
W O R S H I P A S A G R A M M A R 
O F S O C I A L T R A N S F O R M A T I O N 

Once upon a time the priests would come and hold Mass in the Detour's chapel, 
giving us hope: "Hang on just a little longer." They'd tell us not to worry, that 
heaven was ours, that on earth we should live humbly but that in the kingdom of 
heaven we would be happy. . . . Then all of a sudden the priests began to change. 
. . . Now Mass is a serious affair, ever since the priests began to open our eyes and 
ears. One of them would always repeat to us: "To get to heaven, first we must 
struggle to create a paradise on earth." 

Manlio Argueta, One Day of Life, El Salvador, 1980 

Elias Canetti describes preconciliar Catholicism as deliberate, calm and spa-
cious.1 The spaciousness is due to its great age and to its aversion for, and sus-
picion of, crowds. As a social commentator, Canetti notices the defenses that 
Catholicism has marshalled against the sudden outbreak of the open crowd. The 
stiff rituals, Latin and a latinate rhetoric, the individualism of listening to the word 
and receiving communion—all isolate individuals and nullify the contagious en-
ergy of crowds. "Communion links the recipient with the vast, invisible church, 
but detaches him [or her] from those actually present." The church weakens and 
blurs the differentiating elements in people's lives, replacing them with some-
thing distant and mysteriously communal. Even the heavenly host is imagined as 
immobile and immutable, frozen at the moment of adoring obeisance. Ritual mir-
rors this goal. Processions order progress through a possibly unruly crowd; they 
establish the ecclesiastical hierarchy, separating laity from clergy, one member of 
the hierarchy subordinated to another. Their "aim is to arouse communal 'ven-
eration' among the faithful." 

Canetti's description of, and implicit judgment upon, the social fears of Ca-
tholicism must be addressed by our analysis of liturgy. According to Canetti, pub-
lic worship stultifies and depotentiates. There is one master; all the rest are slaves. 
From within Canetti's hermeneutic of suspicion, the community has developed in 
ritual an affective and cognitive grammar infected by dominance and submission. 
Processions, incense toward honored persons, ranked seating, reserved offices! 
stiff vestments—all were part of a controlling elite frightened by the crowd. 

I have used the words grammar and language to categorize these social con-
cerns. To do so assumes that the structural dynamics of social and political power 
can be analyzed, explained, and even overturned by attending to the language op-
erative in Christian worship. Taking notice of the politics of language is only the 
most recent part of the linguistic turn in relation to the theology of the sacraments. 

'The remarks in the following two paragraphs are taken from Elias Canetti, Crowds and 
Power, trans. Carol Stewart (New York: Seabury, 1978) 154-58. 
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Though we cannot say that the role of words has been neglected in classical 
theologies of the sacraments, we must recognize that notions of language, poetic 
speech, rhetoric and communication have only progressively entered into contem-
porary discussions of liturgy. Thomas Aquinas located the sacraments within the 
category of signs precisely because these signs were a communication with the 
holy.2 Properly these devices for communicating with God were God's commu-
nication to us of divine grace.3 Signs for Aquinas were necessary as part of the 
sensible nature of human communication; but they were required only for the time 
between the fall and glory. Had Adam not sinned, we might not have needed a 
sensible substrate to our communication and we certainly would not have needed 
sacraments.4 Words were dispensable tools and the sacraments a remedy for the 
sinful way we use such equipment. 

Contemporary thinking about sacraments assumes a quite different position— 
that language is the primary reality.5 By language we understand communication 
or attempts at communication in the interplay of gestures, words, and silence.5 

Communication is not first a matter of offering information or opinions, but a 
common opening in which speakers differentiate themselves. "In discourse Being-
with becomes 'explicitly' shared. . . . " 7 

In what follows, I will first indicate in typological fashion how various con-
temporary theories of language have been used to interpret the sacraments. Sec-
ondly, I will focus upon the hermeneutics of language found in Paul Ricoeur and, 
by focusing upon the liturgical theology of David Power, point to some of the 
problems his philosophy creates for the theology of the sacraments. Finally, I shall 
return to the transformative dimension of a sacramental rhetoric and its place in 
the political, economic, and social world. 

2Summa Theologiae, III, 60, 1 corp in Summa Theologiae. The Sacraments, ed. David 
Bourke (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1975). 

3Ibid., S.T., 111,60,2 corp. 
"Ibid., S.T., III, 60, 4, ad2um; 61, 1-2, esp. 2, ad lum. 
5Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (New 

York: Harper & Row, 1962) 203-10; hereafter Being and Time; idem, On the Way to Lan-
guage, trans. Peter D. Hertz (New York: Harper & Row, 1971), 57-156; and Hans-Georg 
Gadamer, Truth and Method, trans. Garrett Barden and John Cumming (New York: Sea-
bury, 1975) 345-447, hereafter Truth and Method; and Joseph J. Kockelmans (ed.), On 
Heidegger and Language (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1972). 

6See the description of language and its relationship to the sacraments in Garett Barden, 
"The Speaking of Sacrament: Some Reflections on Ritual and Language," Irish Theolog-
ical Quarterly 40 (1973) 38-49; Roy Wagner, "Ritual as Communication: Order, Mean-
ing, and Secrecy in Melanesian Initiation Rites," Annual Review of Anthropology 13 (1984) 
143-55; for the multiple levels of silence, see Bernard P. Dauenhauer, Silence: The Phe-
nomenon and its Ontological Significance (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 
1980); and the very helpful proposal of John W. M. Verhaar, Some Relations between Per-
ception, Speech and Thought: A Contribution toward the Phenomenology of Speech (As-
sen: Van Gorcum, 1963) and his survey, "Language and Theological Method," Continuum 
7 (1969) 3-29; and Schubert M. Ogden, "Linguistic Analysis and Theology," Theolo-
gische Zeitschrift 33 (1977) 318-25. 

'Heidegger, Being and Time, 205. 
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• u f t h e s a c r a m e n t s began to disintegrate as an accepted whole 
when biblical historical and patristic research established that worship £ 1 X 2 2 
significantly in ntual behavior, verbal expression and theological justification S e 
readjustments of the classic language by Casel's notion of M y C y p esence 
Rahner s notrons of symbol and the church, and Schillebeeckx's in te i reU fon of 
the sacraments in terms of phenomenological intersubjectivity* estab ished aT.nk 
with Aquinas, included biblical and historical moments in t h L d e s c S n s re 

S c l dtnShf t ° n S ^ ^ ? eCCleSi0,°gy' and Provided a 

for including anthropology, psychology, affective development, and interper-
sonal communication within sacramental life. It was their work and that of his-
oncal scho such as Yves Congar or Henri de Lubac that backed CaThol c 

rethinking of the sacraments. This development was given powerful impems by 
S Z S ^ f J Z X T n * T r n t that the Dosmati!Constitute on the Lnurcn (1964) of Vatican II used when speaking of the church.9 

Rahner developed a theology of the symbol and of what he called the "exhi-
bitive or effective word" and Schillebeeckx explicitly studied various schools 
of language analysis," but both continued to count on the weight of cogn i t ioS 
theory and an abstract ontology to support their thinking. Neither treats language 
as an extrinsic tool for interior mental acts, but neither has turned methodolof 
cally to language as the primary place for their theological discussions 

The use of language theory in relation to the sacraments has divided roughly 
mto four camps that do not fall into successive phases: Anglo-American l inguS c 
analysis; literary criticism; the empirical analyses of anthropology, s o c i X u -
tics and sociology of language; and the phenomenology of langufge. The p E of 
deconstructionist interpretations of language is still unclear.'2 Ne re is a fifth ¿oup 

of ^ ^ - T ^ n T n ^ ^ f " ^ , S t £ d " 1 9 3 2 ; K a r l R a h n e r ' "The Theology 
Th7rhJu \ ?h™l°8>cal Investigations 4 (Baltimore: Helicon, 1966) 221-52" idem 
The Church and the Sacraments, trans. W. J. O'Hara (New York: Herder and He der S ' -

* °fthe ^ 

rnlLime" GZtmmA D o | m a t i c Constitution on the Church in Vatican CouncilII The 
^ 9 7 5 Z ' P?stC^'''ar Documents, ed. Austin Flannery (Northport, NY: CosteUo 
1975) 350 note how this .s experienced as a negative development in Guis^pe Colombo' 

Dove va la Theologia Sacramentaria?,'' La Scuola Cattolica 102 (1974) esp^77 87who 
sees thrs whole trad.t.on as an "inflation." See Peter E. Fink, "Three Language of Chris 
tian Sacraments, Worship 52 (1978) 561-75. languages or enns-

m o r e ° K £ i c o a n h n i ^ J* Th"*ogic<* Investigations 4 (Balti-
more. Helicon, 1966 , 253-86; and idem, "What is a Sacrament?," Theological Investi 
gallons 14 (New York: Seabury, 1976) 137. "logical mvesti-

a n d ' ^ d ^ i " ^ ' T h e I n t e r p r e t a t i o n ° f F a i t h - N- D- Smith (London: Sheed 

- I shall deal explicitly with deconstructionism in a later essay; for the time beine see 

r w Z L i h f r T f ' " B 0 d y ' T e X t ' a " d in DeconZSn'Z neology, ed. Thomas J. J. Alt.zer et al. (New York: Crossroad, 1982) 34-57 and Ma* 
WMU 15 149*69 A,theology (Chicago: The University^ Chicago fte" 
1984) 115, 149-69; and David Tracy, Plurality and Ambiguity: Hermeneutics and Hope 
(San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1987) 55-60, hereafter Plurality and Ambiguity 
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that concerns itself with the politics of language, but I shall return to that issue for 
the final portion of my paper. 

I*. Linguistic Analysis. With the third phase of linguistic analysis in Ramsey, 
Austin and Searle, theologians described the sacraments as self-involving speech 
acts or performative speech.13 Judicial convictions, grading, advising or warning, 
apologizing, cursing, and promising all qualify as speech acts. When we say them,' 
something happens. They studied the personal and social conditions for the ef-
fectiveness of such speech and argued for their relationship to religious speech acts 
such as the sacraments. When two people choose to marry, their avowal of con-
sent actually marries them. Scientific speech about God was therefore different 
than speech to God.14 A. P. Martinich explicitly substituted for Aristotelian hy-
lomorphism a theoretical framework based upon performative language. He re-
defined sacraments as "institutional illocutionary speech act with a distinct 
perlocutionary force,' '15 where an illocutionaty act is putting a sentence to use and 
a perlocutionary force, the effective power upon hearers.16 He then analyzed the 
multiple conditions under which religious performative speech could be validly 
enacted. The conviction of thinkers such as Martinich was that speech act theory 
could begin to qualify the human dimensions of instrumental causality. 

