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Introduction
Feast of the Transfiguration, 2018

Andrew T. J. Kaethler with Sotiris Mitralexis

“Who will lay hold on the human heart to make it still,” Augustine asked, “so 
that it can see how eternity, in which there is neither future nor past, stands 
still and dictates future and past times? Can my hand have the strength for 
this? (Gen. 31:29). Can the hand of my mouth by mere speech achieve so 
great a thing?”1

The questions surrounding the relationship between time and eternity, the 
one and the many, essentialism and anti-essentialism, or in short ontology 
and history, persist from the pre-Socratics to the present. Christian theology, 
itself imbedded in history, has had no small part in the dialogue both shaping 
and being shaped by the contemporary philosophical milieu. In Introduction 
to Christianity, a text that engages much with the question, Joseph Ratzinger 
lays out three major paradigm shifts that have transformed the ways in which 
we interpret reality.2 These three paradigms or approaches to knowing mark 
different ways of conceiving of ontology and history and helpfully provide a 
lay of the land.

Skipping past pre-Socratic thought, Plato’s notion of time as the moving 
image of eternity or the prime mover in Aristotle’s thought, which is the 
final cause of change (teleology), represent what Ratzinger refers to as the 
metaphysical approach to perceiving reality. Eternal unchangingness pro-
vides, as it were, the platform from which the particular can move, change, 
and develop. The cosmos and its participants are conceived, as described in 
the poetic musing of John Millbank, as “particularized exemplifications of 
this All, possessed of a relatively stable substance, secured and defined by a 
specific participation in the All’s universal essence.”3 According to the meta-
physical approach, God is a pure thinking “thing,” and the cosmos is, crassly 
speaking, a product of this thought. All being is what has been thought and is 
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xii Introduction

meaningful and true because of its relation to the Logos. Human thought is a 
rethinking of divine thought (“re-cognition”). My logos––my own reason––is 
in relation to God’s Logos. Thus, thought is more real, solid, and unchang-
ing than that which man creates within history, for whatever man creates is 
liable to corruption and eventual nonexistence. In contradistinction to the 
historical, truth is unchanging and eternal. Truth is found in metaphysics and 
its certainty is attested to by its unchanging nature, or in more Ratzingerian 
terms: according to the metaphysical approach being is truth, verum est ens.

The shift away from the metaphysical approach is marked by the thought 
of Giambattista Vico (1668–1744). Vico shifts away from verum est ens 
(being is truth) to verum quia factum (truth as fact). Following the logic 
of Aristotle, in which to know something one must know the cause, Vico 
maintains that the only things that we can know with certainty are those that 
concern man. As a result, history and mathematics replaced metaphysics as 
the primary science. Thereby, eventually history worked its way into other 
disciplines: philosophy (e.g., Hegel), theology (e.g., historical critical method 
and the rise of biblical studies as its own discipline), economics (e.g., Marx), 
and natural science (Darwin’s theory of evolution). Through the historical 
lens everything is seen as a process. There is no “is” but rather what “was” 
and what “may be.”

However, the certainty of verum quia factum could not be consistently 
maintained because of the inherent subjectivity involved in historical research. 
While the certainty of mathematics is objective, history involves interpreta-
tion. Thus, a new paradigm arose: the scientific/technological paradigm, or 
techne. This new paradigm of knowing is the result of mathematical thinking 
brought together with scientific empirical thinking, a shift away from fact 
in the past tense to the future tense of “makability”: verum quia faciendum 
(truth as feasibility). Ratzinger writes, “The fact has set free the faciendum, 
the ‘made’ has set free the ‘makable’, the repeatable, the provable, and only 
exists for the sake of the latter. It comes to the primacy of the ‘makable’ over 
the ‘made’, for in fact what can man do with what has merely existed in the 
past?”4 Put differently, our gaze shifted from the past to the future––progress.

Man, as a product of mere chance (“discovered” by history), now redeems 
himself by making himself and the world into what he wants. In essence he 
turns himself into God. While the ancients began their theoretical musings 
from God in order to understand the nature of man, moderns have inverted the 
order: man creates an understanding about God. To put it differently, God is 
recognized as the end result of faciendum, whereas for the ancients He stood 
at the beginning––a switch from receiving to making.

