through. To over manipulate the ingredients covers over the purity of the 
flavors. The same can be said of the work of the gifted. 
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which exceeds us—that which transcends the immanent but leaves a mark on the 

immanent? The answer can be found in the method of eidetic variation, which is linked to 

Husserl's notion of authentic thinking. Authentic thinking is the carrying out of categorial 

syntheses based on the material presented. "All authentic thinking is beholden to its 

material, whether it is directed at a particular state of affairs or at one that is mediated by 

transcendental 'arguments,' that is, by eidetic variations that yield insight into the 

necessary conditions."46 Crowell returns to Levinas's account of the face to show and 

how it is confirmed through eidetic variation. 

This I do by actually carrying out the thought of its conditioning, that is, 

by showing, through eidetic variation, that the sort of intersubjective world 

I inhabit is unthinkable without my always already having acknowledged 

the Other's ethical claim on me. Thus if Levinas asserts that the face of the 

other is not an appearance,' that it 'transcends intuition,' and so on, this 

can be understood to mean that it is not an intentional object. But in 

thinking it authentically—in carrying out the categorial syntheses that link 

it, as condition, with what it conditions—I do in fact intuit the face, in 

Husserl's sense.47 

Phenomenology's contribution lies in "tethering philosophy to authentic thinking, thereby 

allowing it to serve a deeply important critical role."48 If phenomenology were to make a 

move to theological claims or speculative claims about givenness, then it would betray its 

method and lose this important role. 

In the case of the transcendent in the immanent, which is not an object, we can 

make a similar construction as Crowell does in his account of the face. We can take 

46 Crowell, "Authentic Thinking and Phenomenological Method," 37. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid. 



certain experiences, such as the mystical experience of Dionysius, and see if it could be 

understood without a reference to the transcendence being present in the intuition. We 

cannot make sense of the experience of the mystic without the role of the transcendent in 

the experience. The experience that Dionysius points to cannot be understood without a 

reference to the transcendence. The essence of the experiences would be lost if we do not 

include this. This does not mean that we have to posit exactly what the transcendent is. 

But it shows the need to account for that which exceeds us. 

To demonstrate, I turn to Dionysius and his account of naming and knowing God. 

In The Divine Names, Dionysius describes our relation to the transcendent. 

We therefore approach that which is beyond all as far as our capacity 

allows us and we pass by way of the denial and the transcendence of all 

things and by way of the cause of all things. God is therefore known 

through and in all things and apart from all things. God is known through 

knowing and through unknowing. Of him, there is conception, reason, 

understanding touch, perception, opinion, imagination, name, and many 

other things. On the other hand, he is not thought, nor spoken, nor named. 

He is not one of the things that are and he cannot be known in any of 

them. He is all things in all things and he is nothing in nothing. He is 

known to all from all things and he is known to no one from anything.49 

The account here is an example of why denomination is needed in discussing the divine. 

There is an oscillation between presence and absence, knowing and unknowing that 

defines the experience. 

As we discuss the experience, to eliminate the reference to transcendence would 

lose the essence of the experience. We would misrepresent the experience by denying the 

Pseudo-Dionysius, Pseudo-Dionysius: The Complete Works, 178. 
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transcendence that is part of the description. This does not mean that we have to affirm 

the existence of God in order to provide a phenomenological analysis of it. In fact, a 

phenomenology of the experience, such as Marion's account of the call and response 

structure of the gifted would show that because of the unknowing that is part of the 

experience and the incomplete knowledge of the call, we cannot affirm that it is God. 

Gschwandtner describes the nature of such an account. "Phenomenology pushed to its 

utmost extreme can approach this unthinkable thought. It neither directly touches nor 

grasps it, but approaches it from afar and can delineate some of its conditions of 

(im)possibility. The possibility of God or revelation can be thought as a double paradox, 

as thought strained to its very extremes."50 The experience of the transcendent does not 

permit us to posit what the transcendent is, but to point to it. 

In doing this, we are relying on the report of the mystics who have had 

experiences that are not universal. But reports like those of Dionysius, while exotic, are 

by no means rare. To deny the transcendent aspect of these accounts, a transcendence that 

emerges in the experience of immanence, seems to be a prideful move that denies a mode 

of givenness a priori. But by taking the claim of transcendence seriously, we also do not 

become apologists for religious belief. As Carlson explains, "the mystical unknowing of a 

God who is nothing, indeed of a God 'without truth' throws me into that unity where I am 

neither myself nor another—beyond all knowing or language. The hyberbolic movements 

of denial and removal, of transcendence and abandonment, would lead to the 

dispossessed—to a point of indiscretion. Neither oneself nor another, one knows the 

Other beyond mind by knowing nothing. Transcending negation, a redoubled negation or 

Gschwandtner, Reading Jean-Luc Marion: Exceeding Metaphysics, 153. 



hyper-negation through which self is dispossessed of itself, attains its indiscrete sense in 

knowing, or unknowing, nothing."51 We can point to the limits of what is known and 

provide a warning of becoming to certain of what it is that transcends us. We can critique 

a claim to certainty that results in dogmas while also acknowledging the experiencing, 

interpreting it, and examining it as a possibility formal indication is a method that can 

help us to account for the experiences in a rich fashion. 

We do not approach the experience with a set of categories; rather we discover the 

categories in lived experience. It is in this process that we can name that which exceeds 

us through transcendence. But the only way we can make this claim is if there is an 

intuition that is made possible by the transcendent coming into the immanent. At the 

same time, because this account is based on what is immanent, it shows the limits of our 

abilities in naming. It means that in the phenomenological context, we can point to how 

such a naming occurs but because it occurs in a way that does not guarantee the full 

presence of the transcendence in immanence, it also creates the demand that the 

categories created in this manner be revisable. And this is what differentiates this 

phenomenology from a theological position—it limits in what we can say about the 

experience. 

This is the result of the first blindness described by Carlson—the blindness of our 

finitude that does not allow us to see and know everything. But this does not mean that 

we cannot decipher the experience of excess from other experiences. As Carlson notes, 

"When Marion notes that my failure to render the given phenomenal (my blindness) can 

result from lack (as, e.g., in the case of death, which gives no intuition to be realized in 

51 Carlson, Indiscretion: Finitude and the Naming of God, 189. 



any present) and from excess (as in the case of revelation, which gives too much intuition 

to present or to represent), he maintains the possibility of distinguishing blinding 

revelation (which only appears as poverty but remains over-full) from the darkness of 

something like death (an actual poverty that gives no intuition): hyper-plentitude and 

utter barrenness both leave me blind, nothing to see or conceive, to render present or 

present; but I can nonetheless see the difference between them—so long as I have the 

will."52 The only way that I can decipher in these cases is that there is an intuition of 

excess and if there is a figure, the gifted, who can receive and make the intuition 

intelligible. 

If these conditions do not exist, then we are left in the realm of speculation, 

dogmatism and theology. In terms of religious studies, we would be left in a position in 

which we would have to say, essentially, that the experience is sui generis and thus, we 

should likely be apologists for the experience. Those of us who wish to be more critical 

would have to acknowledge our reductionism, accepting it as a reality for scholars who 

want to critically engage religion. Marion provides a way out of this dilemma by 

providing us with a method to discuss religion. At the same time, he has shown how the 

phenomenological method can extend its capability to discuss the possibility of the 

transcendent in the immanent. 

This also shows that he is not just discussing revelation as a pure possibility. 

Marion is pointing to evidence situations in order to secure his phenomenology of 

religion. He has to do this to remain true to phenomenology. This is a problematic 

situation for phenomenology because it shows us that we cannot fully master the 

52 Carlson, "Blindness and the Decision to See: On Revelation and Reception in Jean-Luc 
Marion," 166. 



evidence situation. Thus, it brings some ambiguity and uncertainty into the method, but it 

is uncertainty as a result of the situation in which we find ourselves in the finitude of the 

gifted. But Marion does not let the ambiguity lead him away form phenomenology or the 

ability to locate in the evidence situation of past revelation an account of the experience. 