2. Social Sciences. The empirical thrust of speech act theory met the fieldwork 
promoted by anthropology, linguistics, sociology of language and sociolinguis-
tics.17 Social scientists studied what actually occurred in language, especially in 

,3See B. R. Brinkman's negative remarks in "On Sacramental Man: I Language Pat-
terning," Heythrop Journal 13 (1972) 398-401 and idem, " 'Sacramental Man' and Speech 
Acts Again," Heythrop Journal XVI (1975), 418-20; and the positive use by Mark Searle 
"The Uses of Liturgical Language," Liturgy 4 (1985) 15-19. 

'"John MacQuarrie, God-Talk: An Examination of the Language and Logic of Theology 
(New York: Harper & Row, 1967) 11-78; and Ian T. Ramsay, Religious Language: An 
Empirical Placing of Theological Phrases (New York: Macmillan, 1963), hereafter Reli-
gious Language; Jerome Gellman notes that our language about God is learned within rit-
ual procedures in "Religion as Language," Religious Studies 21 (1985), esp. 162-65. 

"A. P. Martinich, "Sacraments and Speech Acts," Heythrop Journal XVI (1975) 103-
94. 

l6John R. Searle, Speech Acts: An Essay in the Philosophy of Language (London- Cam-
bridge University Press, 1970) 25. 

"For some recent work, see Geoffrey W. Beattie, "Language and Nonverbal Com-
munication—The Essential Synthesis?" Linguistics 19 (1981) 1165-83; Ward H. Good-
enough (ed.), Culture, Language and Society 2nd ed. (Menlo Park, CA- Benjamin/ 
Cummings Pubi. Co., 1981); Judith T. Irvine, "Status and Style in Language " Annual 
Review of Anthropology 14 (1985), 557-81 ; Robert Layton, The Anthropology of Art (Lon-
don: Granada Pubi. Co., 1981) esp. 37-85; Jacques Legrand, "Classes et Rapport Sociaux 
dans la Détermination du Langage," La Pensée 80, No. 209, 22-35; D. G. Little, "Lan-
guage and Communication Studies," Hermathena 82, No. 132, 39-46; Thomas Luck-
mann, The Sociology of Language (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1975), esp. 32-46; idem, 
"Language in Society," International Social Science Journal 36 (1984) 5-20; Els Òksaar 
"Quo Vadis, Psycholinguistics?: Psycholinguistics, Language and Changing Social Struc-
tures," Linguistics 151 (1975) 41-58; David Parkin, "Political Language " Annual Re-
view of Anthropology 13 (1984) 345-65; Sue Taylor Parker, "A Social-Technological Model 
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mtercultural situations. But what "actually happened" in languages became more 
problematic^ Whatever suspicion social scientists had a b o u t S s S o n T o 
tualizations found ,n philosophies of language, they began to quest on S e a S v 
of t he , d a p h n e s to deliver "neutral" descriptions of the S S ' f i 
found ^emselves wondering what political and social norms were S m S 
descriptions of field events, in their explanations of rituals and inAeir th^orieT 
about such work.18 Intertwined with this problem w a s S e q ^ n o f S P 
tionship of orahty to literacy in pre-literate and post-literate c u l t u r e s - S c i e n S s 
began to recognize that the , psycho-social analyses of the origins of language were 
influenced by normative anthropologies that described speech arising as f r e ^ u h 
either of competition or collaboration. 8 

K n h t i 3 r e S U ! iV r e C , f t t h t ° l 0 g i C a l i n t e r e s t i n Turner, Geertz, Luckman, Fowler 
f m a n i a S S h i f t e d ^ S t u d y o f ^cramental rituals, naiaTves 

and the language of worship in three ways:- 1) there is now a greater c o ^ e m S 
empirically descriptive accuracy, for a study of what has actually occurred 'n sac 
amental actions and words, without assuming that the "ritual E S y n S S han a n l d e a l t 2 ) t h e r e „ a r e c o g n i t i o n o f t h e r o l e * £ 

that sacramental language plays in the development of a personal grammarofvaf 
ues and beliefs; and 3) ritual studies now can raise questions of cufturTnormativ-
ity and linguistic domination as an important liturgical issue. So John B o ^ v h l s 
studied the sacramental practice of late medieval and early modem e I L Z S D 
ular piety for its performed structures and Margaret Mary Kelleh™ h S K o Z 

^ T o r s h , ^ fOT 3 n a l y Z i n g t h C d t U a I m ° ^ e m e S - d mythemes of c o t S 

sage ed. Dav.d Power and Luis Maldonado (Edinburgh: Ctak, 1979) 3 i t andMcXel 

7-35 t , a n R ' t U a l S : A " E S S 3 y " S a C r a m e n t a l Syaboìtan.' ' HoriZs7(1980) 

Langu^e Literation/ ' "journa"of Negro 52^982^1^23 

-For a defense of ritual in this context, see Roger Grainger, The Language of Ritual 
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3. Literary Criticism. At the beginning of the nineteenth centuiy, Samuel Tay-
lor Coleridge argued for the analogies between poetic symbols and religious speech; 
Matthew Arnold reiterated them in the non-metaphysical context of the Victorian 
age.22 These concerns have continued into this century through the work of lit-
erary critics and writers on aesthetics. Writers whose work tends to be relatively 
unknown in theological circles have developed the transforming character of lyr-
ics, narratives, tragedy, and irony.23 J. Robert Barth has argued that symbolic lan-
guage is sacramental language since both are an articulation of mystery.24 John 
Appleyard explicitly tested the language of instrumental causality against that ar-
ticulated by philosophers and critics about poetic symbol.25 The use of water in 
baptism, for example, is artful, enclosed in a font, defined by gestures of pouring 
or immersion, specified by narratives of death and rebirth, and so forth. And Wil-
liam Van Roo has examined at some length the way in which contemporary the-
ories of art and symbol can apply to Christian theology and sacramental life.26 

Though he believes that artistic creativity, its products, and contemporary philos-
ophies of artistic symbol can contribute to our understanding of the sacraments, 
there remain, "beyond analogy," a unique "presence and influence of Christ and 
of the whole Church in every actuation of a Christian sacrament. " 2 7 So for Van 
Roo, the notion of instrumental causality in classical theology preserves a kind of 
divine operation distinct, perhaps even alongside of, the symbolic dimensions of 
bread, water, oil or the giving and receiving of consent. 

4. Phenomenology of language. The more philosophical concerns of literary 
critics and theologians have found a helpful partner in conversation with conti-

100 (1983), or for a more limited context, Emmanuel Le Roy Laudrie, Montaillou: The 
Promised Land of Error, trans. Barbara Bray (New York: Vintage Books, 1979) 288-356 
482 M a r g a r e t M a r y K e l l e h e r . "Liturgy: An ecclesial Act of Meaning," Worship 59 (1985) 

"For intelligent interpretations of this discussion, see Stephen Prickett, Romanticism 
and Religion: The Tradition of Coleridge and Wordsworth in the Victorian Church (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976) and Bernard M. G. Reardon, From Coleridge 
to Gore: a Century of Religious Thought in Britain (London: Longman, 1971); see the con-
tinuation of this discussion in a philosophical and literary context in Tilottama Rajan,' 'The 
Supplement of Reading," New Literary History 17 (1986) 573-94. 

"See for example, Wayne C. Booth, A Rhetoric of Irony (Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press, 1974); Terry Eagleton, The Function of Criticism: From the Spectator to 
Post-Structuralism (London: Verso, 1984); idem. Literary Theory: an Introduction (Min-
neapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1983); Wolfgang Iser, The Act of Reading: 
a Theory of Aesthetic Response (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1978); and 
Philip Wheelwright, Metaphor and Reality (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press 
1968). 

24J. Robert Barth, The Symbolic Imagination: Coleridge and the Romantic Tradition 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1977). 

"John A. Appleyard, "How the Sacraments Cause by Signifying," Science et Esprit 
23(1971), esp. 181-200. 

26See William A. Van Roo, Man the Symbolizer (Rome: Gregorian University Press, 
1981) on the cognitive dimensions of symbol and art; hereafter Man the Symbolizer. 

"William A. Van Roo, "Symbol in Art and Sacrament," Studia Anselmiana #64 
(Rome: Editrice Anselmiana, 1974) 167. 
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Pnntv\ parl i! °f language. Cassireron language and symbol,- Merleau-
Ponty s early work on language and the voices of silence,2 ' Gadame's develop-
ment of Huizinga on play in language,- and Ricoeur on ymbol, metaphor and 
narrative have provided theoretic support for critics locating the s a c S m e ^ wkhin 
the realm of the aesthetic.- Ricoeur's explicit appeal to A n g l o - A m ^ c r i i r e r a ^ 
critics such as Ehot, Beardsley and Wheelwright has helped to bridge the 
ignorance that has regularly beset such discussions. Moreover, Rofand elr thes ' 
interest ,n the pleasure of the text,« Julia Kristeva's on the role of S r e m lm 
guistic expression 33 and Ricoeur's recoveiy of the hermeneutLl d T m e n s l m 
the^Freudian psychoanalytic process- has pushed the erotic, affectively heuristic 
or pedagogical function of liturgy into prominence 35 

e a S i l y t a k e t h e S , y m b o 1 o f b r e a d i n t h e E u c h a r i s t and interpret it from 
many of the perspectives outlined here. Bread is not silent even before we p n 5 
it with an envelope of speech. It is already a performative word by virtue of its 
shape, texture, color, size and weight. Someone has made it, perhaps artfully 
perhaps simply as a function of a task performed. Someone was paid for he bread' 
And it emerged from a specific social class. The gestures we use to bring it to ?he 

VOISINJ T ^ v T ' S Phllos°Phy of Symbolic Forms, trans. Ralph Mannheim 3 
RCL " S v l n ^ H U"AVerSlty PrCSS ' 1 9 5 5 ) ' a n d t h e c°mments of William A. Van Roo, Symbol according to Cassirer and Langer," Gregonanum(\912)W-X0 615 73 
p, " M a U n < i e Merleau-Ponty,' 'Indirect Language and the Voices of Silence" and "On the 
Phenomenology of Language," in Signs, trans. Richard C. McLeary (Evanston- North 
western University Press, 1964) 39-97. y ^ Morth-

30Gadamer, Truth and Method, 91-150. 
31Since I will treat Ricoeur extensively below, I note only here the five essavs on "Lan 

C O l l e f d , i n C h a r , e s E- R e a ^ D a v i d Stew^i (ed.) The 
Philosophyof PaulRicoeur: an Anthology of his Work (Boston: Beacon Press 1978) 96 
166, hereafter Philosophy of Ricoeur. The essays are the following: "Extoence and H e r " 

' Structure, Word, and Event," "Creativity in Language " 'Metaphor and 
the Main Problem of Hermeneutics," and "Explanation and Understanding " 
„ , r S - ^ c o . , e c t , o n of essays, Roland Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text trans Richard 
Miller (New York: Hill and Wang, 1975) and/¿/em, The Rustle of Language trans Richard 
Howard New York. Hill and Wang, 1986); see Susan Feagin, " S o m e S S ' o f W 
mation, Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 43 (1984) 41-55. r ' e a S U r e S o i l m a8" 

T h n H ' r K r i SAr a ' D,eSire in L a n ^ e : A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art trans 
w Z l r S T J a r d , " e a n d U ° " S• R o u d i e z York: Columbia University £es ' 
1980) and ^comments of Marc Eli Blanchard, Description: Sign, Self, Desire Critical 
Theory in the Wake of Semiotics (New York: Mouton, 1980). 