All three approaches seek to make sense of the world by looking in a 
specific direction. The metaphysical approach (verum est ens) gazes into the 
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 Introduction xiii

ether of Eternity; the historical approach (verum quia factum) looks to the 
past; the scientific/technological approach peers into the future. The break 
from the metaphysical is a far greater change than the move to the technologi-
cal. Techne, we could say, is less a break than a shift, for the emphasis is still 
akin to the historical: the focus on process, on making and becoming. Both 
share in what Ratzinger calls the “know-make” relationship; we can only 
truly know what we have made or will make.

These Lebenswelten veil and unveil truth, create prejudices in the Gada-
merian sense. Each approach parallels various theological and philosophi-
cal emphases:

1. Metaphysical (verum est ens): incarnational theology and essentialism.
2. Historical (verum quia factum): theology of the cross, historical critical 

scholarship, philosophy of spirit (Geist), and the emphasis on progress.
3. Techne (verum quia faciendum): an emphasis on eschatology, political the-

ology, a rejection of “onto-theology,” anti-essentialism, and transhumanism.

More could be added but this suffices to make the point. Most importantly it 
raises the ensuing question, in what paradigm is Christian belief most fully at 
home? Following the path forged by Ratzinger, belief does not wholly belong 
to any of the Lebenswelten (and we could add, any of the theological empha-
ses). By its very nature faith concerns meaning and not primarily facticity, or 
verifiability. This is not to deny the metaphysical, historical, or ‘technologi-
cal’ import but is a change in focus:

Christian belief really is concerned with the factum; it lives in a specific way 
on the plane of history, and it is no accident that history and the historical ap-
proach grew up precisely in the atmosphere of Christian belief. And indubitably 
Christian belief has something to do with changing the world, with shaping the 
world with the protest against the lethargy of human institutions and of those 
who profit from them.5

Certainly Marxism did not arise out of a religious vacuum but grew out of 
a Christian-Jewish tradition that opposes the powers that oppress the weak. 
Ratzinger maintains that the present paradigm creates an opportunity for 
Christian theology to gain a “new understanding of the position of faith 
between fact and faciendum.”6 Yet, he makes clear that belief cannot rest 
completely on either plane of knowing. It cannot whole-heartedly accept the 
know-make relationship, for belief concerns a different relation, what Ratz-
inger calls the “stand-understand” relationship. Belief is trusting in something 
that one does not make and here taking a stand. “Essentially, it is entrusting 
oneself to that which has not been made by oneself and never could be made 
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xiv Introduction

and which precisely in this way supports and makes possible all our mak-
ing.”7 All meaning requires such a move; ultimately, created meaning is an 
oxymoron. “Meaning, that is, the ground on which our existence as a totality 
can stand and live, cannot be made but only received.”8

What one steps beyond and stands firm on, what one receives, is not an 
impersonal “thing” but a person. We stand on the one who is Eternity, who 
is the Kingdom Himself, that is, Jesus Christ. That is, Christ simultaneously 
fulfills all tenses of reality: He is (Son) and was (Jesus of Nazareth) and will 
be (the Kingdom in person, hē autobasileia)––Alpha and Omega. This points 
to a common thread weaved throughout this volume: relationality. What 
stands between history and ontology is the person of Christ. With a properly 
understood Christology the tension between history and ontology is relation-
ally retained, and thus we do not “end either in historical positivism or in an 
ahistorical gnosticism.”9

BETWEEN BEING AND TIME

This edited volume came to fruition on the heels of a conference titled Ontol-
ogy and History: A Challenging and Auspicious Dialogue for Philosophy and 
Theology that we––Andrew T. J. Kaethler and Sotiris Mitralexis––organized 
in May 2015, and which took place in Delphi, Greece. As a Catholic and Or-
thodox respectively the conference was ecumenically organized and likewise 
ecumenically represented by the participants. The present volume mirrors this 
to some extent, providing a wide array of diversity in approach.