WITH OR WITHOUT RELIGION 

Others have seen this ambiguity and argued that it should lead us away from 

providing such a firm account of revelation, rejecting Marion's account. Thus, Derrida, 

moving away from phenomenology, discusses religion in terms of the "messianism 

without a messianicity."53 Derrida's position stems from his view that negative theology 

inscribes God in the possible. Despite its attempts to unsay what it says, negative 

theology always works out of a context and thus, imports a certain dogmas into its 

conception of the transcendent even as it pursues silence. As Kevin Hart explains, "were 

it uttered in complete silence, the prayer still could not erase the possibility of its 

inscription and all that follows from this. And so, Derrida concludes, one cannot 

approach god, as negative theology promises by passing from language to silence."54 

Caputo describes this as a faith without religion or religion without religion.55 

Here, is is picking up on Derrida's account of the messianic. "This would be the opening 

to the future or to the coming of the other as the advent of justice, but without horizon of 

53 See Derrida, Jacques, "Faith and Knowledge: The Two Sources of 'Religion' at the Limits of 
Reason Alone," in Religion, ed. Jacques Derrida and Gianni Vattimo (Palo Alto: Stanford 
University Press, 1998). 
54 Hart, Kevin, "Jacques Derrida: Introduction," in The Postmodern God: A Theological Reader, 
ed. Graham Ward (Maiden, MA: Blackwell Publishers, 1997), 164. 
55 See Caputo, John D., The Prayers and Tears of Jacques Derrida: Religion without Religion, 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997);Derrida and Caputo, Deconstruction in a 
Nutshell: A Conversation with Jacques Derrida. 



expectation and without prophetic configuration.... The messianic exposes itself to 

absolute surprise and, even if it always takes the phenomenal form of peace or of justice, 

it ought, exposing itself so abstractly, be prepared (waiting without awaiting itself) for the 

best as for the worst, the one never coming without opening the possibility to the 

other."56 The messianic is always futural, always open. It cannot be determined and thus, 

revokes any claim to a specific messianism. This is meant to advance a non-dogmatic 

account of faith.57 By deferring the messianism, Derrida believes we avoid any sort of 

dogmatism and open the door to a reasonable discourse regarding religion. His aim is "to 

think—within the limits of reason alone—a religion which, without again becoming a 

'natural religion,' would today be effectively universal."58 This is achieved through the 

way of the messianic without a determined messianism. 

Derrida thus achieves a non-dogmatic position that has received great acclamation 

in the scholarly community. However, Derrida's position contains the same troubling 

distinction between religion an theology examined in the first chapter.59 Caputo shows 

what such a faith without religion would look like. "Faith as distinguished from religion 

Derrida, "Faith and Knowledge: The Two Sources o f Religion' at the Limits of Reason Alone," 
17-18.1 should note at this point that my main concern is not with Derrida's position itself. 
Instead, I am more interested in the way that his work has been accepted into religious studies and 
utilized to develop criticisms of Marion. 
57 "This messianicity, stripped of everything, as it should, this faith without dogma which makes 
it way through the risks of absolute night, cannot be contained in any traditional opposition, for 
example between reason and mysticism." Ibid., 18. 
58 Ibid., 14. 
59 "Deconstruction is a blessing for religion, its positive salvation, keeping it open to constant 
reinvention, encouraging religion to reread ancient texts in new ways, to reinvent ancient 
traditions in new contexts. Deconstruction discourages religion from its own worst instincts by 
holding the feet of religion to the fire of faith, insisting on seeing things through a glass darkly, 
that is, on believing them not thinking that they are seeing them. Deconstruction saves religion 
from seeing things, from fanaticism and triumphalism. Deconstruction is not the destruction of 
religion but its reinvention." Derrida and Caputo, Deconstruction in a Nutshell: A Conversation 
with Jacques Derrida, 159. It is in light of his view that deconstruction is the savior of religion 
that Caputo so adamantly criticizes Marion's phenomenological position. 
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in the sense of the several religious messianisms, on faith as non-knowing, on a certain 

delimitation of the power to determine cognitively a program or an ideal. We are required 

to proceed by faith alone, which is also what Derrida means by reason, which is a kind of 

faith, since the only reasonable thing to do most of the time is to believe."60 To determine 

the messianism, or acknowledge any revelation even if incompletely, as Marion does, 

would, on Derrida's account, determine too much and lead to sectarianism.61 It would say 

something about the transcendent, thus destroying the futural nature of the messianicity 

without messianism. By saying something about the transcendent, Marion, on Derrida's 

account, points not to the transcendent but to God, determining that which cannot be 

determined. 

Derrida develops his accounts of "how to avoid speaking" and the messianic to 

preserve the purity of the divine. This purity is what I have argued is impossible and this 

is why it leads to a religion of no religion. It can never be realized and if it is, it is no 

longer pure. This insures that there is no cornering the market on religion, securing 

pluralism and a space for tolerance. But it is a move that is not needed. Instead, we can 

acknowledge that we do not have a pure intuition and that we will always revise our 

concepts and categories and then do the best that we can. This is why Marion, in his 

debate with Derrida, says that the notion of pluralism is part of givenness. 

Again, the desire to move away from dogma and sectarianism is good. It leads us 

into a more tolerant position and helps us to avoid the problems of certainty that lead to 

60 Ibid., 165. 
61 As Carlson puts it in terms prayer and praise, Derrida criticizes Marion for "passing too quickly 
to prayer, which as a pure appeal or absolute address might well constitute nonpredicative 
discourse, from praise which in fact 'preserves the style and the structure of a predicative 
affirmation. It says something about someone." Carlson, Indiscretion: Finitude and the Naming 
of God, 216. 



religious fundamentalisms and philosophical dogmatism. But Derrida's position, in my 

opinion, goes too far by getting rid of any determinate religion. Derrida would say that 

this is his goal and this is an issue that cannot be addressed in the present work. The issue 

I am concerned with addressing here is that so many scholars in religious studies, 

specifically in the field of philosophical theology, have adopted his position. As we have 

seen throughout this dissertation, it is problematic to draw a hard line between religion 

and theology. While Derrida does it with the demand that we remove all determinations, 

it does not acknowledge the interaction of knowledge and faith that an account like the 

gifted permits. With this account, we are able to offer a corrective to religion, as 

evidenced in the corrective we offered to Marion's theology in this chapter. 

But this position is at odds with most of the reception of Marion. Picking up on 

Derrida's critique, and importing Marion's theology into his phenomenology, theologians 

and philosophers have consistently criticized him for naming God as the giver or 

grounding his phenomenology in theology.62 In a debate with Marion, Derrida offers a 

representative critique of Marion: "For you, everything is that is given to us in the 

phenomenological sense.. .everything that is given to us in perception, in memory, in a 

phenomenological perception, is finally a gift to a definitive creature, and it is finally a 

gift of God."63 This concern, however, is not justified because of the call and response 

structure of the call and the gifted. The nature of the phenomenon guards against the 

62 See Horner, Robyn, "Aporia or Excess? Two Strategies for Thinking R/Revelation," in Derrida 
and Religion: Other Testaments, ed. Yvonne Sherwood and Kevin Hart (New York, NY: 
Routledge, 2005);Horner, Robyn, Rethinking God as Gift: Marion, Derrida, and the Limits of 
Phenomenology, (New York: Fordham University Press, 2001);Smith, "Liberating Religion from 
Theology: Marion and Heidegger on the Possibility of a Phenomenology of Religion."; Ward, 
Graham, "The Theological Project of Jean-Luc Marion," in Post-Secular Philosophy: Between 
Philosophy and Theology, ed. Phillip Blond (New York: Routledge, 1998). 
63 Caputo and Scanlon, God, the Gift, and Postmodernism, 66. 
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anonymity of the call being betrayed. Because the call gives itself without a name, it must 

remain phenomenologically anonymous in such a way that, "the gifted responds to it in 

accordance with a reduction to the pure immanence of givenness."64 The ability of the 

gifted to respond to the call does not mean that the gifted names the given in toto. The 

excess of the call, while allowing the transformation into visibility, does not violate the 

anonymity of the call. Thus, "far from fearing that such a call should lead surreptitiously 

to naming a transcendent numen and—what's worse—to 'theology,' it must be concluded 

that every phenomenology of revelation (as possibility) and especially as Revelation 

(actuality) would imply radical anonymity of what calls. Anonymity therefore, in terms 

of the paradox that calls."65 The response of the gifted is delayed from the call such that 

the call can never be captured in the response. 