" F ° ! \ a n ini r°du
u

ct i°n- s e e Reagan and Stewart (ed.), "A Philosophical Interpretation 
nf* ' Z t I n ' Q"e

D
Stl°n ° f P r 0 0 f i n F r e u d ' s Psychoanalytic Writings," ZosThy 

of Ricoeur, 168-210; and Paul Ricoeur, Freud and Philosophy: An essay on nterpretaZn 
trans. Denis Savage (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1977), hereafter FP-ior l T e 
interpretation of Ricoeur on Freud, see Alphonse de Waeihens, "La Foree d ^ L ™ ? e t 
le Langage de la Force," Revue Philosophique de Louvain 63 (1965) 591-612 

1 . . ?97e l i T ^ T J,enm"gS' "°n RitUal ^owledge," Journal of Religion 62 (1982) 
"Th, P A M a r , k

c
S e a r ' e ' L

f
, tUrgy 3S M e t a P h o r ' " Worship 55 (1981) 98-120; and dem 

The Pedagogical Function of the Liturgy," Worship 55 (1981) 332-59 
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altar and the rituals we use to bless it contribute to its multiple symbolic meanings. 
The poetic narative of Jesus's institution gives this bread a particular history and 
a metaphoric use. Analysis of what believers do with this bread, the ways in which 
eating it is constitutive of the assembly, contribute to a reflective sense of mean-
ing. Comparison with other community-gathering rites in other religious cultures 
specifies its Christian sense. Literary criticism of the developing liturgical texts 
and homilies about the service give us a sense of what believers intended by their 
actions. Philosophies of language and analyses of human desire can help us val-
idate what the bread refers to. 

Without doubt, the study of language has enriched the theology of the sacra-
ments. And this brief survey of work about language and the sacraments does not 
even speak of the specifically confessional analyses that have developed from post-
Bultmannian hermeneutics of the Word or Anglo-Catholic metaphysical analyses 
of instrumental causality. In effect, the linguistic turn has permitted the theology 
of the sacraments to shift from a classicist concern for the abstact nature of its me-
diation to thought about the historical and personal causes that give the sacraments 
their ecclesial life as "instruments" of divine action. Rather than a sentimental 
appeal to a "theology of encounter," the analysis of the various levels of sacra-
mental language has permitted a certain thickness of personal and social motiva-
tion to appear. That this introduction of human subjectivity, history and practice 
into the theologies of the sacrament does create some difficulties can best be seen 
by looking at one of the major contributors to the discussion—Paul Ricoeur. 

II 

Catholic theologians working toward a new synthesis in the theology of the 
sacraments have found support for their concerns in the philosophy of Paul Ri-
coeur. First, Ricoeur's conviction that there are primordial, pre-theoretic, affec-
tive and cognitive dimensions to symbols seems to provide philosophical evidence 
for their belief in the efficacy of rituals (ex opere operato, character, instrumental 
causality).36 Secondly, Ricoeur's understanding of the ways that symbols operate 
between biology and thought, desire and language, and ideology and Utopia seem 
to have proven helpful to those who wish to see the sacraments as powerful ne-
gotiators of transition in human life.37 Third, Ricoeur's categorization of linguis-
tic genres such as prophecy, hymns, law, narrative and wisdom literature does 
locate thanksgiving, prayer and worship among other forms of divine disclo-
sure.38 Fourth, his refusal to capitulate either to reductions of human language to 

36See Nathan Mitchell, Cult and Controversy: The Worship of the Eucharist Outside 
Mass (New York: Pueblo Publishing Co., 1982) 392-403, hereafter Cult and Controversy; 
and the problems that Van Roo has in Man the Symbolizer, 9-11. 

"Regis Duffy, Real Presence: Worship, Sacraments, and Commitment (San Francisco: 
Harper & Row, 1982) 53-54, 76, hereafter Real Presence; and Mitchell, Cult and Contro-
versy, 398. 

38Paul Ricoeur, "Toward a Hermeneutic of the Idea of Revelation," Harvard Theo-
logical Review 70 (1977) 1-37; for a critique of the heavily "narrative" quality of this ap-
proach, see Ronald L. Grimes, "Of Words the Speaker, of Deeds the Doer," Journal of 
Religion 66 (1986) 1-17 and my remarks in "Sacrament: Symbol of Conversion," in Mat-
thew Lamb (ed.), Creativity and Method: Essays in Honor of Bernard Lonergan (Milwau-
kee: Marquette University Press, 1981) 275-90. 
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structuralist semiotics or to nostalgic romanticist obsurantism seems to reinforce 
the interdependence of worship and theology.- Fifth, Ricoeur's 
Freud on the divestiture of the ego has contributed to an understanding of pen" 
S o f K 3 n d H e ' l t U r g i C a ' l a m e n t 4 ° F i n a l l y - ^coeur'sinsistence'upon t h e 

role of testimony and decision in the appropriation of a text seems to promote the 
relationships among worship, theology and spirituality.- In short, whether it is 
he origins of the sacraments, the processes by which they operate, or the goals 

toward which they tend, it has been difficult to ignore the influence of R k J u S 
hermeneutical phenomenology. s 

Many no doubt noticed the subjunctive mood in my prose. The extensive ap-
peal to Ricoeur s thought also raises some questions. I should like to point to three 
First, when the sacraments are described as symbols, working the ways metaphors 
work, has sufficient attention been paid to the nature of metaphoric reference? f 
sacraments are metaphors, to what do metaphors refer? Second, if the participants 
n sacramental action are like symbol-makers, like poets, what kind of s u b j S 

^ e speaking? Can we clarify the anthropological language that informs R c o e S 
understanding of metaphor? And thirdly, if sacramental language is to be com 
pared to poet.c speech, how are they different? What makes religious language 
specifically religious? These questions concerning metaphoric disclo u r f 2 
subject, and the specificity of religious language are a detour in the best 

the^craments"1 n e C C S S a r y * 3 1 * * i n f l U e n C e U P 0 n t h e t h e o l ° g y of 

/ . Metaphoric reference. Ricoeur's turn to metaphor emerged from his com-
parative study of the symbolic myths of evi l . - The expenence of defikmem and 
sin produces a set of symbols and myths about the origins of evil. Dramatic n T 
rames of chaos, a fall, the tragic hero, and the exiled soul establish a typo ogyTn 

tTvi'tv o r T i n f L i " 8 H ^ e S t i ° " ° f e V i L T h C l 3 n ^ e o f - i l as a stain, a Z p tivity, or an infection cedes to an "inward" position in which "freedom . . . en-

39Van Roo, Man the Symbolizer, 108. 

-See Colman Grabert, "The Rite of Penance/Reconciliation: Christian Existence in a 
Reconciled Humanity, l n Nathan Mitchell, The Rite of Penance: Commentaries Ink 
ground and Directions (Washington, DC: The Liturgical Conference, 1978 iM-22 for 
h.s discussion in another context, see Roy Schafer, "Natation in the PsychoanalytFc D a 

logue," Critical Inquiry 7 (1980) 29-53. > y c l c U l a 

"Duffy Real Presence, 76;DavidN. Power, Unsearchable Riches: The Symbolic Na-
ture of the Liturgy (New York: Pueblo Publishing Co., 1984) 190-96, hereaft17 Riches 

«Paul Ricoeur TheSymbolism of Evil, trans. Emerson Buchanan (Boston: Beacon Press 
1967) esp. 3-24 347-57 hereafter SE; and idem, "The Hermeneutics of S y m b o S 
Philosophical Reflection," Philosophy of Ricoeur, 36-58. My interpretation of 
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Studies at The Cathohc Un.vers.ty of America, particularly Camille Zaidan, "Ricoeur's 
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of h,s Works on Language from 1959 to 1975" (S.T.D. Dissertation J 980) S a n Ma-
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slaves itself, affects itself, and infects itself by its own choice."4 3 Each story 
therefore offers some mode of release from the problem of a will that is captive 
or impotent. The symbols of redemption (Orphic gnosticism, Adamic eschatol-
ogy, suffering understanding) have their counterparts in symbols of sin. 

These narratives claim that something new emerges because of their telling. 
They maintain that there is some wholeness on the other side of, despite, or within 
the fragmentation that affects human identity. The thinker who renders these sym-
bols into existential concepts44 must follow the indications of the symbols and be 
informed by their language. These textual narratives make claims to do something 
by their form as well as their content. Ricoeur postulates that the metaphor, with 
its claims to newness, might be a helpful parallel—an entry into the transforming 
nature of texts and of symbols. 

Ricoeur distinguishes between symbol and metaphor since both offer double-
meanings. Symbols have non-semantic opacity negotiating the boundaries be-
tween desire and culture.45 Symbols are rooted in the biological realm where "force 
and form coincide."46 The "power" that is operative here does not "pass over 
completely into the articulation of meaning."47 The cosmic, oneiric, and erotic 
non-rational dimensions of symbols precede the meaning evoked by metaphors. 
No matter how imbued we are with poetic metaphors, our dreams seem more 
powerful to us. We should think of the paradoxical dimensions of symbols such 
as the cleansing, vivifying, and simultaneously destructive qualities of water, the 
contrasts and transitions of light and darkness. 