The conference was, and thereby this volume is, dedicated to the memory 
of Fr. Matthew Baker (see chapter 6). A rising star in the Orthodox world, 
not to mention a scholar who shared my love of the theology of Joseph Ratz-
inger, Baker tragically was killed in a car accident on March 1, 2015, as he 
travelled home from celebrating evening prayer at Holy Trinity Greek Or-
thodox Church in Norwich, Connecticut. I am grateful to have corresponded 
with him through email leading up to the conference. In the emails, he wrote 
humbly, adroitly, and passionately about literature, theology (East and West), 
and philosophy––sadly I did not meet him in person. Yet, it is a blessing that 
we can connect with the profundity of his work here presented.

The first section of this volume, “Rethinking Ontology within History,” 
presents five chapters that creatively seek to relook at the confluence of his-
tory and ontology. Haralambos Ventis examines the spurious dilemma that 
theologians have faced in order to preserve the meaningfulness of Christian-
ity: ahistorical essentialism or an equally ahistorical insular fideism. Rejecting 
both options, Ventis sketches an alternative that embraces historical develop-
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 Introduction xv

ment and theology’s responsibility to society (a community in the midst of 
flux), and yet is unmistakably ontological. Giulio Maspero explicates Gregory 
of Nyssa’s relational ontology and draws the reader’s attention to Gregory’s 
conception of relation (schesis) and his notion of perpetual ascent (epektasis). 
Maspero argues that both notions, grounded in a Trinitarian ontology, make 
it possible to conceive of being and history as noncontradictory. Also explor-
ing ontology as “on the way” (dromic ontology), Dionysios Skliris explores 
in great depth Maximus the Confessor’s philosophical theology, where he 
claims to find a unique and bold valorization of history via ontology––in stark 
contrast to the widespread tendency in philosophy and theology to annihi-
late the importance of history sub speciae ontologiae. Like Maspero, Skliris 
highlights both movement and relationship––dromic ontology as an ontology 
of the syn-od––but through the Maximian triad of logos, tropos (mode), and 
telos. David Fagerberg, turning to Pavel Florensky, Alexander Schmemann, 
and Benedict XVI, comes to the question through liturgy. Too often liturgical 
theology splinters into historical and ritual specialization and overlooks the 
Liturgy behind the various liturgies. Fagerberg argues that we must understand 
the whole––a sort of metaphysics of liturgy––before we can understand the 
parts of the liturgy. Demetrios Harper discusses Immanuel Kant’s philoso-
phy of history. Kant has a forward-looking view of history in which by the 
overcoming of nature through rational self-legislation human persons will 
overcome irrationality and disharmony. History looks beyond itself to a future 
“transcendental utopia”; however, this utopia is a mere aspiration, a pointing 
toward something from which there is no reality––an ontological void. Harper 
provides an alternative perspective looking to Maximus the Confessor’s es-
chatology with a particular focus on Maximus’s use of mimesis. Unlike Kant, 
Maximus does not denigrate nature but sees the manifestation of the Creator 
in our spatio-temporal world. Christ fills Kant’s ontological void; He makes 
present the end and purpose of history.

The second section, “Beyond Being and Time: Eschatological Hermeneu-
tics,” examines how eschatology changes the way in which we “read” the 
world. Most notably, Martin Heidegger, Georges Florovsky, John Zizioulas, 
and Maximus the Confessor come to the fore as the authors grapple with the 
topic. Matthew Baker enucleates Heidegger’s influence on Zizioulas’s herme-
neutics highlighting the categories of ekstasis, authenticity, and being-unto-
death. Then Baker explores the implications of Heidegger’s hermeneutics in 
Zizioulas’s theological hermeneutics drawing attention to the eschatological 
emphasis which, unlike Heidegger, finds its locus in Christ and thus is a 
future that is already present. Maxim Vasiljević raises the question, Who is 
Christ not simply in a universal sense but in regard to one’s own present re-
ality? Engaging not only with the aforementioned authors, Vasiljević brings 
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xvi Introduction

