Gospel and Grammar

Can Abraham, Job and Joel substitute Socrates, Plato and Epicurus? 
Well, Jeremiah is obviously not Heidegger.
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 Unlike Leibniz, I am not a man the most overwhelmed by reason. In general, I am a man quite independent from anything. I cannot afford reason. All my heart is Greek, as if it did not beat in my chest, but as if, somewhere far away in Boeotia of the 5th century BC, it were beating in tune with Pindar's aristocratic words. But my mind has never laid claim to autocracy. My thoughts, always unsuspicious (of which I boast) run along lines and dimensions quite different from those of Anaxagoras of Clazomenae. My reason is not unlimited. My reason values particularly non-stately suffering of Crantor of Soli in Cilicia (he died probably in 275 BC). It seeks refuge in the Gospel, since it is terrified by fate and by itself. 

Rough Greek words of the Gospel... Words of Palestinian fishermen, words that do not like Greek grammar, that are not as beautifully arranged as those of Euripides, but, strangely, I trust their roughness (just as I trust any “low” language, dialect, tribal idiom, because I have grown from unwritten language). I find it hard to trust fullness, symmetry, silver tongues, and beautiful flowers of rhetoric. What shivers from fear and whimpers in pain seems brotherly and sisterly to me.
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 Europe is permeated by philosophy to the core. It is utterly, originally philosophical (I repeat that after Heidegger).Only in Europe was philosophy, that extraordinary creation of the Greeks, born. One could say that we, Europeans, we, the Greeks, still look into the cosmos. We want to penetrate it with our thoughts, we think more and more deeply into everything. When we study the universe, we seem to study mysteries of our hearts. In our culture the wise are those who ponder on the revolutions of the heavenly spheres and of others. In China, in turn, the greatest sages are top-rank civil servants. Serving office is a form of practising wisdom. To some extent power is a manifestation of one's exceptional knowledge of secrets of wisdom. The Chinese have not studied themselves, but their relations among one another. They have not been interested in their own individual “self” but “self in relation to a community, group, society”. And Hinduism? In India they are not attracted by dialectics (though they do have rhetoric). In India they do not want to explore the world, they observe man's inside, not stars. It is their priests who practice philosophy; beyond its sapient dimension, practising philosophy is regarded as useless.    



Athens and Jerusalem! Krzysztof Pawłowski accustomed us to thinking: Athens – Jerusalem – Benares (the present-day Varanasi). Christianity would have to take a closer look at Benares. Benares is close to us – the future of Christianity will depend on such examples lying beyond Europe, I am sure of that. And I would add Wittenberg (Lutherstadt Wittenberg), though it already burdens the sentence with enumeration.

Martin Luther should not be regarded just as a temperamental negotiator in an argument between Athens and Jerusalem. He broke with the “Greek” tradition, that stoic, philosophical-ascetic, monkish tradition of Christianity once and for good. Luther, this first modern man did an about-face whose meaning we have not fully grasped yet, and gave to Christianity a “directly evangelical” overtone, indifferent to spiritual exercises, strict fasting, but infinitely open to Grace. He did escape from the Greek palaestra, but did he lose? So, he was be closer to Jerusalem than Athens. And that was Luther who cut off the umbilical cord of ancient classical culture from our Western civilisation. We may be cross with him, but it has already happened. Germany would always already remain pushed far away from the Mediterranean, and the German nostalgia for Hellas would be monstrous and menacing. How about its consequences? Here they are, for example, Hölderlin and his terrible drama. The world without Athens is tantamount to the “ice-cold-history of the day”, which the poet mentioned in his letter of 12 November 1798 from Schwaben. Athens gives much warmth to our thinking. Sometimes it fleshes out our phantasms. It would follow that it makes us no good to give it a sullen look.
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I would be inclined to an opinion that Christianity is a matter of athleticism: of strong, well-trained muscles of faith. Christianity is definitely not a straightforward jigsaw puzzle of syllogisms. Christianity is not a conglomerate of positive statements. It is even not a method (if it were to be a method in the etymological sense of “a way” or “road”, it could only be that if the way were defined as Christ, that is, the Person, God Himself). Anti-dialectal “philosophy” of the Gospel is fully practical and pragmatic, it is not logical. It is anti-humanistic. The Gospel should be understood as an “implementational” Text that would have a utilitarian character, just as a description of a technology. The Gospel is characterised by anti-intellectualism, and it is expressed in simple deeds. It treats about Jesus' life and deeds. Its essence does not lie in calligraphy of God's name. (But how can one imagine art without calligraphy of God's name? That I do not know.) 

