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De-Ontologizing God
Levinas, Deleuze, and Whitehead

ROLAND FABER

Ontology and the De-Ontologization of God

Ontology and theology seem to express a reciprocal relationship. As the
German theologian Walter Kasper writes, “God-Talk presupposes the meta-
physical question of Being and evokes it at the same time.”! Hence, ontolog-
ical God-language is a significant, although disputed, aspect of theological
and philosophical discussion—one thinks of the importance of Charles Hart-
shorne’s occupation with the ontological argument of Anselm of Canterbury.
The hope for an ontological horizon of God-language still lurks on the ground
of theological propositions; so we find it, for instance, behind Hans Kiing’s
question (and book), Does God Exist? Under the reign of ontology, the most
important question seems to be that of God’s “existence.”

Nevertheless, since Ludwig Feuerbach’s strong reproach of projection,
Friedrich Nietzsche's denial of the “existence” of God, and Immanuel Kant’s
deconstruction of ontological God-language in his First Critique, the correla-
tion, congruence, or even reciprocity between theology and ontology can no
longer be claimed naively. Criticism within and external to theqlogy has
forced theologians to think about de-ontologizing God. Language—cnhcal
psychoanalytic, deconstructive, and ethical reasons underly this process of
dissociating theology from ontology. The language-critical reason: “God” is
the expression of general notions (like “the world”); thus, “God” is a language
signifier by which the subject of speech is to be constituted as “manifestor.”
Subject and signifier mutually cause one another; they do not need any a pri-
ori designations or relation with “real” objects (LS, 12ff.). The psychoanalytic
reason: “God” refers to the repressive reality of the “Super-Ego” (father and
mother). Its strength of repression canalizes the “Id” and stabilizes the “Ego.”
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The deconstructive reason: “God” articulates a conceptual unity of differ-
ences, although—in reality—there is no unity. Where difference is thought as
difference, “God” ceases to function as a unifying entity. The ethical reason:
As long as God appears under the notion of Being, God is presupposed as a
projection of our own egotistic expansion. This, and nothing else, is the notion
of Being. Hence, in breaking the ties to our self-extending egos, God may
appear as the totally other, or as a reality of decision, but not as a reality of
existence.?

Given today’s exorbitant problems connected with the invocation of
ontological language, it should not surprise us that philosophers of the twen-
tieth century, such as Emmanuel Levinas and Gilles Deleuze, strove to over-
come the ontological language of Sein or “existence.” Regarding the reality of
God, they reconstructed notions of divinity through a new horizon, namely
that of Ethics or Aesthetics. Although it may have been forgotten, we may
now recall that Alfred North Whitehead’s conceptualization of God avoids the
language of existence and any discourse of the proofs of God’s existence. In
fact, quite different from Hartshorne, Whitehead was opposed to such proofs
(cf. PR, 93). As Walter Jung has demonstrated, even Whitehead’s step from
any “cosmic order” to a God as “ordering process” does not indicate proof of
God’s existence, but only expresses a logical procedure, reassuring systematic
consistency.>

The theological questions now become: Of what mode is the “reality”

of God? Should God’s reality be stated in ontological terms? If not, what other
mode might we use? Regarding Whitehead’s concept of God, I will explore
these questions through developing the following complex three-part thesis:
(1) The “reality” of God does not consist in an ontological reality; that is, it
does not claim a judgment regarding the “existence” of God. Rather, it ex-
presses an aesthetic reality. (2) However, this aesthetic reality will be more
adequately expressed as the reality of in/difference. In reconstructing the
essential moments of Whitehead’s final work regarding God’s reality—his
article, “Immortality”—I shall suggest that God’s aesthetic mode of reality
could be transformed into a nondual reality, namely that of expressive in/dif-
ference. (3) Finally, by reconceiving Whitehead’s notion of God in light of the
thesis of expressive in/difference, we shall be inclined to understand White-
head’s move toward a conception of God as an eschatological adventure.