Baker’s work to bear on the subject who also finds the answer in a “herme-
neutics of Resurrection.” Nikolaos Loudovikos brings into conversation 
Origen, Ludwig Wittgenstein, and Sigmund Freud with the previous list of 
thinkers, and highlights hermeneutics as a way of being in which each person 
freely creates meaning. Yet, such meaning is not ecstatic––self-centered will 
to power––but reciprocal or dialogical. Ontology is understood in this light, 
what Loudovikos sees as an eschatological ontology. That is, ontology is 
understood as relational/dialogical unending movement or development. He 
critiques all attempts to engage with history and ontology that tend toward 
the ecstatic, tendencies he sees in Zizioulas, Christos Yannaras, and John 
Romanides (not to mention Western theology in toto).

The third section, “Personhood between Ontology and History,” explores 
the theological anthropological question of what it means to be a person in 
time. All four chapters share in the claim that personhood is constituted by 
relation. Offering a summary and epitome of his ontology of personhood, 
Christos Yannaras argues that we cannot speak of personhood in terms of a 
phenomenal what but only as an active how. Existence concerns becoming 
and such becoming constitutes relations; God is Father, not some ontic nec-
essary being but one who freely wills to exist, and love is the mode of His 
existence; this inaugurates, Yannaras argues, an ontology of freedom. Daniel 
S. Robinson explicates Nikolai Berdyaev’s conception of history and its rela-
tion to a personal God. A witness to the violence of the Russian revolution, 
Berdyaev conceived of the problem of history as the problem of theodicy. 
Where is God’s justice in the midst of human violence and viciousness? How 
can we reconcile the God of mercy with the unmerciful determination of 
history? In response, Berdyaev turns away from a conception of God as all-
powerful to a co-suffering personal God. Only the voluntary passion of Christ 
can make sense of historical and theological reasoning. Isabel C. Troconis 
Iribarren shifts the third section in the direction of the West and explores 
Joseph Ratzinger’s (Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI) Imago Dei anthropology. 
Ratzinger holds together the ontological and the historical by maintaining that 
the human person is one who finds herself by transcending herself in relation 
to others (ultimately the Other). In so doing, Troconis claims that Ratzinger 
holds together continuity and discontinuity. Chris Doude van Troostwijk ex-
plicates Søren Kierkegaard’s conception of prayer and the human self, focus-
ing on Kierkegaard’s Sickness unto Death. Prayer is the dialectic counterpart 
to despair. Enrolled in his own brokenness marked by his inability to know 
his own self, man falls into despair––the historical realities of life reveal 
man’s insufficiency. Yet, it is this experience that opens man to God’s divine 
assistance (prayer) and thereby reveals man as he is: one whose self is found 
only in relation to the Eternal One.
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 Introduction xvii

The final section, “Politics between Being and Time,” looks at the possibility 
of political theology. With the shift to the technological paradigm and the pri-
ority of making and feasibility and the corresponding eschatological emphasis 
political theology came into existence. The tension between future feasibility 
and a theology of incarnation has marked political theology from its concep-
tion. This is, in our eyes, an indispensable implication of inquiring into the 
convergence of ontology (eschatology?) and history, since the introduction of 
ontology into history—and vice versa—engenders the question of our collec-
tive task within history. When seen under a theological and, most pertinently, 
eschatological light, the question concerning history morphs into a question 
concerning our political coexistence (rather than, say, individual ethics). In other 
words, it is impossible to approach the march of ontology within history without 
also acknowledging the politically theological elephant in the sanctum. There is 
a polis, or at the very least the question concerning it, between the Incarnation 
and the Eschaton. Following a rough outline provided by Adrian Thatcher, Jared 
Schumacher develops a genealogy of the modern concept of ontology demon-
strating the plethora of meanings that it has taken on. Schumacher argues that 
the modern anti-post-metaphysical usage of ontology rejects philosophical real-
ism, and thus the discourse follows a rationalist or idealist track, both of which 
are problematic for theology. In response, Schumacher posits that in order for 
basic Christian doctrines to be retained and for Christianity to have a voice in 
the political realm, theology must recover its traditional metaphysical realism. 
Daniel Wright brings eucharistic ecclesiology to bear on the current discourse 
in political theology. Turning to William Cavanaugh and John Zizioulas, and 
rooting political theology in the eucharist, Wright argues that the Church’s peni-
tential action is prescriptive for political theology. In other words, eucharistic 
ecclesiology leads into political theology, the continuation of the eucharistic 
demand for repentance. Logan M. Isaac explores how John Howard Yoder and 
Reinhold Niebuhr employ Christian “realism” in regard to pacifism and justi-
fied uses of violence. Niebuhr uses realism to justify limited violence, but Isaac, 
turning to Yoder, finds fault with Niebuhr’s realism. That is, it is not a biblical 
realism like Yoder’s which is grounded eschatologically; Jesus’s life was not 
just sacramental (ontological) but exemplary and thus political even in its seem-
ingly extraordinary demands of pacifism.