Perhaps all problems, if they are not solved in time, begin to secret venom from some forgotten cells and poison secretly and maliciously an organism, making it sick and making it die in the end. In its beginnings the Church, Christianity both at its Eastern and Western roots, did not solve one burning issue about which many Church Fathers spoke out in quite categorical terms. It is the question of a relation between faith and reason, the knowledge of the Greeks and the “knowledge” of the Apostles. That is, the problem seems to consist in a relation to the legacy of Athens and the richness of Jerusalem. It would be about a split body of our traditions.
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 St Justin the Martyr (ca. 100 – ca. 167 AD), a courageous pioneer of early Christian apology, an enthusiast of truth as truth (in the Greek style), desired strongly that philosophy would investigate God's matters in the Greek, discursive way. In Dialogue with Trypho (the Jew) he noted that he would like to acquaint himself with a philosophical hydra. Here was a question: should Christians practice philosophy or should they only immerse themselves in the study of the Holy Scripture and seek there and only there answers to all questions that may occur to them when they are looking at this complicated world. In other words, can Abraham, Job and Joel substitute Socrates, Plato and Epicurus? Jeremiah is obviously not Heidegger.

A tendency to reject philosophical speculations featured strongly in St. Ambrosius' De fide... and De incarnatione... They were most likely sources of inspiration for St. Peter Damian, a great thinker, an 11th-century eremite and poet. His writings contain an enormous accumulation of that many-centuries-old Christian hostility towards dialectical games on the subject of God, hostility between faith and philosophical discourse.

One more comment: the idea of eremitism (of the 4th century, the Egiptian one, of the 11th-century one, and all later ones) is closely connected with a desire to leave the world stretched and divided between two powers: Athens and Jerusalem. The hermitage and the monastery are also, to some extent, outside the Athenian-Jerusalemite influences. St. Peter Damian asks directly, “Quid etiam claustrum, nisi ab omni negotii saecularis actione conclusum?”. What else is the monastery if not shutting off from any influences of matters of the world? The monastery is a neutral state, only surrounded by camps and alliances of the two separated parties of supporters: the Athenian party and the Jerusalemite party.
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Lev Shestov and Vincenzo Poletti saw St. Peter Damian of Ravenna as a predecessor and anticipator of Kirkegaardian thought. Kirkegaard's bitter judgement is shared to some extent by St Peter Damian's writings, “But 'Christendom' is the disgusting foolery of willing to remain wholly in finiteness and then ...allege the promise of Christ”. It can be seen immediately that here we are in the sphere of radical questions. I do not know any Christian thinker who would be as prepared as St Peter Damian for reversing existing values.

I believe that St Peter Damian (1007–1072), that favourite of Lev Shestov, meant that one should refer directly to the Hebrew, Biblical, Jerusalemite, evangelical and prophetic thought, and drain it as much as possible of the harmful Hellenic element. Figuratively speaking, Peter Damian wanted to build a bypass: from Ravenna (being under an influence of  Eastern Christianity) and from Rome straight to Jerusalem, but swerving off Athens; or to put it yet differently, he wanted to build an airway for the Catholic thought on Rome-Jerusalem route, without a stopover in Attica. 


That Camaldolese monk-rhetorician was deeply suspicious of words and rhetoric, while being one of the greatest masters of rhetoric in the 11th century (before he joined the order, he had managed a school of orators where he earned a good salary, of which he boasted). He saw rhetoric and dialectics as unnecessarily instilling theology with the Greek thought. Hence his hostility towards science and rational investigations. As a man who saw life as struggle and fight against himself (bellator Christi), he was suspicious towards beautiful words. He bet on belligerence and vigilance. It seems to me that this thought has primarily an existential dimension, and it also contains traits of preSocratic, Heraclitean philosophy. Damian was a Christian pre-existentialist. The Christian is the man of polemic, and not rhetoric. He fights a mortal, not linguistic, combat with the world  In a sense rhetoric compromises communication with God.
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 For St Peter Damian discourse on God is tantamount to gibberish: to speak about God means to talk nonsense, to babble, to stutter (balbutire). Peter Damian “deconstructs” the traditional theory of communication, that of Greek origin. His “grammar (i.e., philosophy, hermeneutics, discourse, etc.) is Christ”. Thus, it can be inferred  that this new “grammatology of Christ” nullifies every “human” word, every “human” thought, every persuasive strategy and every logic, in a word: every ars. Peter trusts Logos as the ultimate source. In Letter 8 to a respected lawyer (canonist) of Cesena (today in Emilia-Romania, then the See of Ravenna), he writes,

Mea igitur grammatica Christus est, qui homo pro hominibus factus est...

Therefore Christ is my grammar, who was made man for men...

Grammar and rhetoric are the most literary and imaginatory, if I may say so, disciplines in the mediaeval system of science and education, that is within trivium and quadrivium. In the early Middle Ages there were two well-known grammarians: Donatus and Priscian of Cesarea. Their views were discussed, summarised and presented by Isidore of Seville, himself a lover of normativeness. The Middle Ages understood grammar differently from how we understand it today. On one hand, it was a formalised, elementary field of education: recte loquendi scientia; on the other, it constituted a tool for understanding and interpreting texts: ennaratio poetarum vel auctorum; it used to be what we would now call theory of literature, philosophy of literature, methodology of literary studies, hermeneutics, poetics, etc.