Metaphors, on the other hand, are a "free invention of discourse," unbound 
(though not unrelated) to the cosmos.48 To imagine a metaphor, to "metaphor-
ize," is to awaken predicative resemblances. "Love is the unfamiliar Name/Be-
hind the hands that wove/The intolerable shirt of flame/Which human power cannot 
remove."49 "Metaphors are just the linguistic surface of symbols."50 With root 
metaphors and archetypes (or metaphoric networks as Ricoeur prefers to call them), 
Ricoeur establishes a spectrum of preverbal and verbal discourse that antecedes 

43SE, 152. 
"Ibid. 357. 
45Paul Ricoeur, Interpretation Theory: Discourse and the Surplus of Meaning (Fort 

Worth, TX: Texas Christian University, 1976) 57, hereafter IT; the non-verbal character-
istics of art are not particularly addressed by Ricoeur, though he wishes to include the iconic 
dimension in metaphor; see, for example, James A. W. Heffernan, "Resemblance, Sig-
nificance, and Metaphor in the Visual Arts," Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 44 
(1985) 167-180; see a similar criticism in liturgical theology by Don E. Saliers, "Symbol 
in Liturgy: Tracing the Hidden Languages," Worship 58 (1984) 37-48. 

«Ibid. 59. 
47Ibid. 61. 
"Ibid. 
49T. S. Eliot, "Little Gidding," Four Quartets in The Complete Poems and Plays, 1909-

1950 (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1958) 144. 
"IT, 69. 
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our ability to think 'about' the world.51 We know more than we think we know 
Indeed, symbols and living metaphors always contain a surplus of meaning 52 So 
the polysemantic complexities of love, name, and shirt of flame as a living met-
aphor continue to provoke us by their impertinent justaposition of affection pain 
mythic tragedy, and salvation. ' ' 

Metaphors refer; they are "about something" outside language, but only by 
indirection. They do not refer the way scientific speech refers to something The 

truth-value" of metaphors is ascertained only by recognizing the suspension of 
ordinary reference. Ricoeur speaks of the split-reference that metaphors have 53 

Metaphonc predication makes literal nonsense (Mark is a bear), but eminent sense 
if the literal reference is abolished, suspended, exploded, and a "deeper" para-
doxical reference emerges.54 Metaphor is a deliberate category-mistake a poet's 
insistence that the tension between a subject and a predicate (Mark as bear) can 
disclose a truer world than more ordinary description (dark-haired, aggressive 
doleful, etc.). It reveals a world which both is and is not simultaneously "thè 
tension between 'same' and 'other' . . . marked by the relational copula "5'5 This 
world is vital, a possibility, a disclosure in front of the text, a challenge to appro-
priate and assimilate the meanings proposed in the metaphor. 

How are we transported from the nonsensical literal reference to the authentic 
deeper meaning? The inner operator that gets us from one point to the other is 

feeling" {le sentiment).56 The ordinary "logical and established frontiers of lan-
guage' ' are ' 'obliterated" such that we are continually disoriented by a living met-
aphor.57 The "disconnection" of the customary reference elevates feeling to a 
possibility, an affective fiction that works on us.58 Mood has a heuristic function-
'Feeling has an ontological status different from relationship at a distance- it makes 

for participating in things."59 

The juxtaposition of poetic subject and predicate provokes readers and lis-
teners into letting go of the usual references and postulates a new world. The po-

J I T , 64; Paul Ricoeur, The Rule of Metaphor: Multidisciplinary Studies of the Creation 
of Meaning in Language, trans. Robert Czerny with Kathleen McLaughlin and John Cos-
tello (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1977) 244, hereafter RM 

52IT, 45. 
"IT, 67-68, 87-88; RM, 229-56. 
54RM, 245-55.1 am indebted to Mark Higgins, one of my graduate students, for draw-

ing my attention to the violence in Ricoeur's description of metaphoric reference His ob-
servations on the ways in which symbols, metaphors, and narratives transact force have 
been important in this interpretation. Paul DuMouchel is also struggling with similar prob-
lems in "Paul Ricoeur: La Tension de la Vérité," Esprit 73 (1983) 46-55 

55RM, 256. 
"Paul Ricoeur, La Metaphore Vive (Paris: Seuil, 1975) 309; and his reiteration of the 

ontological character of feeling in "The Power of Speech: Science and Poetry " Philos-
ophy Today 29 (1985) 68-69; see the use of Ricoeur (and others) in Peter M^Cormick, 
"Feelings and Fictions," Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 43 (1985) 375-83 

"RM, 196-97. 
58Ibid. 245. 
5,Ibid. 246. 
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etic textures of the world and the poetic schemata of interior life mirror one another, 
"proclaiming the reciprocity of the inner and the outer."60 The linguisticality of 
feeling is evident. Desire speaks, as Ricoeur says in his interpretation of Freud, 
out of the unfulfilled character of its own quest.61 "Speech (la parole) is the in-
strument of the hermeneia or 'interpretation' that symbols exercise with respect 
to fantasies, even before symbols are themselves interpreted by the exegetes."62 

Poetic feeling proposes a redescribed world, a place where "creation and reve-
lation coincide.' '63 A metaphoric text opens up a world in front of itself by means 
of its non-ostensive references.64 Reality, the state of affairs of the world (as both 
subject and object), is disclosed as metaphoric. There is a "metaphorical sense of 
the verb 'to be' itself" in which the tension between identity and difference is pre-
served.65 

2. Speakers of metaphor. By subject in this context, I do not mean those who 
author metaphors. Ricoeur is not interested in the process of textual production or 
the intentions of the author.66 The readers or listeners who take up metaphors must 
appropriate the world of the text by divesting themselves of their presuppositions. 
They are to dispossess their egoistic and narcissistic egos. One gains a new self 
through the text. The reader is enlarged by receiving a new mode of being from 
the metaphoric proposal. To be able to appreciate what might be meant by the pain 
and glory of love in Eliot's poem requires letting go of sentimentalized and even 
non-religious prejudices that may impede one's appropriation of the text. The being-
in-the-world disclosed by metaphor then reveals a subject who transcends. . . . 
By taking the style of metaphoric statements, readers reconfigure themselves to 
the world announced by the text. The possible world shows a hypothetical subject 
only concretized in the actual appropriation of a text by specific readers. 

Entrance into the hermeneutical circle requires an initial guess while a closer 
reading of a text involves using explanatory techniques that can validate the initial 
hypothesis.67 Throughout the process of interpretation, the attitude of the reader 
must be one of obedient listening to an injunction that starts from the text. Without 
concretizing the virtual world by creating new ostensive references for those lost 
in the text's distance from its origin, the reader would be living in a "worldless 
entity.' '68 One discovers the text's ''existential bearings.''69 Agreeing with Freud 
that subjects are not in charge of their own houses and that a certain humiliation 
of the ego must occur, Ricoeur sees the work of dispossession of the ego as ac-

"Ibid. 
61FP, 503, fn. 17. 
62Ibid. 544. 
63RM, 146. 
"IT, 94. 
65RM, 248. 
"IT, 29-30. 
67Ibid. 71-88. 
68Ibid. 81. 
69Ibid. 86. 
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complished in the assumption of the possibilities of the text7 0 "To 'make one's 
own' what was previously 'foreign' remains the ultimate aim of all hermeneu-
tics. 71 

Making something "one's own" requires testimony or witness.72 Testimony 
is first of all encoded in a text; the stance that backs a particular position originates 
the need for interpretation. Interpretation, on the other hand, requires witness of 
the reader. It is part of the outcome of taking upon oneself the world disclosed in 
metaphonc discourse.73 The witness of the reader alone overcomes the "infinite 
regress" into relativsm or perspectivism.74 The action of testifying to what one 
has seen or heard counts as a judgment "beyond the mere recording of facts " 7 5 

Judgment about what is true or false in a text demands the reader's participation 
through witness. 

The emphasis upon decision and choice in relationship to textual possibilities 
pushes us farther into Ricoeur's anthropology. It is the text that demands a deci-
sion, a possibility only revealed by the text—but decision reveals a world avail-
able only beyond or outside the text. The subjectivity of the reader (and of the 
author, one presumes) is only possible as a dimension of the text itself There is 
no absolute ego sovereignly determining the meaning of texts. The subjects are 
displayed in the space revealed by the text. 

The linguistic anthropology operative here requires far more work on the in-
terrelationships among desire, will and rationality—far more work than can be 
discussed here. But there are several important aspects for us to notice First the 
existential "core" of human identity is unfulfilled desire. The self is never cer-
tain, whether in having, possessing or being.76 Pleasures, whether of the flesh or 
the mind are at best temporary repose. The fragile intentionality of our feelings is 
only filled in the courage to act. We overcome the struggle between the infinite 
restlessness of desire and the desire for a specific object of desire only in decision, 

70FP 182-86, 420-30; and Paul Ricoeur, "Appropriation," in Hermeneutics and the 
Human Sciences, trans. John B. Thompson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982) 

7IIT, 91. 
"Paul Ricoeur, ' 'The Hermeneutics of Testimony, ' ' in Essays on Biblical Interpreta-

tion, ed. Lewis S. Mudge (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1980) 119-154, hereafter "Henneneu-
ucs of Testimony. ' ' 

""Hermeneutics of Testimony," 143-144. 
74Ibid., 144; for a positive reading of this, see John Van Den Hengel, "Faith and Ide-

ology m the Philosophy of Paul Ricoeur," Eglise et Théologie 14 (1983) 63-89. 
"Ibid., 124; one should note the parallels to Bultmann's theology of the word here- for 

example in as introductory a text as Rudolph Bultmann, Jesus Christ and Mythology (New 
York: Charles Scnbers' Sons, 1958) 40,49-52,80, 83-85; and Ricoeur's "Preface to Bull 
3 1 ' „ " L f ^ m Biblical Interpretation, ed. Lxwis S. Mudge (Philadelphia: Fortress, 
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76Paul Ricoeur, Fallible Man: Philosophy of Will, trans. Charles Kelbley (Chicaeo-

Heniy Regnery, 1967) 191-202, hereafter FM. y g 



Worship as a Grammar of Social Transformation 73 

witness for. . . . When we forget the symbolic nature of that object, then we have 
entered "forgetting, the birth of the idol, of servitude and passional suffer-
ance."77 

Second, the "conatus" or striving that is at the heart of human desire is an 
opaque force struggling to speak, to be rational. Yet because the function of feel-
ing is to connect, it sets up a differentiation between the instanteous perfection of 
pleasure and the order of the spirit or mind. "It seems, then, that 'conflict' is a 
function of [our] most primordial nature; the object is synthesis; the self is con-
flict."78 Feeling indicates to us that we are divided beings, that any mediations of 
this rupture are "only intentional, aimed at in a thing or in a task."79 Feeling is 
directed toward a goal that it cannot produce on its own. The objects it encounters, 
the texts it reads therefore awaken both the desire for more and the possibility of 
knowing itself as struggle. All mediations of the subject are on their way toward 
another mediation. Thus symbols and living metaphors have their "surplus of 
meaning" in the striving that conflicts the human heart. 