The conversation does not end here. Theologians and philosophers will 
continue to dialogue about history and ontology. Nevertheless, with all the 
diverse perspectives represented in this volume, I think that each contributor 
can agree with Alexander Schmemann that “the Church is to be seen as the 
presence and communication of the kingdom that is to come. The unique––I 
repeat, unique––function of worship in the life of the Church and in theology 
is to convey a sense of this eschatological reality.”10
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NOTES

 1. Augustine, Confessions, trans. Henry Chadwick (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2008), 229.

 2. I have used Joseph Ratzinger’s work because he appropriately perceives that 
the most pressing theological question today concerns the relationship of ontology 
and history. His writings repeatedly engage with the question (e.g., Ratzinger’s 
Habilitationsschrift on Bonaventure’s theology of history and his monograph on 
eschatology). Lawrence Cunningham aptly notes that “Ratzinger’s entire approach 
to the mystery of Christ attempts to hold in creative tension the truth of the Eternal 
Logos and the Logos made flesh.” Lawrence S. Cunningham, “Reflections on Intro-
duction to Christianity,” in Explorations in the Theology of Benedict XVI, ed. John 
C. Cavadini (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2012), 150. See endnote 
4 in chapter 11, “Joseph Ratzinger’s Imago Dei Anthropology: The Reconciliation of 
Ontology and Salvation History.”
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Part I

RETHINKING ONTOLOGY  
WITHIN HISTORY
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3

Chapter One

Ontology versus Fideism
Christianity’s Accountability  

to History and Society
Haralambos Ventis

Since the dawn of its appearance, Christianity has been sold as an intel-
lectually defensible faith. Be that as it may, the precise expression of this 
ongoing witness to outsiders has varied greatly throughout the ages, and its 
desired mode is still hotly debated today. At least part of the rivalry stems 
from the antinomic character of Christianity, which is both metaphysically 
laden and rooted in historical narratives, as well as liturgically structured as 
a synthesis of lex orandi and lex credendi. As a result of these distinct yet 
counterbalancing facets, theologians have long been faced with a spurious 
dilemma in their efforts to account meaningfully for the Christian faith: they 
have felt compelled either to uphold an ahistorical, essentialistic “natural 
theology,” on one hand, or to restrict themselves to an equally ahistorical 
fideist perspective, irresponsibly insular from the world and averse to on-
tology and the materiality of life, on the other. In this chapter, following a 
review of these competing models comprising this fruitless quandary, I shall 
draw a rough sketch for an alternative tense but feasible manner of Christian 
testimony, one that is sincerely falsifiable and thus accountable to history 
and society, yet unmistakably ontological in outlook. My thesis presupposes 
the conviction that despite the fragile interplay between history and ontology 
undergirding the suggested project, Christians should not be thwarted from 
striving to vocalize an existentially meaningful and socially responsible wit-
ness of the Gospel to the world.
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4 Haralambos Ventis