Furthermore, Marion's theology would not allow for the complete naming of 

God. As he states in his debate with Derrida, "This is the reason why in theology, in fact, 

pluralism is implied in the very notion of revelation. If there is a real revelation, no 

concept could achieve to say and to make intelligible in its own way the excess of 

intuition. Pluralism is implied at the inner core of revelation."66 Marion understands the 

risk of saying too much about the experience of excess and, as we have shown, 

introduced the necessary methodological checks to prevent this from happening. The 

criticism that Marion names the caller or imports theological issues into 

4 Marion, Being Given: Toward a Phenomenology of Givenness, 304. 
65 Ibid., 297. Carlson affirms Marion's position: "The argument that Marion's phenomenology of 
the call really understands that call to be one of the Christian God and Father is an argument that 
ignores this insurmountable delay of the adonne in its constitutive response. Because that 
response necessarily—and forever—lags behind the call that provokes it, I can as adonne name 
the source of that call only after the fact, and thus always incompletely and provisionally, never 
comprehending nor defining the essence of that which calls." Carlson, "Blindness and the 
Decision to See: On Revelation and Reception in Jean-Luc Marion," 157. 
66 Caputo and Scanlon, God, the Gift, and Postmodernism, 68. 
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phenomenological discourse thus misses the point and is often a rejection of Marion's 

theology rather than his phenomenology. 

Such is the case when Graham Ward rejects Marion's phenomenology for leading 

to an uncritical conservative Catholic dogmatism.67 Merold Westphal dismisses Ward's 

critique in the following way. "While Ward sees Marion putting his phenomenology in 

the service of a theology he, Ward, dislikes intensely, his critique is entirely theological. 

He does not suggest, much less argue, that phenomenology cannot or should not in 

general be put in the service of theology, nor does he suggest, much less, argue that by 

putting phenomenology in the service of a 'conservative-Catholic' theology Marion has 

compromised the authenticity of his phenomenological work."681 point out this exchange 

because Graham's move to reject Marion's phenomenology because of his theological 

position is a common maneuver. It is partially a result of Marion's own intertwining of 

his theology and phenomenology, but it is also a result of a concern with his theological 

position. 

Marion does not attempt to master the call such as to determine it and link it with 

a theological position. Rather, he acknowledges that the call of the saturated phenomenon 

is made in immanence and can thus be made intelligible through the proper analysis that 

understands our limitations in naming this call that must remain anonymous. But, again, 

this cannot make the claim to a pure call that is not intuited, a move that leads him into 

speculation and would undo the advantage of his project—a phenomenology of religion 

that remains critical and that is distanced from his theology. By distancing Marion's 

Ward, "The Theological Project of Jean-Luc Marion." 
68 Westphal, "Vision and Voice: Phenomenology and Theology in the Work of Jean-Luc Marion," 
123. 



phenomenological position with its emphasis on intuition, from what I have determined 

are his more theological positions that lead him to claim that there can be a non-intuitive, 

pure given, positions that, in the first chapter, we showed to be an over reaction to 

Heidegger's critique of ontotheology, we have established a phenomenology that is closer 

to Husserl's method established in the principle of all principles—that the source of 

cognition lies in what presents itself in intuition. Marion has extended the method to a 

wide range of thoughts and experiences, including the paradoxical experience of the 

saturated phenomenon that exceeds our concepts. 

The ability to account for these paradoxes is crucial for religious studies. There 

can be a temptation when confronted with paradox to become awe-struck, bring a desire 

to "respect" the paradox, a move that leads to a halt in inquiry.69 Matthew Bagger details 

this phenomenon in his book The Uses of Paradox: "Many scholars of religion indulge in 

special pleading on behalf of religious paradox. Some adopt an essentially religious 

attitude regarding the purported limits of language and reason."70 Bagger proceeds to 

argue that the fascination with paradox is a dangerous one that fails to acknowledge that 

the paradox of transcendence is presented to us and thus we have an instance of an 

immanent transcendent. Instead of elevating the paradox into a structure that defies not 

just rationality, but all thought completely, we should realize that there is much to be said 

about paradoxes beyond the fact that they are absurd. 

As we saw in the last chapter, Marion has taken up this challenge in his 

phenomenology, but at points gives in to the adoration of paradox that leads him away 

69 On the other extreme, there can also be a demand to try to resolve the paradox through a 
naturalist explanation. 
70 Bagger, Matthew C, The Uses of Paradox: Religion, Self-Transformation, and the Absurd, 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2007). 
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from the strength of his phenomenological position. The strength of his position can be 

seen in the act of denomination—a naming of the transcendent. In acknowledging that 

such a naming is within our capabilities as the gifted, Marion is saying that we do not 

have to defer the naming of the paradox. Rather, he is providing a way of engaging the 

paradox that acknowledges our limits in the face of the paradox that is presented to us in 

intuition. But this can only be done if he moves away from the language of a non-

intuitive pure given, a move that makes his account phenomenologically viable and also a 

resource to Religious Studies. 
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CONCLUSION: 

IDOLATRY, HUMILITY, AND METHODOLOGY 

In the main chapters of this dissertation, I have shown how a non-reductive 

phenomenology of religion is possible (Chapter 1), how this account helps us deal with 

the difficult issue of accounting for religious experience (Chapter 2), and how this 

position can be used as a corrective to Marion's more problematic positions that result 

from his theological positions (Chapters 3 and 4), all in the name of showing how there 

can be an interaction of phenomenology and religion. In this conclusion, I wish to show 

the import of these analyses for the field of Religious Studies. I will do this in two parts. 

First, I will show yet another instance of the interaction of phenomenology and religion 

in Marion's account of idol and icon. I will argue that these accounts, accounts that are 

theological but heavily influenced by phenomenology, are paradigmatic of the interaction 

that has been justified through the previous chapters. But this demonstrates only one part 

of the operating thesis of this dissertation—the other part is that religion can inform and 

critique our explanations and methodologies. To show that this is a legitimate possibility, 

I will employ the analysis of idol and icon to articulate a critique of both the naturalist 

and sui generis position and advance my own account of an iconic methodology 

grounded in humility. 

IDOL AND ICON 

In his earlier, more theological works, especially Idol and Distance and God 

Without Being, Marion's chiefs target is idolatry. We have looked at this briefly in 
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previous chapters, but now require a more elaborate examination. The idol is 

characterized "solely by the subjection of the divine to the human conditions for 

experience of the divine, concerning which nothing proves it is not authentic. ... In the 

idol the divine undoubtedly assumes the actual face of a god. But that god takes its form 

from the features that we have fashioned for it, in conformity with what we actually 

experience of the divine."1 The idol is thus based on our representation of the divine such 

that it makes the divine presence for us on our terms. "As idol, the concept arranges a 

presence of the divine without distance, in a god that who reflects back to us our 

experience or thought, with enough familiarity that we always master its play. It is always 

a question of keeping the foreignness of the divine out of play through the idolatrous 

filter of the concept or through the facelike conception of the idol."2 One of the defining 

traits of idolatry is an attempt to eliminate the distance between the divine and the human. 