Ricoeur identifies this inherent conflict of feeling and its intentionality as hu-
man fallibility, and he distinguishes it from fault or guilt by noting that it is an 
occasion, a point of least resistance through which evil can enter.80 But the dis-
tinction between possibility and actualization seem unclear here, since it is only 
through what is fallen that we can speak of the possibility of the occasion that per-
mits it. The difficulty of qualifying the nature of transcendent references (whether 
God, the subject, or evil) becomes apparent. To what kind of subject do meta-
phors refer? 

There is some answer to this question in Ricoeur's analysis of Augustine on 
temporality.81 Ricoeur interprets Augustine on the nature of time to be describing 
the mind's distention of itself into a threefold present of past, present, and future. 
Expectation, memory and attention are simply the temporality of mind extending 
itself. Our minds (or souls) are not passive, allowing temporal moments to "run 
through" them. There is the active operation of running through memory or an-
ticipating the future which Ricoeur (with Augustine) calls "intention." If disten-
tion is the non-coincidence of the past, present, and future, intention is the unifying 
activity of mind. Ricoeur's position is that one entails the other in Augustine. The 
slippage that finds its way into the center of human time—between the present and 
the future, the present of the past and the present of the present is a discordance 
that emerges "again and again out of the very concordance of the intentions of 
expectation, attention, and memory."82 

In comparison with eternity, human time is felt as a lack where the soul, "de-
prived of the stillness of the eternal present, is torn asunder."83 The experience of 

77FM, 200. 
78Ibid. 201. 
79Ibid. 216. 
«"Ibid. 221. 
"'Paul Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, trans. Kathleen McLaughlin and David Pellauer 

Vol. 1 (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1984) 5-30, hereafter TN I. 
82TN I, 21. 
83Ibid. 27. 
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human time is dispersal. We are radically contingent beings, fallible in every re-
spect. In Ricoeur's interpretation of Augustine, only the divine Word elevates time, 
gives it direction and unites the dis-ease of distention. The prayerful narrative that 
is the Confessions is the language that enables us to appropriate this divine-human 
dialectic.84 

Ricoeur's interpretation of Augustine does not reduce the experience of tem-
porality to discord and the work of narrative to concord. Distention and intention 
"mutually confront each other at the heart of our most authentic experience."85 

"Plots themselves coordinate distention and intention."86 The work of the pro-
ductive imagination "emplots," grasping together (as in an extended metaphor) 
the incidents into story; it extracts configuration from succession.87 Narrative lan-
guage discloses to us the conflicted stories of our own subjectivities. 

3. The Specificity of Religious Language. If language discloses to us our fun-
damentally conflicted egos, then what of religious language? Ricoeur argues that 
first-level religious language is a poetic language that is modified by intensifica-
tion, transgression and "going to the l imit ."8 8 These procedures are "limit-
expressions", not unlike Ian Ramsey's qualifiers in God-talk.89 Thus what was 
true of metaphor and narrative will be even more the case with religious language. 

Ricoeur uses the parable as his primary example. Through intensified lan-
guage and especially through extravagant actions, words and gestures, the parable 
overturns the expectations of readers for their world and proposes another way of 
being. What parent would be foolish enough not only to divide the family sub-
stance and give it to a wastrel child, but then welcome the child back with a feast? 
What employer gives everyone the same wage no matter how hard or how long 
the employees work? Who is the merchant who will sell everything to buy one 
gem? 

Ricoeur remarks that there is an eccentricity in parabolic behavior that shocks 
us. They reorient us by first disorienting us. They are paradoxical, i.e. they con-
sist of two opposed affirmations.90 They reinforce the proverbial contrasts: losing 
is gaining, dying is growing, enemies are friends. Never can the parables become 
a technique for getting from here to there, a descriptive (or even analogical) blue-
print on how to live. By virtue of their oddness in the ordinary world, parables 
leave us with an injunction to make a whole of our existence beyond the point of 
the rupture with the ordinary. But this prescription cannot be filled. Characterist-

84Ibid. 29-30. 
"Ibid. 72. 
86Ibid. 73. 
87Ibid. 66. 
88Paul Ricoeur, "Biblical Hermeneutics," Semeia 4 (1975) 107, hereafter Semeia; see 

the use of Ricoeur in George E. Tracy, "Limit Language: A Deeper Heritage " Worship 
50(1976)206-213. 

89Semeia, 118-19; and Ramsey, Religious Language, 55-102. 
90Semeia, 113. 
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ically, Ricoeur compares this project with "self-glorification," or in short "sal-
vation by works."91 

To what does religious language refer? Christian language has as its primary 
referent the reign of God—not, however, as a specific "already-out-there-now-
real" object that can be apprehended irrespective of believers.92 Rather the reign 
of God constantly insinuates a "still more" that cannot be exhausted. No matter 
what the wastrel son is described as doing in the parable of the Prodigal, the father 
will always wait upon his return and welcome him with an embrace. This aston-
ishing eruption of the unheard (note: not the unseen) as an aspect of our ordinary 
language is what religious language discloses—but without objectifying it into 
concepts. Objectification would be idolatry. Only the indirect languages of sym-
bol, parable, and narrative can present the unconditioned, since they show us the 
limit, not as a concept or a fact, but as an act.93 

What makes religious language different from poetic metaphors in other lin-
guistic forms of life? The reign of God claims totality—total redescription of the 
ordinary state of affairs and total commitment on the part of its participants. To 
overhear the injunction of the Christian texts requires "going to the limit" with 
the texts' disclosure of the whole. As a result, the ultimate referent of Christian 
language is not the divine realm, but "human reality in its wholeness."94 This 
possible world can be described as a religious dimension to Karl Jaspers' limit-
experiences—suffering, guilt, hatred, death, creativity and joy. The extraordi-
nary dimension of ordinary experience is what is announced by Christian religious 
language. Only there do we "encounter" the infinite.95 

The task of religious discourse is to evoke the divine presence; beyond that 
possibility and its possible actualization in the readers' or listeners' lives, there 
can be no judgments made about actions, texts or gestures. Christian language calls 
for limit-concepts on the other side of the disorientation, but they must be imag-
inative products, not positive statements about the reign of God.96 The language 
of theology will always be a border-line speech, conscious of its own paradoxical 
metaphoricity. 

Ricoeur's hermeneutical phenomenology poses many questions for us. When 
we ask what is brought to speech, to what does metaphor refer, we must answer 

"Ibid. 125; underlying Ricoeur's position (as David Tracy notes in passing (The Ana-
logical Imagination: Christian Theology and the Culture of Pluralism [New York: Cross-
road, 1981] 221-222, fn. 26) is a Reformed theological "emphasis." I believe that it is 
more than an emphasis; rather it is a governing theological and philosophical position about 
the nature of the Word. See how easily it coheres with a reformed systematics such as Pierre 
Gisel's La Creation: Essai sur la Liberté et la Nécessité, l'Histoire et la Loi, l'Homme, le 
Mal et Dieu (Geneva: Labor et Fides, 1980), esp. 27ff., 236, 264, and his article "Paul 
Ricoeur: Discourse between Speech and Language," Philosophy Today 21 (1977), where 
he describes existence as "primordial grounding discontinuity." 

92Ibid. 122. 
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«Ibid. 127. 
"Ibid. 109. 
"Ibid. 143. 
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that the text reveals a virtual world, a possibility that is potentially present. It only 
appears as actual when appropriated by interpreters. As a result, the values or truths 
spoken by a text are present as an imperative, an "ought" available for decision. 
One ought to desire the wisdom available in Eliot's assertion that the fire and the 
rose are one. 

This position about the language of texts creates and expresses a divided sub-
ject and a paradoxical world. The subject is caught between the need to let go of 
old symbolic or metaphoric constructions and the demand to assume the new pos-
sibilities of the text. Readers struggle between failure to be themselves and the 
possibility of being other, not just in a finite distance by virtue of partial embod-
iment of the goal, but through a constant dissatisfaction with the ego for which 
they are culpable if they do not entertain new possibilities. The world that is re-
vealed is just as conflicted. Metaphor always tells us how the world might be if 
. . . ; it does not speak a partial, heuristic judgment about the world's presence. 
The world both is and is not what metaphor says it is. 

Religious language, therefore, is equally ambiguous and unresolved. As po-
etic, it is intensified, extravagant, and paradoxical; its process orients us by first 
destroying and annihilating our ordinary sense of things. What it reveals are sub-
jects who need to be obedient to the command of the word and a world that is and 
is not what metaphor describes. As "religious," it claims a totality—a total re-
vision of, or eschatological proviso on, the things of this world and a complete 
commitment on the part of human beings. Religious language works only to con-
vert us. What we need to do is to witness over and over again into a secular, non-
sacral reality. In a sense, since the encounter with the wholly other is metaphor-
ically produced through the extravagant, all that it can tell us is that the extraor-
dinary is the locus of the transcendent. This impertinence in the world is evidence 
for both the creative human subject and the divine presence. 

But how does the interpreter tell the difference? If almost all of the criteria for 
the nature of Christian speech are simply those of the poetic and the only language 
for speaking conceptually "about" the reign of God is metaphoric, then what dis-
tinguishes human freedom from divine activity? If within the imaginative lan-
guage of temporality there is disclosed a world of subjects that is feeling, conflict 
and the effort to exist, then is this the nature of the divine as well? Because there 
are no criteria or conditions for making a judgment, that something is or is not the 
case, however heuristically, however partially, the language for transcendence 
becomes muddled. 