SOME PRELIMINARY REMARKS:  
PLATO VERSUS THUCYDIDES OR THE FLAGRANT 

INCOMPATIBILITY BETWEEN ONTOLOGY AND HISTORY

As anyone sufficiently trained in the history of Western metaphysics would 
readily admonish, any attempt to correlate philosophical ontology with his-
tory is bound to be doomed or, at the very least, appear to be suspect from 
the outset. For, while not necessarily synonymous with platonic dualism or 
inescapably marred by precritical (i.e., pre-Kantian) metaphysics, the very 
notion of metaphysical ontology evokes images of Parmenidean immutabil-
ity and permanence. History, on the other hand, is the realm of Heraclitean 
flux and change, of constant transformation and arbitrary mess, best handled 
by a “nominalist” approach, even when allowing for distinguishable eras and 
trends. Worse yet, a religiously soaked ontology, even remotely or partially 
based on revelation, is fatally hindered from undergoing reconsideration and 
evolution, which are the lifeblood of any historically conscious system of 
ideas. No matter how intellectually polished, religions (particularly of the 
monotheistic sort) are adamantly resistant to change and are accustomed to 
pontificate rather than to engage in sincere dialogue with nonadherents––
fallibility, proclaimed or actual, has never been the strong suit of religion. 
All this has naturally given a black eye to even sincere and well-meaning 
attempts at establishing links between religiously informed ontologies and 
social legislation, for obviously secular democracies are highly attendant to 
the need for change as they are to the emergence of new knowledge and the 
new needs of citizens, which demand fresh and often radical thought that goes 
beyond inherited dogmatisms and hardened preconceptions.

At the risk of blatant oversimplification, it could be argued that the advent 
of Modernity is correlative with the dwindling of ontological realism, whose 
touted demise inevitably compromised the standing of natural theology 
as well. Converging philosophical developments brought epistemology to 
prominence, a turn-about followed by an ascent of temporality as the premier 
arena of human thought and activity. Metaphysical speculation on the myster-
ies of an eternal heaven, whether Platonic, Aristotelian, or Christian, lost its 
appeal as post-Renaissance scientists began pondering the tangible wonders 
of our inhabited world in all its materiality and temporality. This landmark 
paradigm-shift occurred gradually, following William of Ockham’s demolition 
of platonic-type Universals as mere nomina; Francis Bacon’s glorification of 
empirical science in his Novum Organum; and the emergence of Empiricism 
proper (neatly summed-up in John Locke’s dictum that “all things that exist 
are only particulars”). This process finally came to a head with Immanuel 
Kant’s devastating critique of the Ontological Argument and the speculative 
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 Ontology versus Fideism 5

ventures of all unrestrained, unaccountable metaphysics––a landmark point 
at the end of a cumulative development moving at the opposite end of Chris-
tian Wolff’s ontological essentialism. In sum, the ascendancy of epistemol-
ogy and temporality go hand in hand, although history is more like biology 
in its indeterminism and unpredictability as opposed to physics. In view of 
this strained relation between what is unashamedly static, essentialist, and 
a priori, and what is insubordinately transient, a posteriori, and focuses on 
particulars, it might seem that it has taken historiographers a surprisingly long 
time to uphold a nominalist approach to studying historical events. Eventu-
ally, of course, they did, albeit not without strong resistance.1 Historian of 
note Paul Veyne, to cite but one case, belongs to those that championed the 
nominalist thesis in historiography, stipulating that historians ought to look 
chiefly at particulars, inasmuch as history is the study of the change of human 
practices, institutions, empires, and borders.2

POST-KANTIAN, POSTEMPIRICIST WAYS OF CHRISTIAN 
EVANGELIZATION: THEOLOGIANS GETTING THE  

MESSAGE IN TIMES OF ANTIMETAPHYSICAL ARIDITY

How did Christian theologians and theist philosophers of religion respond to 
this dwindling of traditional, precritical ontology, a predicament incurred not so 
much by the elevation of temporality per se but by the combined iconoclastic 
might of both logical positivists3 and such influential postpositivists as Willard 
van Orman Quine and Ludwig Wittgenstein (all champions of the so-called 
“linguistic turn” in twentieth century philosophy)?4 Interestingly, for reasons 
that will be broached shortly, Western theologians largely resorted to the con-
venient haven of fideism, while their Greek Orthodox counterparts went the 
opposite way of reinstating ontology at the heart of Christian dogmatics. Let us 
examine these two theological paradigms separately, beginning with fideism.