In so doing, it measures God by our concept. As Christina Gschwandtner describes it, the 

human and the divine are not only "measured with the same gaze, but it is the human 

gaze that determines the measure."3 The gaze is fixed on its conception of the idol and 

closed off to the experience of the divine. 

These characteristics lead Marion to describe the idol as a mirror that returns the 

gaze to itself. In terms of the experience of the divine, this means that something is 

idolatrous when it does not seek God's givenness, but instead gives to God attributes that 

are human constructs. That is, I get my own vision of God rather than one that comes 

from God. "This gaze," Stijn van den Bossche notes, "contemplates in the idol only the 

1 Marion, The Idol and Distance: Five Studies, 6. 
2 Ibid., 9. 
3 Gschwandtner, Reading Jean-Luc Marion: Exceeding Metaphysics, 132. 
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Ego itself, or its own thoughts, assembled in a concept. Idolatry is always self-idolatry, 

and by the time the idol becomes unmasked, one knows oneself alone again, in an 

existence that is ultimately groundless."4 The idolatrous gaze gains nothing new in its 

perception. Rather, in the reflection of the idol, it returns to itself containing only what 

was contained at the origination of the gaze. The idol is thus limited to the realm of our 

thought and imagination, closed off to the distance of the divine.5 

The experience of the idol is contrasted with that of the icon. Marion, writing well 

before his phenomenological account of the saturated phenomenon, but clearly utilizing 

similar lines of thought, describes the icon as resulting not from our intention, but 

provoking one. "The icon summons the gaze to surpass itself by never freezing on a 

visible, since the visible only presents itself here in view of the invisible. The gaze can 

never rest or settle if it looks at an icon; it always must rebound upon the visible, in order 

to go back in it up the infinite stream of the invisible. In this sense, the icon makes visible 

only by giving rise to an infinite gaze."6 In summoning the gaze beyond itself, the icon 

causes a reversal of intention that is similar to what occurs in the counter-experience 

discussed in Chapter 2. "If man, by his gaze, renders the idol possible, in reverent 

contemplation of the icon, on the contrary, the gaze of the invisible, in person, aims at 

man. The icon regards us—it concerns us, in that it allows the intention of the invisible to 

occur visibly."7 In the summons of the icon, the gaze sees more than it could intend. The 

4 Bossche, "God Does Appear in Immanence after All: Jean-Luc Marion's Phenomenology as a 
New First Philosophy for Theology," 327. 
5 "Thus the idol is characterized by immanence, always held captive by our imagination." 
Benson, Bruce Ellis, Graven Ideologies: Nietzsche, Derrida, and Marion on Modern Idolatry, 
(Downers Grove, IL: Intervarsity Press, 2002), 22. 
6 Marion, God Without Being: Hors-Texte, 18. 
7 Ibid., 19. 



gaze is not locked in to our parameters or limits, but is called to exceed these limits. In 

his theological works, the iconic gaze is meant to glimpse the invisible God.8 

Marion describes the experience of the religious icon. While the painting or the 

sculpture is in the visible, it cannot be mastered by the intention. Instead, the icon 

"obliges the concept to welcome the distance of infinite depth; obviously this distance is 

valid only as infinite, hence indeterminable by concept; however, it is not a question of 

using a concept to determine an essence but of using it to determine an intention—that of 

the invisible advancing into the visible and inscribing itself therein by the very reference 

it imposed from this visible to the invisible."9 In the visible experience of the painting or 

sculpture, the visible gaze receives back the invisible—"the invisible envisages (as 

invisible) only in passing to the visible (as face), whereas the visible only presents to 

sight (as visible) in passing to the invisible (as intention)."10 The visible face of the icon 

constitutes me as the witness to the infinite, the experience of the divine. While this 

experience can be articulated conceptually, it demands a concept that is "measured by the 

excessiveness of the invisible that enters into visibility through infinite depth, hence that 

itself speaks or promises to speak this infinite depth, where the visible and the invisible 

become acquainted."1' The concept is not our intention of the icon—rather, it points 

through the experience of the visible to the infinite that has been made known in the 

experience of the icon. A concept that is accurate to the experience will describe the way 

in which in the experience the distance of the infinite is known through in its very 

8 As Bruce Ellis Benson puts it, "The icon transcends our thought and is not held hostage by 
human imagination." Benson, Graven Ideologies: Nietzsche, Derrida, and Marion on Modern 
Idolatry, 22. 
9 Marion, The Idol and Distance: Five Studies, 23. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 
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distance. When we say that the divine is experienced in the icon, we are pointing to the 

invisible that has made itself known through the visible but which cannot be fully known 

because it is there in excess of the concept. The insufficiency of our concept means that it 

is always inadequate to the task of naming and thus, must acknowledge its 

incompleteness. The concept is prevented from possessing the icon and is thus, prevented 

from becoming idolatrous.12 The icon is a "nearly perfect inversion" of the idol, leading 

to a gaze that "belongs to the icon itself, where the invisible only becomes visible 

intentionally, hence by its aim."13 Unlike the idol, the gaze of the icon is measured by the 

distance of the divine, not by the measure of the human. Thus, the gaze extends beyond 

the measure of the human, receiving more than it could intend. 

There is a question of whether the idol or the icon is the primary experience—that 

is, is one derived from the other. Following the line of thought in Heidegger's discussion 

of guilt and sin, it may seem that the idol is the gaze before the moment of faith that is 

then replaced by the iconic gaze. But to read it in this way is to move the idol out of the 

religious context, which would be a mistake. Instead, the idolatrous gaze is a distortion of 

the iconic gaze. We could not have the idolatrous gaze without the experience of the icon. 

Idolatry is a deficient mode of gazing that claims to achieve a vision of the divine but 

instead receives a reflection of the gaze back to itself. Thus, it may not be that one is 

derivative of the other but that they are two modes of seeing, the idolatrous gaze being 

one that is deficient in a way similar to the metaphysical tradition. Both the idolatrous 

gaze and metaphysics try to determine the divine not from the God but from the human 

12 "The idol places its center of gravity in a human gaze; thus, dazzled as it may be by the 
brilliance of the divine, the gaze still remains in possession of the idol, its solitary master." Ibid., 
24. 
13 Marion, God Without Being: Hors-Texte, 18. 
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imagination. In contrast, the iconic gaze is one that will allow the gaze of the icon to take 

hold and constitute the witness. It is a gaze that does not set out to determine the icon for 

itself, which would prevent the icon from appearing qua icon, but that allows itself to be 

determined by the icon. 

These descriptions of idol and icon as discussed to this point are in service of 

Marion's theological project of achieving a non-metaphysical theology. He will use the 

account of the idol to advance a theology that is indebted to his Catholic background. 

But, as his account of the saturated phenomenon will eventually show, and as we can 

decipher here, there is something to be learned from the religious account of the icon. It 

shows that there are situations in which we can gain more than we intend. And it is this 

ability of the gaze to gain more than it can intend that should lead us to question any 

idolatrous method. It indicates that there is a possibility of exceeding the current gaze and 

that any explanation contains within it a measure of uncertainty that must be accounted 

for when advancing a methodology. The experience of the icon that transcends our 

thought is one that deems every explanation and method revisable. 

While at this point in the development of his thought Marion had not developed 

his account of the gifted, the idea of blindness and the work needed to see the saturated 

phenomenon, discussed in the previous chapter, is an inherent part of the analysis of idol 

and icon. The experience of something as idol or icon is not totally contingent on the 

object—the composition of the object, while playing a role, is not sufficient to determine 

whether the gaze will be drawn beyond itself. The icon can be made into an idol if the 

person viewing the icon does not allow the icon to draw the gaze beyond its intention. 