However, the themes of life, of existence, a connection between the letter and the person, featured in grammar quite early. Grammar, the knowledge of letters, teaches us to understand texts and the world, it teaches us to live. „Littera est velut quaedam legendi nativitas” (the letter is as if the nature of reading”) wrote a little known grammarian Virgilius Maro Grammaticus in the 7th century. In his fairly contrived explanations and Kabbalistic interpretation of the alphabet and the act of writing, he conceived of grammar as a peculiarly mystical discipline. He compared the letter to conditio humana.
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 Julien Green, a French writer of American descent, asks himself and his readers whether the novelist, and one can add, the writer in general, the poet, can be a saint.  Will he or she be able to save their soul? Thomas Merton took up the same problem and reflected on it from various viewpoints. “But perhaps the salvation of his soul depends precisely on his [i.e. the novelist's] willingness to take that risk, and to be a novelist. And perhaps if he refused to challenge and accepted something that seemed to him more “safe”, he would be lost. 'He that will save his life must lose'”. That is a very beautiful gesture on Merton's part. But the problem cannot be simplified in such a way. William Butler Yeats was preoccupied with similar matters. He said that “[t]he intellect of man is forced to choose/ Perfection of the life, or of the work”. This alternative view of the Irish poet seems very useful when we ponder on the primacy of Athens or Jerusalem.  Either work or life? Either the discourse on faith or faith as deed (and testimony)? Yes, it does sound radical, I agree.

Shouldn't Christianity fight abstraction so eagerly produced by intellectus? Would it not be the mission of Christianity to oppose, opportunely and inopportunely, idols and ideologies that bring people to ruin and do not lead them to the aim of human life, that is, to salvation? Should it not hold in contempt any progress that is not spiritual progress? But Christianity does not do that, thereby turning into “church-like” Christianity, ceasing to be evangelical, and losing its roots, its radices. Yet the Gospel is the most radical, the most source-based field. The Gospel is the opposite of all abstraction, garrulousness, empty words, dialectics, and rhetoric. The Gospel is a book full of concrete facts. A collection of the simplest thoughts. Writing on Charles Péguy and his work, Katarzyna Maria R. Pereira says, “The man open to the dynamics of God's Word […] becomes Its faithful conveyor: a scribe and a prophet”. The scribe only copies, which somehow corresponds to Péguy's “simplistic” style. Nevertheless, this style does not always make reading easier: the use of parataxis (so common in the evangelists) may appear difficult to some readers.

Is there, then, any good and straight way to heaven for writers? Can this hostage of imagination that the writer or poet is think seriously about God? When one thinks about these matters, one must recall Tertullian, the passionate African, who calls, “What does Athens have to do with Jerusalem?” That is, what do Greek philosophy and art have in common with the life and truth of the Gospel? What has Horace, the lyrical poet,writing to his lover Leukonoe, to do with the stern King David singing psalms in God's honour at midnight? And, as a matter of fact, nobody knows what all those things have in common. Faith and literature remain as hostile sisters, though it is known that it was poets who were the first theologians, which Aristotle reminds us of. 
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He was a theologian, philosopher, classical philologist, preacher, and translator (he translated nearly all of Plato's dialogues into German. He is rightly considered to be the father of the present-day hermeneutics. He was born in Wroclaw (Breslau) in 1768 – his name is Friedrich Schleiermacher.

I did not believe my eyes when I read in his aphorisms (from the years 1805 and 1809-10) a sentence I quote in the original: “Das Christenthum hat Sprache gemacht” (Christianity created language). Then Wroclaw theologian explicates his thesis by claiming that the fact that Christianity created language carries a potential for enabling Christianity to separate itself from Hellenic truth (Hellenische Wahrheit).  Christianity creates a new speech, thereby breaking free from Athens. Would it be a solution?

If Christianity had really “invented” language, there would be no dilemma: Athens or Jerusalem. Has anything been neglected in that matter? 

I do not deny that I would dream of a totally new language, Christian to the source, a language without history, a pure language, language without its Athenian, Jerusalemite, and legal, that is Roman, past. I would dream of words that would be vacant, hence ready to take in everything, ready to accept Logos, reverberating constantly. These words would not combine, they would not be grammatically connected in any way. They would exist outside grammar.

A distinct language, perhaps a language invented and used only for one occasion: for prayer? For the occasion of one life (and this is indeed an important occasion and a festive time!). I wish for such a new language for Christianity. Since I am aware that totally new things require a totally new language: “they shall speak with new tongues” (Mk 16, 17). 
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 “[Theology], so to speak, fumbles around with words, because it wants to say something and doesn't know how to express it. Practices give words their meaning”, notes Wittgenstein. Theologians' rhetorical contortions captivate me exceptionally. Full of admiration and delight, I copy passages from books by Balthasar and Karl Barth. What is more, slightly in the vein of St. Basil the Great and Jerome in the desert, I read bits from Homer, a few contemporary Austrians and  Tabucchi. Mermaids do not fall silent even for a moment. Oh, certainly, “I am debtor [...] to the Greeks” (Romans 1:14)! But I choose the lanes of Jerusalem, a truly harsh world in which I do not feel uncomfortable at all. “Knowledge puffeth up, but charity edifieth” (oikodomei) (1 Kor 8:1).