One of the major enforcers of philosophical immanentism (the restriction of 
all meaningful, valid knowledge to human experience only, at the expense of 
any hint of transcendence) has been the doctrine of nonrepresentationalism. 
This notion is an outgrowth of certain developments in British empiricism; it 
was initially precipitated by John Locke’s absolutization of sense-data, which 
he posited as inescapable intermediaries between human perception and ex-
ternal objects––a decisive ploy further exacerbated by Hume’s radical empiri-
cism, which reduced causation to mere habit, as an unobserved entity. In its 
classical, consolidated version, however, nonrepresentationalism originates 
in the Kantian epistemological distinction between “phenomena” and “things-
in-themselves.” As instituted by Kant, this divide was meant to challenge the 
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6 Haralambos Ventis

naive realist certainty that the spatio-temporal reality perceived by human  
subjects is an accurate representation of the world as such, apart from the 
human mode of its apperception. In its twentieth-century linguistic version, 
nonrepresentationalism conveys roughly the same skeptical epistemological 
reservation, an insistence namely that reality is decisively mediated through-
out, except that it is now seen as filtered through language, not by means of 
our transcendental constitution. The bottom line with nonrepresentational-
ism is that it has decisively impaired (or so it seems) an entire cluster of 
pre-Kantian ideas related to Platonism and the tradition of the Cartesian 
cogito. These include realism, foundationalism,5 natural theology, and all 
traditional ontological pursuits assuming the possibility of a direct cognitive 
access to the world and what is beyond it. Having dramatically undermined 
these exploits, nonrepresentationalism (transcendental or linguistic) conflates 
what is known with how it is (humanly) known, thereby inextricably annex-
ing existents and ontology in general to our modes of conceptualization, in 
other words to the human cognitive horizon, whose impenetrable limits are 
nowadays seen as linguistic (cf. the early Wittgenstein’s famous dictum, 
“the limits of my language mean the limits of my world,” Tractatus Logico- 
Philosophicus, 5.6). In short, nonrepresentationalism is the staunch denial of 
the possibility of ever arriving at the bottom of “reality,” much less of attain-
ing an accurate and corresponding depiction thereof.

Because of its kinship with pre-Kantian forms of ontology, natural theol-
ogy could not avoid falling into considerable disrepute either under the reign 
of nonrepresentationalism, having already been challenged on theological 
grounds by Reformed thinkers as an idolatrous hybrid of Jerusalem and 
Athens, hopelessly tainted by unbiblical philosophical ideas. Even prior to 
Kant, it had become obvious in Protestant circles that establishing necessary 
links between God and the external world was not only untenable but even 
blasphemous, and always at the price of neglecting the inner logic and beauty 
of the Christian faith itself. These cogent theological objections were now 
joined, as we just saw, by a sharp philosophical skepticism. Michael Sudduth 
sketches a handy summary of the negative consequences of the Humean/
Kantian position for traditional natural theology:

First, God is an unobservable entity and does not belong to the world of objects 
conditioned by the human mind. If causation is restricted to experience we could 
not be justified in reaching any conclusions about God being the cause of the 
existence of the cosmos or its order. Such a proof presupposes that causal chains 
can be extended beyond what is given to us by our immediate sense impressions. 
Secondly, Hume would grant that our past experiences of seeing human agents 
building houses provides some justification for our extrapolating a human agent 
as the cause of the house we currently observe. However, since we have never 
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 Ontology versus Fideism 7

seen universes being made by the deities we cannot properly form any justified 
beliefs about God being the cause of the universe and its order. Not surpris-
ingly, Hume and Kant each rely on the restriction of causation to experience to 
dismantle the project of natural theology.6