This would happen in the same way that a metaphysical stance is not able to see the 
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phenomenon as it presents itself, but instead makes it into an object. We can take a stance 

toward the icon that permits it to appear as icon or idol. 

This does not imply that everything will or should be an icon for us. It does imply 

that the iconic gaze will be more faithful to the phenomena and help us to achieve the 

phenomenological goal of uncovering things as they give themselves. The idolatrous gaze 

is closed off to certain modes of appearance and thus eliminates them as a possibility. It 

forces all phenomena to appear according to the measure of the human gaze. In contrast, 

the iconic gaze remains open to a variety of givens, letting them show themselves as they 

are. This will not only allow the icon to appear as icon, it also means that the physical 

object will appear as an object.14 There is not an imperative to make an object into 

something that it is not. Rather, the imperative is to allow the phenomena to present 

themselves as they give themselves. To hold off any tendency, such as metaphysics or 

idolatry, that would close us off to a certain mode of givenness. 

The experience of the icon calls for a method that does not determine the 

experience, but let's the phenomenon show itself—it creates a space for the experience of 

the icon. Marion's phenomenology of saturation provides a heuristic that can help 

maintain the iconic gaze. This does not mean that the content of the icon is determined by 

the phenomenology. Rather, the phenomenology allows for the experience to be accessed 

in a way that is prevented by metaphysical systems. The nature of the icon, which gives 

more than the gaze can bear, is such that we cannot determine whether something will be 

14 Gschwandtner notes the following on this point. "Just as Marion admits the phenomenological 
constitution of mathematical or 'common' objects which require no hypothesis of saturation and 
for which Husserl's account, for example, is quite sufficient, so Marion would probably 
acknowledge that there are many situations where subject-object relations are the norm." 
Gschwandtner, Reading Jean-Luc Marion: Exceeding Metaphysics, 207. 
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an icon or not. Our role in the process is to hold off any conceptions that would prevent 

the icon from drawing the gaze through it to the experience of the transcendent—the 

same holding off that is enabled by Heidegger's account of formal indication. 

Here, we see an explanation of the religious phenomena in the form of a 

phenomenology of the experience. As Marion says in Being Given, if the revelation of the 

icon is to take place, it must take place in the form of a saturated phenomenon. He is 

explaining the conditions of the experience—why it happens in the way it does. He has 

not taken the theological position that gives ultimate authority to the norms of the 

religious viewpoint. The interest of this explanation to this study is that Marion's 

phenomenological explanation does not cure us of the "illness" of religion, but allows for 

a better religious practice. In explaining idolatry, he also offers a corrective to a practice 

that the religious community itself views as wrong. The explanation does not require us 

to give up religious belief. Instead, it corrects religious practice by offering the 

community a better way to adhere to its own norms by understanding a cause of idolatry 

that can then be avoided. 

This interaction has led Thomas A. Carlson to claim that despite the fact Marion 

may want to keep his theology and phenomenology as distinct enterprises—a distinction 

grounded in the claim that phenomenology deals with the possibility of revelation while 

theology deals with actual historical accounts of revelation—the influence of one on the 

other is clear. 

If it is true, then, that Marion's phenomenology is not, or does not intend 

to be, in any straightforward way a theology, it is also true that his 

theology and phenomenology inform one another more or otherwise than 

Marion himself might allow, for the former already operates in a quasi-
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phenomenological manner, and the latter in fact accepts the understanding 

of revelation set out in the former (to the exclusion of other historically 

actual, and therefore possible, understandings of revelation).15 

Marion's theology and phenomenology are linked in a fashion where neither is primary, 

originary, or dominant in relation to the other. It is for this reason that I think his account 

is so useful to religious studies. 

A return to the discussion of limiting constraints in methodology will help to 

demonstrate this point. Marion's phenomenology does set limiting constraints on the 

experience of revelation, but these constraints are revisable. This is why Marion sets forth 

the conditions of possibility of what he sees as the unconditioned phenomenon revelation. 

He realizes that these limiting constraints can be revised based on the experience. This 

means that religion has a place in developing and critiquing the explanation that has been 

applied to it. 

This explanation is not quite a naturalist or a sui generis account. The fact that it 

does not dismiss religious belief as a distortion or illusion would earn it the label of being 

too theological from the naturalist camp. There would be cries that it is too sympathetic 

to religion and will lead and that the distance maintained by the concepts of the method is 

really just a protective strategy. From the other side, the sui generis camp would 

complain that this method is too reductive—that it has made religion in to a philosophical 

discipline and is missing out on the essence of the experience. But such critiques operate 

in too much of an either/or mindset. They fail to see that this methodology is neither 

15 Carlson, Thomas A., "Converting the Given into the Seen: Introductory Remarks on 
Theological and Phenomenological Vision," in The Idol and Distance: Five Studies (New York: 
Fordham University Press, 2001), xv. 
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reductive, nor protective and this is accomplished by mediating between religious and 

scholarly explanation. 

My aim has been to show that one form of explanation should not be prioritized 

over the other but that they should be treated has having similar origins. In Chapter 2,1 

showed this possibility by arguing that we must include religious experience within our 

understanding of experience as a whole, which was immediately followed by Chapters 3 

and 4, where I showed that Marion's religious positions should be corrected by his 

phenomenological position. This is the interaction I advocate—one that is confrontational 

and allows for correctives, but at the same time is not dismissive of either religious 

positions or critical scholarship. This is grounded in that analysis of Chapter One that 

phenomenology is able to provide us with a non-metaphysical first philosophy by 

pointing to the phenomena, rather than a theoretical framework, whether that is 

metaphysics or naturalism. 

Overall, I have argued that phenomenology and religion will benefit when viewed 

in this manner. The account of religion has helped to move phenomenology beyond 

metaphysics by establishing the need to put the priority of the phenomena. At the same 

time, phenomenology provides a better understanding of the idol and icon discussion. 

This is one example of the interaction that I have been advocating. Yet, the previous 

discussions do not show the full impact of this interaction. It shows the interaction 

between religion and scholarship and that religion can inform our explanation. But I wish 

to show the impact of this analysis in greater detail by showing how this discussion of 

idol and icon can be used to develop a critique of methodologies. I will do this by 

showing how the analysis of idolatry here includes a methodological warning to scholars 
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of religion and then formulate a statement of my method based on Marion's discussion of 

the icon. 

IDOLATRY IN RELIGIOUS STUDIES 

To make this move requires a transition of idolatry in a religious setting to one n 

academic setting. Obviously, the religious dogmas that determine idolatry cannot be 

applied to accounts in religious studies lest we allow theology a too prominent position in 

religious studies.16 Thus, we need to describe the characteristics that lead to idolatry and 

apply them into the context of religious studies. 

In a discussion that follows similar line to Marion's account of idolatry, Anthony 

Steinbock highlights three characteristic of an idolatrous stance that provide a helpful 

framework for this methodological discussion.17 Steinbock identifies three principle and 

interrelated moments: "(1) the self and pride; (2) the attachment to 'world,' which is 

expressed in both secularism and fundamentalism; and (3) what I term 'delimitation,' or 

the mono-dimensional character of experiences that fail to point vertically,"18 meaning a 

reduction of everything to objective presentations. 

One source for Stenibock's phenomenolocial claims is mystical literature. For 

example, referencing the Muslim mystic Al-Muhasibi, Steinbock defines pride as 

"placing oneself in the place of God (and not realizing myself as placed before God as 

16 Here, I follow Bruce Benson, who links idolatry to ideologies, which he describes as having the 
characteristic of being held dogmatically, "with little or no reason given," and as claiming the 
final word. Thus, Benson concludes that idolatry and ideology are similar. "In the same way that 
eidolon 'always carries with it the suggestion of unreality,' so ideology suggests a skewed 
conception of reality." Benson, Graven Ideologies: Nietzsche, Derrida, and Marion on Modern 
Idolatry, 24. 
17 Steinbock, Phenomenology and Mysticism: The Verticality of Religious Experience, 211. 
18 Ibid., 212. 
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'human godservant.'"19 This religious definition of pride bears a phenomenological truth. 