Ill 

The ambiguities and benefits of thinking about the sacraments through Ri-
coeur's philosophy of language can be illustrated in the work of David Power. In 
recent years, Power has developed Ricoeur's terms and relations to clarify im-
portant questions for liturgical theology. Power's recent book, Unsearchable 
Riches, can be a convenient pivot for my remarks about sacramental reference, 
sacramental subjects, and the specific contribution of the sacraments.97 
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Power begins his study with an acute awareness of the broken world in which 
we now live.98 We exist in a state of crisis where symbols are the primary light-
ning rods for the fissures within society. The broken center of these symbols in-
dicates a collapse of the traditional premises for creating social harmony. As a prime 
example, Power shows us the ways in which the Irish Republic, founded in 1921, 
based its identity upon the heritage of the Celt, the Gaelic language, and the Cath-
olic faith. Subsequent developments have made it clear that these metaphors no 
longer establish cultural unity. As a result of this clash of symbol systems within 
contemporary national identities and between cultures, some search for an im-
posed uniformity, while others yearn for a private laissez-faire diversity (and 
sometimes the two are held in the same psyche). 

Christian worship is caught in this conflict of symbols. Reimposed hegemon-
ies (whether of texts, doctrines, or patriarchal social order), the diversity of cul-
tures, the quest for a new sacralism, and convictions about the gospel's mission 
to the poor and oppressed jostle together in Christian circles without a common 
choreography. Taking a cue from Ricoeur's The Symbolism of Evil, Power locates 
the importance of liturgical symbols within an incipient comparative symbolics of 
contemporary social evils. Power's argument is like Ricoeur's—that the resolu-
tion of the current social ills will require an authentic set of symbols, not just a 
new competitive system of concepts. Power wagers that the Christian liturgy can 
be recovered (and therefore reinterpreted) in such a way that its symbols empower 
a new cultural synthesis. 

Power's approach assumes several of Ricoeur's basic positions. He argues that 
symbols are products of the imagination, that they have a polysemantic surplus of 
meaning, that they involve the affective dimension of existence, and that they 
contain both non-verbal and verbal elements. Christian liturgy, therefore, is lo-
cated in the world of the poetic.99 It is constructed by religious artists within our 
ordinary world to evoke multiple levels of experience. Its embodiment in both rit-
ual and word creates a dialectic between the manifestation of the numinous in non-
verbal elements such as places, times, things, and actions and the proclamatory 
demands of narratives, myths, parables, prophecies and proverbs. 

For Power, worship works the way that symbols and metaphors work for Ri-
coeur.100 So Power compares ritual to play, parable, and narrative as metaphoric 
process. As formalized play, ritual establishes through bodily movement a con-

97David Power, Unsearchable Riches: The Symbolic Nature of Liturgy (New York: 
Pueblo, 1984), hereafter UR. I take Power's work because it is influential and a substan-
tive, systematic contribution to contemporary attempts to rethink the theology of the sac-
raments. I also take it as paradigmatic of some of the problems theologians face in this 
discussion. See, for example, David Klemm, " 'This is my Body': Hermeneutics and Eu-
charistic Language," Anglican Theological Review 64 (1982) 293-321 and Susan A. Ross, 
"The Aesthetic and the Sacramental," Worship 59 (1985) 2-17. 

98UR, 5-34. 
"Ibid. 21; see also his "Unripe Grapes: The Critical Function of Liturgical Theology," 

Worship 52 (1978) 386-399, hereafter "Unripe Grapes;" and his "Cult to Culture: The 
Liturgical Foundation of Theology," Worship 54 (1980) 482-95. 

I00lbid. 130-39. 
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nection with the social group and the cosmos. It can be both a reflection of social 
roles and an exploration of new ones. Christian sacraments, however, build upon 
ntual through their tradition proclaiming the story of Jesus of Nazareth. The in-
troduction of verbal symbols into ritual transforms the experience of worship The 
metaphoric words used in worship express aspects of experience unavailable to 
philosophic, conceptual thought, especially permitting it to face the limit-situa-
tion of evil. The Christian vocabulary and grammar inherent in the gesture of Je-
sus' sacrifice become the linguistic paradigm for the Christian sacraments. 

Jesus' self-sacrificing love is the root-metaphor for Christians, the narrative 
that transforms.101 It configures the past through memoiy and anticipates a future 
in which the community of love exists as a discipleship of equals. The sacraments 
are not a histoncization of past events (memorial as repetitive copy) but the mem-
ory of an unsettling life whose meanings do not easily confirm present prejudices 
For the sake of the future, the sacramental narratives redirect our lives toward a 
new world. 

The sacraments can do this because they function the way metaphors do They 
are a semantic impertinence; like the parables, they shock us into recognizing some 
new imaginative possibility, a world to be lived in by believers. The tension that 
appears in sacramental sentences breaks open a new meaning that can be appro-
priated. 

1. Sacramental Reference. Power brings us to the stage at which the meta-
phoric process reveals a new world, the possibility of a Christian religious world 
proclaimed by sacramental words and gestures. The parabolic shock destroys the 
old self and the old world and awakens a new vision of the whole. So Power em-
phasizes the divestment of the ego that is required for the sake of taking on a new 
symbolic disclosure. This appears in the avowal of sin and the necessary wager or 
existential self-involvement to be able to "inhabit fully the language of sym-
bol." 102 This process can be seen in the need to let go of the God-as-father fantasy 
to appropriate God as symbol.103 "Biblical revelation denies the Father of whom 
we expect everything and who questions our right to independence, responsibil-
ity, and free choice, and so in fact frustrates desire. Also denied is the Father of 
a mutual contract, which is the first fantasy with which we try to replace the 
other.'"04 The "Abba" metaphor of the New Testament community, remember-
ing Jesus' own language, hears God graciously granting "independent selfhood 
and a covenantal relationship."105 

2. Sacramental Subjects. If the avowal of the sacramental symbols requires a 
mourning of the old self, a humbling of one's ego and acceptance of salvation from 
another, it also proposes a new reality in one's world with others. By destructur-
ing and refashioning meanings in the same way as metaphors, the sacraments force 
us to move from seeing our experience as merely physical to cherishing its di-

""Ibid. 154-58. 
I02lbid. 144. 
""Ibid. 158-64. 
""Ibid. 163. 
""Ibid. 
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mension of ultimacy.106 So the first referents of sacramental metaphors are to the 
data and things of life, but as potentially transformed by their envelopment in the 
narratives of Christ. Second, the symbols move us from a purely utilitarian grasp 
of life to values as relational. Liturgy "espouses ways of relating to the earth itself 
which forbid us to make the use of anything material a pure means to an end.'"07 

Third, Christian symbols challenge us to move from the outer chatter to the si-
lence of inferiority. Finally, Christian symbols insist that we move to the imagi-
native from our too easy idolatry of images. 

This last movement requires some further explication. The imagination for 
Power demands a break with the ordinary ways of estimating reality. Breaking 
with prejudices of self, other or God, we are called to reevaluate our very sense 
of "otherness."108 Only by moving from self-absorption and narcissism can we 
find genuine self-possession; only by risking communion with other traditions can 
we establish a more comprehensive society; only by acknowledging the non-iden-
tity, the difference between the world and the divine can we reach an authentic 
sense of ultimacy. "Being in love without measure means being ready to be caught 
up into this quest for the other in a total self-renunciation, leaving behind what-
ever is alien to the call that is followed."109 

3. The Specific Contribution of the Sacraments. Power explains this final as-
sertion about sacramental symbolism by appealing to the notions of symbolic cau-
sality in the Schillebeeckx and Rahner.110 Rahner's and Schillebeeckx's notions 
of symbol, though somewhat different, argue from a doctrinal and philosophical 
premise about divine revelation as a self-communication in the mode of bodili-
ness. "The symbol participates in the reality symbolized as the form in which that 
reality manifests itself and comes to be."111 Only through symbolic manifestation 
do human beings come to know and love themselves. So instead of a somewhat 
extrinsicist instrumentality of sacraments in the classical theology, we have an ar-
gument that God is present in self-expressive and self-communicating symbols, a 
participant in the symbols of divine creativity.112 

Power qualifies this now classic set of interpretations in two ways. Philo-
sophically, he develops the analogy of an artwork and applies the creativity im-
plicitly encoded in the work to the Christian sacraments.113 Theologically, he notes 

l06Ibid. 185. 
,07Ibid. 189. 
108Ibid. 192. 
,09Ibid. 193. 
"°Ibid. 196-206; Powers notes in "Unripe Grapes," that "The question of their truth, 

of their relation to the mystery of being, is one which imagination of itself cannot answer 
and which demands a metaphysics" (p. 397). I am pointing to the way in which the use of 
Ricoeur's work in worship and the sacraments may prohibit answers to that question. 
Moreover, as I shall say below, it is necessary to develop a thoroughgoing empirical 
grounding for any metaphysics of art and symbol. See Power's earlier remarks in "Sym-
bolism in Worship IV," The Way 15 (1975) 137-46. 

"'Ibid. 199. 
"2Ibid. 200. 
'"Ibid. 203-206. 
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how the participative presence of Christian symbols can be amplified by including 
some of the concerns of a Spirit christology in which the full meaning of the Spirit 
comes to term in the incarnation of the Logos. 

To what specific future world do these sacramental symbols call us?114 First 
it is a world in which ideology, superior force, and domination are relativized' 
bounded by the gracious redemption offered by God. Here we remember the pow-
erless, the oppressed, and the social systems where there is an unholy distribution 
of power. The sacraments as metaphors require us to seek salvation from grace 
and not by works. Secondly, things are not turned into tools, ready-at-hand but 
they are celebrated and contemplated. This is done through the avowal of a pov-
erty of spirit that dispossesses us of our casual use of riches and social status Fi-
nally, sacramental symbols give us hope, "the imagination of the impossible." 

4. Questions and Comments. Power's use of Ricoeur is paradigmatic in its ap-
plication of his thought to both liturgical methodology and to the nature of the sac-
raments. Ricoeur provides a methodological justification for the location of 
sacramental life in terms of symbols and the poetic. A comparative study of sym-
bols, like the Symbolism of Evil, permits cross-cultural phenomenological inter-
pretation that reaches for some normative judgment about a symbol system that is 
adequate to contemporary life. Ricoeur's understanding of metaphor and narrative 
as never a copy, as a semantic impertinence in the present, and as always in the 
process of redescnbing a possible world seems fruitful. The emphasis upon wit-
ness avowal, and self-involvement points to the (at least) minimal openness to 
faith required of those who expect to participate in the world that sacramental 
symbols offer. Ricoeur's interpretation of Freud on the therapeutic character of 

telling one's story" and the humiliation of the ego could permit a recoveiy of 
authentic self-denial and ascetic mourning required to face the shock of encoun-
tering grace. So in terms of both method and content. Ricoeur seems an important 
partner for conversation. 