By ‘using the term de-ontologizing, 1 claim the following transforma-
tion: from God as an ontological reality to God as an aesthetic, in/different,
and eschatological reality. Thus, de-ontologization does not indicate a dismis-
sal of ontology and the ontological question as such. Rather, since any criti-
cal discussion of ontological reality gualifies the notion of ontology posi-
tively, it leaves a wider horizon—that is, the negative possibilities—
undiscussed. Although the Wolffian, Cartesian, and Kantian tradition of ontol-
ogy as modes of possibilities; the Aristotelian, Thomistic, and Heideggerian
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g:$gon o;” “Belng” as that whx:ch is encountered; and the ontic and logical
. cfm 0 .the existence-quantifier stating facts are all covered in the writ-
;ng.s o Le\{lpas, Deleuze, and Whitehead, one may still doubt that all onto-
ogical traditions have be_en examined, much less exhausted. At the very least
;'Zf:e x::g' ;;k, :;tlxiit?;:irn I;ei\:ma.sthhas nilll;sread Martin Heidegger’s ontological d1f-
. ( t with an usionary “egology.” We may also widen
our view to include traditions such as the “negativ P
ism, I?xonysius the Areopagite, Nicolas of Cﬁsa, tix:l;zggv{or(;;n:fo. lf 13:’01;-
Schelhgg, or .the Zen position of the Kyoto-school, on the one hand al;d th t
of thfe positive-univocal ontology” of Duns Scotus Benedict de ,S diozs,
Henn?:rgson, and even Deleuze, on the other.4 ’ -
_ us, the notion of de-ontologization, as e i
sis of a.esthetics, in/difference, anglischatolog;pzecf::(:l;I: tihn(::l:ile::tep lth .
ontolo‘glcal Qiscussion as such. Rather, it attempts to open the horizr(e)fl a;ce
the.se nc?ganve" and “positive-univocal” traditions beyond the inﬂuenti:
Anstote!lan tradition, which claims “analogy” as the horizon for an adequat
onFologxcal God_—language. Opposed to the analogical tradition D:?euz:
z}vncties that negative ontology “admits that affirmations are able to,designate
o  as cause. e But God as substance or essence can be defined only ne,
atively, according to the rules of transcendence. - . .” (EP, 53). Positive }(l)ntogl: '
gtg);& to the' contIary,.aﬂZi’rms “that erar).'thing expresses God. The whole order
ature 1s expressive” (EP, 58). It is in the name of these traditions, be they

_ Ppositive or negative, that the de-ontologization of God is being performed. In

:l;eo :a;ixs:qn t(;]fnega_tj.ve o.nt.ology, I'take the voice of Levinas to be one of the
e sgt u»a (;;160 l(le.posmve, it is Deleuze who most forcefully evokes the expres-
But why Whitehead? Whitehead is introduced in this context of de-
ontologxz.atlon for at least three reasons: Firstly, regarding Whitehead’s phi
!osophy, 1t' may be necessary to surpass an often formal and mostl intefnai
mte_rpretatlon of Whitehead’s work in order to reignite a discussionyin which
Whjtehead_appears in the context of contemporary philosdphy Secondly, it
may.be fruitful to introduce Whitehead into contemporary philc;sophical és-
cussions 'because he may well generate new views of the problems under dis-
pute.. .'I'hlrdly, tHe intgmcﬁon of Whitehead’s thought with both ontological
;radmons—tht? negative” and the “positive,” represented by Levinas and De-
euze, respectively—may allow for a double-edged transformation to take -
place: On the one hand, we may discover in Whitehead’s thought horiions foi
dt?rontolgglung God in both of these directions, the negative and the positive
with Whitehead’s thought seen as uniting their paradoxical divisionpc(,)n th ,
other hand, the context of de-ontologization will be presented as a cat;-ll t fi :
a new way of expressing Whitehead’s notion of God. aing
) On‘ ‘the bprger of language and reality, we may well be aware that we
ave no “certain” knowledge but only grapple with our inability to grasp.