"Pride is problematic, not because it recognizes intrinsic personal worth, but because it 

fixates on this personal absoluteness and uses it as an excuse to sever the relational 

character to that absoluteness."20 Pride causes us to forget the finitude that determines our 

relation to the world in favor of placing us in an absolute position. In a prideful stance, I 

do not see how I am related to the world, but instead put myself into an absolute relation 

to the world. The world does not matter except for in terms of how it relates to me in my 

position as an absolute.21 This is the position of both metaphysics and naturalism—that 

the world exists in accordance with the system that we create. It is this pride that leads to 

the second blindness that denies the call of the saturated phenomenon. By taking a 

prideful stance, we are closed off to experiences that defy the subject/object structure that 

secures both the naturalist and metaphysical position. 

This leads to the second trait of idolatry, the attachment to world. From the 

position of pride, I feel that the world exists for me. This means that I take the world as I 

wish it to be, leading to a mundane understanding of the world defined in a two-fold 

sense. The first is the world is taken in a "straightforward attitude of appearance" such 

that its "very meaning" is "always already present."22 The second meaning is the 

objectivistic worldview, where the world is determined as an "objective reality, subject to 

causal laws, or as natural inherently capable of quantification."23 In both of these cases, 

the source of the world is taken for granted and established based on our limited 

19 Ibid., 213. 
20 Ibid., 214. 
21 Ibid., 216. 
22 Ibid., 226. 
23 Ibid. 
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understanding of it. It is always already determined by whatever structure we have 

chosen as our explanation. 

The attachment to the world is accompanied by delimitation—"an exclusive 

orientation to a particular thing, dimension of existence, or sphere of being such that it no 

longer is able to point beyond itself. Delimitation 'limits' the experience so that it 

remains 'horizontal' and does not point vertically."24 The realm of experience is limited 

to a human limit, thus confining the phenomena in advance of experience—discussed 

here in terms of naturalism and metaphysics. 

These traits are easily applied to the current methodological discussion. The 

presence of pride and self-sufficiency would be hallmarks of methodological idolatry. 

The scholars' ideas and conceptions are viewed as sufficient and there is no 

acknowledgment of the limited view of our position. With pride emerges a dogmatism in 

which the position the scholar holds, which is all encompassing, is right, and any thing 

that lies outside of that explanation should either be excluded, ignored, or translated into 

terms to fit into this explanation. This also leads to a justification of derision towards 

outside viewpoints that is employed to shore up the explanation. A result of these traits is 

that an idolatrous stance is not self-reflexive. Because it determines the world for itself, 

based on the intention of the subject in a mirror like fashion, it cannot see the need to be 

adjusting to that which presents itself. The gaze does not find anything that it does not 

intend, thus it receives only what it wants. Hence, there is no need to be reflexive and 

adjust to what presents itself. The self-containment of idolatry eliminates then 

acknowledgment for any sort of correction. 

Ibid., 237. 
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Not surprisingly, naturalism exhibits this idolatry. The position is a prideful 

position that delimits the field of inquiry without carrying out the needed analyses to 

justify such a move. Instead of acknowledging the limits of the explanation. Naturalists 

work under the assumption that with enough technological advancement we will 

eventually be able to explain everything in terms of the natural sciences. As we saw in 

the introduction, the guiding tenet of the naturalist positions that are most problematic is 

that we have a sufficient explanation and that any anomaly that emerges in experience 

will eventually be accounted for through this explanation. Hard lines are drawn around 

the field of inquiry and anomalies are viewed as absurd and ridiculous. Those who would 

believe in such anomalies are viewed as sick patients that need to be healed. 

Because of the delimitation that emerges with the pride of their idolatry, the 

naturalists describe religion as an outlier, a threat, and an illness. This mirrors a trend that 

Matthew Bagger describes in religious communities. Employing the theory of Mary 

Douglas, Bagger shows that "a social group that finds its external boundaries threatened 

by outsiders will abominate anomalies and view them as dangerous."25 In the case of 

naturalism, religion is an outsider that at points they view as a threat—it is described as 

an illness and illnesses can lead to pandemics—or as a distortion that needs to be 

corrected and brought into line with the norms of the naturalist position. As Bagger 

describes this in terms of paradoxes, "Like the alien, who can be naturalized or excluded, 

paradox can be brought within the recognized boundaries of the cognizable or left beyond 

the pale."26 Therefore, all forms of reductionism, no matter how unfair they are to the 

25 Bagger, The Uses of Paradox: Religion, Self-Transformation, and the Absurd, 42. Bagger 
references several of Douglas's works, but most often refers to her essay "Self-Evidence." 
26 Ibid., 43. 
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phenomenon, are justified for the sake of maintaining an explanation. The setting of hard 

and fast limits based on our own understanding is a defining trait of idolatry and is clearly 

at play in the naturalist methodology. Just as the metaphysical tradition intends God as a 

causa sui and thus, receives God as a causa sui, the naturalists intend the world as fitting 

into their paradigm and receive it back in this way. The gaze is returned to itself based on 

the delimitation of what of what can be a valid experience. 

The mirrored gaze of the naturalists leads them to exhibit the pride and 

delimitation characteristic of idolatry. They have the pride to say that their explanation is 

sufficient and need not be modified, as exhibited in Bagger's claim that if St. Theresa had 

the resources of modernity, she would not have employed religious explanations, despite 

the fact that no naturalist account has yet to deliver on the promise of a sufficient 

explanation of religion. This pride leads to an attachment to the world. Everything that is 

must be from natural causes. This finally leads them to delimit the field of inquiry to the 

restricted notion of the natural world. Furthermore, it also sets up an adversarial relation 

between religious and scholarly explanations where the two are seen in a winner takes all 

competition. The explanations are seen as incompatible and one must be favored over the 

other. The limits of religious studies are set such that the possibility of a confrontational 

dialogue that allows the scholarly explanation to inform the religious explanation and 

vice versa is eliminated. Furthermore, these limits also impose a limit on religious 

practice and communities, both of which are viewed as too unsophisticated to be able to 

raise themselves to the level of scholarly explanation, perhaps the most offensive aspect 

of the pride of the naturalists. 
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But idolatry in Religious Studies does not end with the naturalism. We can also 

view the sui generis or non-reductionist understanding of religion as an idolatrous 

pursuit. Steinbock provides a useful heuristic for thinking of the idolatry in this mode. He 

states that idolatry in the religious sphere occurs "when we take something relative as if it 

were absolute, giving absolute weight (here the weight of the holy), to the relative thing. 

In this way the thing (object, desire, pleasure, idea) occupies us with the tenor of 

absoluteness and takes on unconditionality of the supremely valuable."27 It is easy to see 

how this leads to the construction of fundamentalisms, identified by Steinbock as 

idolatrous because the ambiguity and uncertainty of religion is eliminated for the sake of 

a hard, absolute truth.28 But the sui generis account of religion accords religion a similar 

weight. It says that religion is an absolute that cannot be relativized in light of other 

explanations. When this happens, Steinbock notes, we "deify" the relative subject and 

"become enamored of it."29 In the case of sui generis accounts of religion, the scholar is 

enamored of religion and tries to protect it by giving it an absolute status. As I have 

shown, to idealize religion in this way actually diminishes the place of religion in 

scholarly accounts as it excludes the interaction of religion and scholarship to the same 

degree as naturalist accounts. It makes it such an absolute that it can be dismissed as 

exceeding our realms of inquiry, denying its potential to inform our explanatory accounts. 