Yet Power's appeal to Ricoeur on the reference of the sacraments shows up a 
major difficulty that may in fact undercut the whole enterprise. As I have noted 
the referents for metaphor in Ricoeur's thought are subjects who are fundamen-
tally conflicted in temporality, caught between desire and the imperatives to duty 
and between inauthentic knowledge and a virtual reality proposed by metaphors 
The religious world disclosed is paradoxical, extravagant, impertinently over-
turning all prior registrations of the ultimate as idolatry. It is a wholly other God 
who is revealed, always relativizing the projects we set for ourselves. 

Now this is homiletically very appealing. Indeed, I think that I may be accused 
of having preached it in more than one classroom from time to time But is it suf-
ficient to explain the nature of Christian sacramental life? Is it possible to distin-
guish anything other than human agents in the sacramental disclosure'' It does not 
seem so by Ricoeur's philosophy. Power implicitly recognizes this when he adds 
to Ricoeur's understanding the philosophical and doctrinal language of Schille 
beeckx and Rahner. But the symbolic causality of these two theologians fits with 
Ricoeur's philosophy in their emphasis upon the mysterious other (Rahner) or the 
resurrected spirit-filled Christ (Schillebeeckx) as agents. What I (with David Tracy) 

""Ibid. 172-216. 
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would call the neo-orthodoxy of Schillebeeckx and Rahner—the emphasis upon 
the non-identity between the divine and the human—comfortably connects with 
the (perhaps) mystifying efficacy of words in Ricoeur. Ricoeur's ontology de-
scribes through metaphor a reality that is struggle, conflict, and agony. Narratives 
express the dialectical non-identity of disintention and intention at the heart of hu-
man experience. Power's completion of this ontology with the symbolic presence 
of mysterious grace is no doubt a position from faith, but it also makes the divine 
a solution to the intrinsically broken nature of humanity. This is surely why Power 
emphasizes the proclamatory word in his theology of the sacraments. The word 
operates dialectically to judge and criticize the present situation; it dominates the 
gestures of ritual. 

The process by which metaphors and sacraments work therefore becomes sus-
pect in these explanations. If metaphors abolish, annihilate and destroy the old 
self and the old world, and there is the assumption of the new, the violence of this 
force is strangely incompatible with Ricoeur's emphasis upon the "non-violent 
appeal" of the poetic. Moreover, it leaves the participants in art and sacrament 
constantly bereft of any ties in the old world. We must always recognize that any 
construction that we make "on the other side" of the destruction will appear not 
just as incomplete, but inauthentic. All new metaphoric or conceptual positions 
will need to be destroyed in their turn with no residue worth recovering. 

It is worth noting some of the political implications of this position on the world 
that metaphors create. Human temporality turns into capricious acts of willing 
without either the continuity that can achieve subjective identity or the normative 
indications that might lead one toward a socially more just or loving world. The 
sacraments can simply appear as linguistic moralisms, scolding us for not being 
good and demanding that we change. It becomes difficult, if not impossible, to 
distinguish this art-form from ideological propaganda or indoctrination. 

The use of Ricoeur in the theology of the sacraments proves both too much 
and too little. Ricoeur's interpretation of symbol and metaphor argues that all words 
are a possible transcendent coming to speech, a clearing space for being-as-word. 
If this is the case, there is no need to distinguish a specifically sacramental activity 
since religious words, actions, and gestures simply duplicate or are subsumed by 
what is available through metaphors in general. For Ricoeur, metaphors claim 
cognitive reference through the ontological force of feeling. We reconfigure our 
affect through appropriation of their virtual world. For Power, the sacraments in-
form us cognitively of a total claim and tell us about a reality that is totally other 
than the present embodiment. In a Ricoeurian view of the sacraments, they be-
come like any artwork, one among the many symbols that give evidence for the 
reality of a human freedom that transcends the contingencies of situated language. 

Using Ricoeur's philosophy in relation to the Christian sacraments also proves 
to be not enough. It puts off their redescriptive ability into a virtual shadow world 
that can be actualized only by the concrete immediacy of personal witness and self-
involvement. Metaphors tell us what might be; decisions operate in the present. 
In contrast, the classical language of instrumental causality, however inade-
quately realized, attemped to explain through Aristotelian categories 'how' a 
present change occurred in human beings when God's salvific action was opera-
tive. If we continue to compare the sacraments to works of art, then we must think 
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through more clearly the transformative power of the poetic. It must appear as more 
than a virtual possibility. To that set of questions, I will now briefly turn. 

IV 

1. Artwork as socially transformative. My argument with Ricoeur and with 
Power's use of Ricoeur is that for both, the socially transformative power of art 
and of the sacraments is a deferred reality. As a virtual world dependent upon the 
explicit decision of the participant, it fails to take account of the way that art can 
"trick us" into sharing its vision for the world. This "shared vision" is true both 
of the subject who is experiencing the art and of the artwork itself. Sometimes 
seduced by the pleasure of an artful sound, movement, or sight, we become a part 
of the world we have temporarily entered. I would need to examine this experi-
ence and its ontological ramifications at some length to validate these assertions 
but I can make a few points to contrast my position with that of Ricoeur and Power' 
First, we look at our experience of art; second at its levels of meaning; third at the 
way in which it conveys the truth; fourth, at the levels of participation required 
and finally at its modes of transformation. 

a. There is no neutral art.115Part of the reason that images, symbols, and met-
aphors seem so socially dangerous to people and in need of control is that there 
are no neutral images. Our past experience tells us that some images can draw us 
heunstically toward ultimate mystery and some images can pull us into our own 
narcissism fixing us inside a claustrophobic closet with no exit. 

Images function in many ways, of course—1) as part of the perceptual a sen-
sitive flow of consciousness, 2) as factors in discerning some partially known un-
known, and 3) as abstractly designated signals, constructed to indicate the import 
of some particular image. As vehicles of affective life, images are crucial in our 
self-communication—in dreams, art, and love. 

Artistic symbols are an elemental patterning of human experience, an embod-
ied, non-conceptual expression of values. The artwork exits from the everyday 
biological patterns of experience such that for those willing to participate there is 
the ecstasy of operating in a transformed world. Art establishes a 'free' space a 
playful realm in which participants can try out a new-found meaning and value 
Art teaches not by the intrusion of a moral; but rather by fascinating participants 
with the values proposed. 

Art leaves us in an open realm where it guides us either toward self-transcen-
dence or toward narcissist fixation. Part of our experience of art is that it is "tak-
ing us somewhere." Art can contribute to overcome what Lonergan calls the 

1 l3For a helpful interpretation of partisanship in literary criticism and the political char-
acter of art, see Edward W. Said, "Opponents, Audiences, Constituencies, and Commu-
mty Critical Inquiry 9 (1982) 1-26, though the entire issue is relevant to this discussion-
the fascinating book by W.J.T. Mitchell, Iconology: Image, Text, Ideology (Chicago- The 
University of Chicago Press, 1986); and Steven Mailloux, "Rhetorical Hermeneutics " 
Critical Inquiry 11 (1985) 620-41; see also my "Whether Sacraments Liberate Commu-
nities: Some Reflections upon Image as an Agent in Achieving Freedom " Lonergan 

1985^197 2Í7d ' ^ L a W r e"C e a D d C h a r l e S C Hef l inS- Jr" (Chico> C A : Scholars Press 
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"longer cycle of decline," a world in which the surd is dominant, though not vic-
torious, where the prejudices of the group against intelligent inquiry and self-sac-
rificing love are operative, where there is need for conversion. On the other hand, 
dynamic images can please, disclosing values of truth and justice at the sensitive 
level, work within our ordinary world of linguistic discourse, persuading, cajol-
ing, satirizing—using all of the tropes of rhetoric to convince people to enter the 
world disclosed. 

b. Symbols carry all levels of meaning. Artistic symbols are not just a glut on 
our sensitive palate. The shock of recognition that occurs when an artwork 'clicks' 
for us is neither arbitrary nor peculiarly arcane in origin. A work of art contains 
sometimes explicitly, more often globally, a range of cognitive, affective, and 
conative levels from experience to judgment. 

To examine the structural dynamics of all the ways in which art conveys 
meaning would require other studies, but what we must understand here is that 
within the artwork itself there are multiple aspects or levels of meaning that are 
actualized. Let us take dance or music as an example. The participants (whether 
dancers, musicians or audience) are engaged in performing a work of art that con-
tains intellectual, emotional, and moral dimensions in its exercise that are implicit 
and can be explicated by the interpreter. Some may function in the work of art at 
a reflective, some at a pre-reflective level. But they operate as part of the whole 
that is conveying meaning. 

c. Art tells us the way the world is and can be. The shock of recognition that 
occurs in a work of art is the agreement by the participant that the conditions for 
an aesthetic judgment have been fulfilled. This art work tells the truth. It is a vir-
tually unconditioned judgment in that the interpreter recognizes that unless further 
conditions appear, all the relevant existential, intellectual and evaluative ques-
tions have been satisfied. And they have been satisfied at precisely an embodied 
level, the level of pleasureable "resting in" the artwork. The aesthetic judgment 
operative in a work of art is heuristic in this way; it discloses some true aspect of 
being without claiming absolute truth for itself. Embodied at a sensitive level, the 
symbol allows the participant to experience sensibly the ongoing quest for the true 
and the good. 

Because the aesthetic judgment implicit in the work of art is exploratory, it can 
also announce what the world might be like were any further appropriate condi-
tions to be fulfilled. The art work leads participants through the foreground by 
means of an intelligent, though non-conceptual affect and sensibility into a hori-
zon that may even exceed the artifact itself. In this sense, a work of art discloses 
a world that both is and is not yet. As Ernst Bloch said: "The self-identity of a 
work of art 'is' not yet manifest."116 

This already-not yet character of art permits an imaginative possibility to 
emerge that overlaps with the foreground of the work. Indeed part of the truth of 
any work of art will be its continued ability to establish a world according to the 
conditions set forth in the work. It becomes possible to say that a work of art shows 
us this particular vision for the world and not another. Tolstoy's vision of mar-

"6Ernst Bloch, A Philosophy of the Future, trans. John Cumming (New York: Herder, 
1970) 96. 
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riage is not John Updike's and the proposals that are made for the world from their 
art are neither neutral nor the same. 

d. Art claims differing levels of participation. Because art operates at many 
levels, it also requires various kinds of participation.117 There must first be that 
'willing suspension of disbelief of which the romantics spoke; but that is only a 
first step. It may, however, be enough to get us to try the experience of the work. 
"Try it; you'll like i t" we say. "Don' t be judgmental; let yourself go . " In en-
couraging someone to experience a work of art, we are anticipating that they will 
become enough a part of the piece to entertain the world that it enacts and pro-
poses. 