The account makes religion into something that the scholars who support this 

view wish it to be. Just as a fundamentalist account removes any uncertainty by making 

the relative truth of religion into an absolute truth that cannot be questioned, a sui generis 

Steinbock, Phenomenology and Mysticism: The Verticality of Religious Experience, 219. 
28 Ibid., 234. 
29 Ibid., 219. 



account turns the relative nature of religion into an absolute nature that cannot be 

integrated with other aspects of human experience. In so doing, it distorts the nature of 

religion removing it from the field of critical inquiry and, more importantly, its ability to 

affect our scholarly accounts. Thus, it delimits the terms of inquiry prior to an 

investigation, a tip off to its idolatrous nature. 

Delimiting the field of inquiry to exclude the veracity of certain experiences or 

explanations from the outset is a dangerous move. It stymies inquiry and stalls attempts 

to develop better explanations. In place of such methods, we need a methodology that 

allows us to accommodate new experiences and not rule out anomalies from the start. As 

I have shown throughout this project, I think that formal indication is such a 

methodology. This is evident in the way that I argue formal indication should shape 

phenomenology. We should not limit the method to a certain set of experiences for the 

sake of maintaining a pure methodology, which can become an idol to which we cling. If 

we are to take the attempt to overcome metaphysics seriously, we must move beyond this 

idolatry and allow what presents itself to interact with phenomenology as we develop the 

method. Excluding religion as the other from the outset of investigation, as is evident in 

the work of Janicaud, determines the limits from our viewpoint, not from our immersion 

in the phenomenal realm. The difficulty of this task is evident in the on-going work of 

this project and the debates surrounding it. 

The struggle to maintain this position mirrors the difficulty in maintaining the 

icon without letting it become an idol. The idol and icon both refer to the same 

experience and the distinction between the two can quickly break down. Bruce Benson 

correctly notes that this is not so much a comment on the idol or the icon, but on our 



tendencies. "Marion speaks of an 'antagonism that infallibly unites' idol and icon. But 

there is more to their connection than merely a play of difference in which the one serves 

to define the other. The problem with all icons is that they have a tendency to morph into 

idols. Properly speaking, of course, it is not their tendency so much as our tendency to 

take icons and turn them into idols."30 We have a tendency to move from the icon to the 

idol. This is the same tendency that leads us to fall back into the objective attitude. I 

would argue both are grounded in desire for certainly—a certainty that cannot be assured 

lest we deny the indeterminacy inherent in any explanation. Acknowledging this 

tendency and resisting it through methodological checks is key to holding off idolatry. 

AN ICONIC METHODOLOGY 

How do we avoid idolatry? An answer can be found by turning to Marion's 

account of the icon. Through an examination of the characteristics of the iconic gaze, I 

will establish a need for a methodological humility. The humility is a result of the 

experience of the icon. To see the icon requires a realization that our gaze is always 

limited and this is a good methodological check for scholars of religion. While we can 

analyze that which exceeds us, an ability that I think empowers us to discuss religion in a 

critical fashion and to provide insightful analyses like the one Marion advances in his 

phenomenology, we must consistently realize that the name we have is an indication and 

is one that must always be revisable. This opens the gaze to the iconic moment when we 

can adjust our categories based on the phenomena that present themselves. The self-

Benson, Graven Ideologies: Nietzsche, Derrida, and Marion on Modern Idolatry, 193. 
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certainty that is inherent in the idolatrous gaze must be opened to a constant self-

questioning that is characteristic of the iconic gaze. 

But the humility that is needed to see the icon does not demand that we deny the 

content of the iconic gaze. While we cannot determine the content and we must 

acknowledge the limitations of our account of that which exceeds our gaze, we can still 

present an account of this experience. Therefore, we should not let a stance against 

idolatry leads us into a stance of anti-reductionism or apophatics. To avoid idolatry does 

not require that we avoid taking stances as to the conditions of religion. In fact, as the 

analysis of the gifted has shown, it empowers such an analysis and the ability to speak of 

what the gaze encounters. 

The attempt to protect the transcendent, the divine, the impossible, whatever name 

we use to indicate it, by erecting apophatic strategies to ensure that we do not create idols 

denies the potential of the icon. And with this, we risk losing the topic of study for the 

study of religion, a loss similar to the loss Jeffrey J. Kripal identifies in materialist 

accounts of religion that fail to engage the sacred. 

Indeed, the sacred as sacred—or what we have encountered here as the 

psychical and the paranormal as the experiential core of comparative 

folklore, mysticism, and mythology—is precisely what has been eclipsed 

in the contemporary study of religion. The field has denied.. .that the 

phenomenon can only be understood on its own level and on its own terms 

and that, moreover, it can only be misunderstood if reduced, without 

remainder, to our physics, our psychology, our cultures, our ethnicities, 

our materialism, our politics, our ethics or whatever. But it is just this kind 

of reductive materialism, usually joined to some retooled form of Marxism 

(it's all economics and oppression) or Foucauldianism (it's all discourse 
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and power), that now defines so much of the study of religion. By so 

doing, the field has, in effect, denied its own subject matter.31 

Just as the materialist lose the subject matter by denying the sacred, we lose the content 

of the experience of the iconic gaze if we deny our ability to discuss it. 

As I have said throughout, the move to apophasis is not necessary and denies the 

ability we possess to understand, discuss, explain, and criticize that which is gained in the 

iconic gaze. The possibility of idolatry warns that any stance we take and any method that 

is used to advance that stance must be revisable based on the phenomena we encounter. It 

does not warn that any stance we take is necessarily idolatrous. This requires equal 

acknowledgements on our part that our explanation is not sufficient and can be corrected 

based on the phenomenon and that explanations, despite being insufficient, are still 

saying a good deal. To deny the latter is a naive stance that diminishes the creative 

potential of humanity.32 

In addition, the nature of the icon and its demand that the phenomena can correct 

an explanation also means that concerns of complete reductionism, voiced by advocates 

of the sui generis position, are limited. If we take a more iconic stance toward the 

phenomena, one in which we allow for an interaction between the explanation and the 

phenomena, then we have already addressed the concern of reductionism. We are not 

trying to fit the phenomena into a pre-established explanation, a major concern of 

opponents to reductionism. Instead, we allow for an interaction of explanation and 

phenomena that avoids such confinement. This method allows us to account for religious 

31 Kripal, Authors of the Impossible: Reading the Paranormal Writing Us. 
32 This point is at the center of Carlson's most recent work. See Carlson, The Indiscrete Image: 
Infinitude and Creation of the Human. 
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experience in a critical fashion and limit the concern of reductionism. It acknowledges 

our ability to speak about religious phenomena in terms other than religion without being 

overly reductionistic. 

The risk of losing the potential to speak of what is gained in the iconic gaze has 

led me to respond to the Derridean critique of Marion in each of the preceding chapters. 

As these discussions exhibit, I have concerns about the way in which Derrida's account 

of religion has become a dominant position in philosophy of religion and Religious 

Studies and also that his reading of Marion has been so widely accepted. While I think 

Derrida is correct to point out that our language is always coming up short of the 

experience, the appropriation of this position in religious studies takes the form of a 

stance that we should not speak of what makes the experience of the icon possible. Thus, 

I have linked the Derridean position to the sui generis position in that each invokes a 

critique of reductionism when we make efforts to advance an account of religion. The 

camps differ in that Derrideans argue that this is because we cannot name the 

transcendent lest we make the impossible possible where as the sui generis camp is trying 

to preserve the essence of religion.33 This leads to Caputo's remarks that Marion makes 

God play by the rules of theology or Derrida's critique that Marion's phenomenology 

turns the non-referential prayer of the mystic into a praise that is directed toward God. 

The Derridean critique of the sui generis position can be found in Mark C. Taylor's 
introduction to Critical Terms for Religious Studies, where he points out the ambiguity that 
surrounds the term religion. "But what if religion has no such essential identity? What if religion 
is not a universal phenomenon? What if religion has not always existed or has never existed? 
Recent investigators working in a variety of fields have argued that religion is a historical 
phenomenon that emerges only in particular intellectual and cultural circumstances. Far from 
existing prior to and independent of inquiry, the very phenomenon of religion is constituted by 
local discursive practices." Taylor, Mark C, "Introduction," in Critical Terms for Religious 
Studies, ed. Mark C. Taylor (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 6. 



Those who advocate Derrida's position make these claims out of a respect for the 

otherness of the transcendent and to work against ontotheology and reductionism. But in 

trying to preserve it, I fear that the miss out on the iconic nature of our experience. How 

much content is contained in these experiences, and how our ability to be constituted by 

such experiences allows us to analyze them without transgressing the experience. This 

binds us to a position in which we stare at the icon, realize that our gaze goes past it, but 

then are afraid to say anything other than that our gaze goes past it. The Derridean 

position is one that fears the power that we have to such an extent that it denies this 

ability. In the process, I think they take away the power of the scholar to critique religion 

and also limit the interaction of religion and scholarship that I find to be a useful and 

necessary tool for religious studies. 

The fear of the Derrideans is better dealt with through the methodological 

humility advocated here. A humble stance acknowledges the potential of a methodology 

to become hegemonic and all too determined, thus denying the possibility of a certain set 

of experiences that exceed the method. But we can still provide an explanation of 

religious phenomena in the manner that Marion provides a phenomenology that lays out 

the conditions of possibility for the experience of revelation. His stance has empowered 

us to speak out against idolatrous methodologies because we can identify the conditions 

of possibility of an iconic experience. 

In advocating this position, I take different approach to Marion than a great 

number of scholars who argue that Marion provides too much content in his account of 

revelation. My stance, as advanced in Chapter 3, is that Marion, in moving to the 

language of pure givenness, loses the content of the saturated phenomenon. It is not that 



Marion's account has too much content, but that he tries to diminish the content that his 

phenomenology has helped him secure. Instead, he should emphasize that revelation 

needs to be an intuition. The goal of this discussion has been to serve the overarching 

claim that a phenomenology of religion is possible and extremely useful to religious 

studies. 

This reading of Marion also has implications for phenomenology. My reading of 

Marion shows Marion's account of phenomenology to be closely linked to Heidegger's 

account of formal indication. This has critical implicatiosn for Marion and 

phenomenology. The first is that Marion, contrary to his critics, deserves a seat at the 

table of phenomenology, contingent on adjusting his position away from the language of 

a non-intuited given. With this adjustment, he is able to maintain his emphasis on the 

primacy of the phenomena and, thus, keeps his position within the phenomenological 

tradition. Once at the table, Marion can then insist on the possibility and utility of a 

phenomenology of religion. The previous chapters have made a case for this by showing 

that phenomenology can provide this explanation in a non-metaphysical fashion and that 

the nature of religious experience lends itself to such an analysis. This shows how 

indebted Marion is to the phenomenological tradition and how his third reduction is not a 

overthrowing of Husserl and Heidegger, but a working out of the implications of their 

position.34 The labor has been helped through a turn to religion, a turn that in my opinion 

The ambiguity of Marion's relationship to Husserl is nicely articulated by Gschwandtner. 
"Marion himself vacillates in whether he wants to claim his project as profoundly faithful to 
'classical phenomenology' and merely working out implications already inherent in HusserPs 
thought, or whether he sees it as a significant overcoming of Husserl and Heidegger and an 
independent phenomenological project in its own right." Gschwandtner, Reading Jean-Luc 
Marion: Exceeding Metaphysics, 69. 
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is a benefit to both phenomenology, as evidenced in Marion's account, and, as this 

project has demonstrated, to the field of Religious Studies. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

The analysis of idol and icon thus has served two interrelated purposes. First, it 

has refined the methodological framework advanced. Second, the employment of 

theological concepts to refine the explanatory methods of religious studies has 

demonstrated that religion can provide valuable information to our explanations. This 

possibility is eliminated by the naturalist stance that religion must be explained in terms 

completely other than its own. But it has done this without leading us into an anti-

reductionist position that advocates protective strategies. We can have both at the same 

time. 

At the same time, the rejection of this tenet of naturalism does not deny the value 

of naturalism all together. I agree with Kripal's assessment of the situation: 

If something, for example, like modern neuroscience can reduce all of this 

impossible material to neurological processes, frontal love microseizures, 

cognitive grids, and evolutionary needs, then so much the better. We will 

have a genuine and genuinely powerful theory of religion that we should 

pursue with all of our resources and courage, absolute cultural relativisms 

and historical contextualisms be damned.. ..If, however, such a new 

approach, like every other promising method of the past, cannot finally 

deliver the goods, if, for example, cognitive science can provide us with 

all sorts of evolutionary reason and neurological correlations for the 

normal workings of the brain and the usual forms of religious ideation but 

few, if any, genuine causal mechanisms for the really wild stuff, then we 
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are just as clearly onto something big and important here.. ..Either way, it 

seems to me the study of religion wins and wins big.35 

The pursuit of naturalist aspects of religion is needed just as much as a phenomenology 

of religion. The issue is not reductionism—it is with the unwarranted hubris, 

unacceptable in the establishment of any method, that is exhibited in so many naturalist 

positions. To idealize a relative position, one of our own explanations, as an absolute, is 

idolatrous and should be criticized. I showed this in the analysis of Janicaud, where I 

rejected the limits he placed on the field of phenomenology that placed religion outside 

the realm of possible experiences. 

This work has aimed to address the possibility of a phenomenology of religion 

and to show its utility to the field of religious studies. The nature of the project has led 

not so much to a definitive conclusion, but has done the much needed labor of addressing 

questions that should be explored in future research. To conclude, then, I wish to indicate 

(a term fitting the project) two areas of future research. 

This conclusion has shown the need for stance of humility to avoid both religious 

and intellectual idolatry. Thus, one area to pursue would be a phenomenology of humility 

to see what enables us to take this humble stance. This would help to answer one of the 

problematic questions of the dissertation—what is it that allows the saturated 

phenomenon to appear at certain points and to certain people but not at other points? To 

put it otherwise, what is involved in the transition from icon to idol? My hope is that in 

35 Kripal, Authors of the Impossible: Reading the Paranormal Writing Us. The quote should read 
"frontal lobe microseizures" however I leave it in its incorrect form as a tribute to Dr. Kripal's 
sense of humor. He, ever concerned with the erotic, appreciated the mistake and would favor that 
I left it in this form. 
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developing a phenomenology of humility, I will be able to address these issues and 

advance an account of religious tolerance grounded in humility. 

Another area of research is a question of pedagogy in religious studies. The 

guiding method of this project has been formal indication and much of my analysis of 

religion has focused on how we indicate and point to experiences that have to be 

achieved in facticity. This raises a serious question about the nature of religious studies— 

is one of our goals to invite people into the experiences that we are explaining? That is, if 

we take a position such as the one advocated here, one that attempts to avoid the rash 

reductionism of the naturalists, are we then attempting to point our readers and students 

to an experience of the transcendent? This raises numerous questions about the purpose 

of religious studies and our relation to faith communities. It also relates to debates about 

whether the use of contemplative practices in the classroom is appropriate or not. Are 

such practices a promotion of religion or an attempt to provide a better understanding of 

the human condition? This question has great pertinence to the desired outcome of this 

project-an interaction of religion and scholarship. The process of answering it will help to 

address the issues dealt with here, specifically, can we have a non-reductive, non-non-

naturalist account of religion that does not lead us to protective strategies. This 

exploration of Marion has answered in the affirmative, but these further explorations will 

develop, expand, and critique the current analysis. At this point, these questions must 

remain questions that I will try to answer in the future. It is with this fittingly humble 

pronouncement that I conclude this project with the door open to future indications. 
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