The spectrum of affective, cognitive, and conative participation depends upon 
the history of the participant and upon the history of the work of art itself. If as 
Gadamer points out, a work of art has created its own history of interpretation in 
a culture, then we will encounter it with some conditions already fulfilled.118 For 
example, nineteenth century impressionist paintings function in the cultural his-
tory of the United States in such a way that entry into their particular vision of the 
world is easier than it was for the French academic painters of a century and a half 
ago. 

Part of the participation is clearly the witness of which Ricoeur speaks. The 
participant takes on the world proposed by the work, testifies existentially to its 
truth and furthers the conditions in the world that may make such an envisaged 
world possible. The artwork itself becomes the guide, however. The indications 
in a painting or a symphony direct the desires and judgments of the participant. If 
the interpreter is an intellectually differentiated person, he or she may be able to 
articulate the beliefs that emerge from the artwork. The musician who understands 
the sonata form can contribute to an understanding and judgment about why the 
particular piece of music evokes, invites or persuades to this particular way of being 
in the world. It is also conceivable that should this intelligence inform a musi-
cian's affect and skill, she or he might also play the music more brilliantly. 

e. Art transforms us incrementally. Because the artwork gradually engages its 
participants, it slowly transforms the world at large. Each time one reads Joyce's 
Ulysees, one discovers further realms of meaning and further possibilities for the 
world. One works for the conditions that will permit the emergence of the world 
one has experienced in the art work into the wider world. 

Interpretation of the text may produce a sense of the discontinuities between 
the past and present, a sense of the fissures that operated between classes, between 
sexes, or among nations. Art works do not always reveal harmony, nor do they 
always disclose unity. The concrete modes of production can be analyzed as part 
of the conditions that permitted this particular work of art. If there remains the 
transforming world-view, if the fissures are not the total explanation of the piece, 
then there may remain an artwork with its transforming world. One can continue 
to analyze into what further horizons the art work is calling one. And in the great-
est works of art, the kind we call classics, there remains the mysterious, though 

"'See my "The 'Bent World': Sacrament as Orthopraxis," Proceedings of the CTSA 
35(1980) 88-101. 

""Gadamer, Truth and Method, 267-341. 
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inescapable, sense that no matter how many times we see them, hear them, or touch 
them, they will continue to disclose further worlds in which we can live. 

2. The sacraments as socially transformative. David Power has used Ri-
coeur's work to show us how the sacraments can be understood as socially trans-
formative. I would agree, but as should be clear by now, I have questions to raise 
about the ontology that animates Ricoeur's positions on language and art. The 
schematic remarks above should lead toward a more empirically based philosophy 
of art that helps to explain some of the very elements in art that Ricoeur describes. 
Just as art leads us into a new world gradually through its participative structures, 
so sacrament is not only a contrasting, overturning metaphor for our daily lives. 
They seduce us by their sights and sounds into participation; they confirm what is 
good, building upon it, and they overturn what is idolatrous and narcissist. 

Although the sacraments use poetic images and symbols of earth and sky, they 
are an epistemic rhetoric, a way of knowing that involves the establishment of an 
audience.119 Some of the structures of a work of art, therefore, apply to the Chris-
tian sacraments, but only in the context of the larger issues of rhetoric. 

a. The sacraments are symbols of freedom. The Christian sacraments are not 
neutral images in a perpetual flow. They lead us toward self-transcendence. As 
vehicles of meaning, they embody in their ritual activity as well as in the stories 
that dialectically reinforce that behavior the self-sacrificing death and exaltation 
of Christ. They are an elemental patterning of sensibility. For example, a com-
parison can be made of the meaning between the eating and drinking that is par-
adigmatic of Christian Eucharist and the sitting (zazen) that is the root-metaphor 
of Zen.120 The natural, social, economic and political symbolism of eating and 
drinking gains a specific history in Jesus of Nazareth's assumption of its values in 
his own life. By our sharing in that food, we enter a free space in which we try 
out the truths and values disclosed in table friendship among sinners, equals be-
fore a forgiving God. 

b. The sacraments are carriers of all levels of meaning.121 The sacraments are 
not things, but actions; not texts to be performed, but participative events. As such, 
they embody a whole range of cognitive, affective, and conative elements that 
convey the meaning of Christ. Affectively, they negotiate the awe and dread that 
faces the divine; cognitively, they declare certain dimensions of ultimacy; con-
stitutively they function to establish and pass on a religious tradition. Those who 
participate in them are moving toward grace and away from sin. 

"'Among the many works on contemporary rhetoric, see Celeste Condit Railsback, 
"Beyond Rhetorical Relativism: A Structural Material Model of Truth and Objective Real-
ity," Quarterly Journal of Speech 69 (1983) 170-86; Robert L. Scott, "On Viewing Rhet-
oric as Epistemic," Central States Speech Journal 18 (1967) 9-17; and idem, "On Viewing 
Rhetoric as Epistemic: Ten Years Later," Central States Speech Journal 27 (1976) 258-
66. 

l20Ronald L. Grimes, Beginnings in Ritual Studies (Lanham, MD.: University Press of 
America, 1982) 87-113. 

12lFor a fuller exposition, see my "The Sacraments: Symbols that Redirect our De-
sires," in Desires of the Human Spirit, ed. Vernon Gregson (New York: Paulist, forth-
coming). 
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The "we" that operates in sacramental life is quite distinct, for example Rit-
ualized language limits our ordinaiy open-ended conversation and demands as-
cesis. When as a congregation we allow one among us to speak to God in our name 
we are permitting and encouraging a collaborative endeavor that is quite extraor-
dinary m our world. We do not trust politicians; we go for second opinions from 
doctors; and we think our society over-litigated because of lawyers. But in the sac-
raments, some of us can say "we" without much hesitation. The free space opened 
tor us by the absolute horizon of God's mystery enables us to develop a partial 
though real common language. This collaborative dialogue becomes the locus for 
God s dialogue with us. 

c. The sacraments declare the way the world is and the way it can be There 
is a certain shock of recognition when as participants in the sacraments we know 
their truth. We can rest in the world created by the sacramental actions and words 
We know we are ' 'at home.'' This is the case if the relevant existential, intellec-
tual and evaluative questions about our relationship with God's world have been 
satisfied. 

The sacraments are not the arrival of reign of God, but they are its partial ap-
pearance. As partial, they also declare in a Utopian fashion what the world and our 
relationship with God would look like if. . . . The sacraments have their own nar-
rative structure, pedagogically leading us toward the truth and the good of Christ 
n the foreground, we see sinners congregating, loving one another; at the abso-

lute horizon, we see the possibility of a community of self-sacrificing lovers Part 
of the truth of the sacraments continues to be their ability to create the conditions 
in our world that make their celebration a reality. 

d. There are many levels of participation in the sacraments. The minimalist 
entry into sacramental life was described classically as "doing what the church 
intends" and "not placing an obstacle" in the way of divine action 122 The max-
imalist condition was to say that unless explicitly converting faith and the appro-
priate ecclesiastical doctrines were adhered to, one could not participate If we are 
to grant the sacraments their layers of multiple meaning and efficacy, then we must 
say that there is a wide spectrum of participation between the minimal and max-
imal positions. Some may entertain the sacraments with only a modest suspension 
of disbelief; others may be in contemplative and mystical communion with God 
The symbols permit multiple levels of participative entry. 

Some witness to the sacramental event is required. One's own transformation 
is one of the necessary conditions for participation, however minimal For those 
who witness to the truth discovered in the sacraments, there is the work of fur-
thering the conditions of sacramental life in the world. If the person who partici-
pates is an intellectually differentiated person, she or he may be able to articulate 
the Christian beliefs or doctrines that emerge from the world of the sacraments 
That person's responsibility may be to explain to others why the sacraments work 
as they do. 

e. The sacraments work incrementally to transform us. Since the sacraments 
gradually engage us from our youth through old age, from the obtuseness of our 
sin and ignorance to the clarity of grace and the gifts of understanding and wis-

,22Summa Theologiae, III, 64, 8-10; III, 68, 7-9. 
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dom, they can change the world at large slowly. We return to the Eucharist not 
only because its tells us about a world that could be ours, but because by cele-
brating that Eucharist, we become the world we would like to be. The more open 
we are to a new reading of the text of the Eucharist, the more we will participate 
in that world's emergence. 

Part of the reason the sacraments work incrementally is that they also reflect 
the distortions of our ordinary communication. They do not always reveal our har-
mony or our unity. Sometimes the disparity between the goal and our modest em-
bodiment is greater than their identity. So we need to analyze the concrete modes 
of production that have affected our sacramental expression. We can look at the 
lack of women's presence in presbyteral roles in Roman Catholic worship and ask 
why? We can ask whether daily concelebration in male monastic houses is moti-
vated by community affection or stipends? We can look at the illuminated books 
of hours and devotional texts from the late middle ages and analyze the social, 
political and economic conditions that limited reading to a small elite. The fissures 
that mark our sacramental disabilities should invite us toward sorrow, a mourning 
for an old personal and communal self that must be let go to take on further em-
bodiment of Christian freedom. 

Contemporary Christian worship cannot operate from an outdated aesthetics 
that either nostalgically consecrates the past as past or understands art as self-ref-
erential—a sacraments for sacraments sake aesthetics. Nor should the sacraments 
be turned into tools for an ideology of right or left wing propaganda. The objective 
of contemporary sacramental theology should be to create dialogically honest 
communities, where there is systemically undistorted communication, honest dia-
logue and conversation, communal judgment and non-violent persuasion. 

Richard Bernstein quotes Wittgenstein as saying: "The way of solving the 
problem you see in life is to live in a way that will make what is problematic dis-
appear."123 It is my contention that participation in the Christian sacraments al-
lows us to live, however, gradually, however momentarily, the linguistic history 
we would like to make for ourselves—and that by taking up the symbolic presence 
of the life, death, and resurrection of Christ in a ritual fashion, we become the 
history that we and God make for the world. 

STEPHEN HAPPEL 
The Catholic University of America 

'"Ludwig Wittgenstein, Culture and Value (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1980) 273 as cited 
in Richard J. Bernstein, Beyond Objectivism and Relativism: Science, Hermeneutics, and 
Praxis (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania press, 1983) xv. I am indebted in my for-
mulation of certain ideas in this essay to conversations with my colleague Professor James 
Robertson Price III. 