In view of this immanentist intellectual milieu, realist or externalist theo-
logians have found it increasingly difficult to engage in classical apologetics, 
say of the type instituted by William Paley, except at the cost of implausi-
bility, irrelevance, and unforgivable quaintness. Interestingly, however, a 
sizable portion of theologians reared in the strongly antitheoretical insights 
of Martin Luther and other early Reformers (and such spiritual descendants 
as Kant, Søren Kierkegaard, and Karl Barth), have eagerly embraced this 
devastating critique of grand metaphysics and natural theology as a virtue, 
not a problem. Specifically, they see the indictment of ontotheology as an op-
portunity for the prophetic voice of the “God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob” 
(as opposed to the God of the philosophers) to be heard once again, in its 
unadulterated authenticity. In the words of one representative, Terrence W. 
Tilley, who sees the philosophical disease of Modernity as the valorization 
of pure theory and the degradation of practical, bodily, and emotional issues,

some contemporary epistemologists have embarked on a practical path which 
must lead them to consider doxastic practices, the conditions under which they 
work, and the “noncognitive” ingredients necessary to knowing, including 
both personal attitudes and social conditions. . . . Ultimately it leads to a claim 
that the justification of religious belief is best understood not as demonstrating 
that an individual is entitled to hold some specific religious proposition, but as 
showing the wisdom of participating in a religious tradition, and, by implica-
tion, the wisdom of accepting the central and distinctive practices and convic-
tions of that tradition.7

Tilley’s statement captures well the legacy of a former generation of practical 
or internalist theologians, such as James William McClendon Jr. and James 
M. Smith, whose own intellectual lineage reaches back as early as Michel 
de Montaigne and Blaise Pascal. Tilley sees in the work of Montaigne and 
Pascal an interesting anticipation of current issues in the philosophy of re-
ligion, especially in the work of Montaigne, who was probably the first to 
draw explicitly the now established contrast between the externalist and the 
internalist or fideist models for witnessing to religious belief. As opposed  
to externalists, whose literary emblems are the characters of Cleanthes and 
Philo in Hume’s Dialogues, internalists value inner coherence over rational 
demonstration or the usual evidences for the existence of God. Well-known 
internalists, aptly represented by Demea in Hume’s Dialogues, are nowa-
days inclusive of those who generally belong to the contemporary stream 
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8 Haralambos Ventis

of Reformed Epistemology, more poignantly represented by Alvin Plant-
inga, Nicholas Wolterstorff, and William Alston. A more extreme version 
of contemporary theologians averse to theistic ontology are the so-called 
radical “death of God” theologians (among whom are Mark Taylor, Charles 
Winquist, Robert Scharlemann, and Carl Raschke), whose more immediate 
inspiration comes from Nietzschean iconoclasm and Derridean deconstruc-
tion. Their far less radical counterparts, on the other hand, such as George 
Lindbeck and T. Z. Phillips, have written under the spell of a milder linguistic 
revolution that is Wittgensteinian as opposed to postmodern in its own non-
representationalism, and based on a contextualist reading of the Austrian 
philosopher’s so-called later period. Despite their differences in emphasis and 
inspiration, these scholars have all embraced fideism as their preferred model 
for doing theology, staunchly denying, with Barth, the notion of analogia 
entis along with the possibility and the obligation to arrive at God through 
arguments and demonstrations in favor of theism.

To get some flavor of this recent fideist predilection, let us take a closer 
look at the neo-Barthian approach represented by the so-called Yale School 
of postliberal theology and its most outstanding advocate, George Lind-
beck. Lindbeck’s model has afforded a luring alternative to those seeking a 
way out of the impasses created by the crisis of traditional apologetics.8 In 
his now classic manifesto The Nature of Doctrine,9 Lindbeck reinterprets 
Christian doctrines as grammatical rules à la Wittgenstein’s concept of “lan-
guage games.” This new appraisal of doctrines sees them not as ontological 
statements referring to an external reality but as expressions and guidelines 
of the community’s authentic ritual and liturgical praxis. Lindbeck’s non-
ontological interpretation of doctrines liberates theology from the arduous 
task of proving or establishing the truth of Christianity, switching as it does 
attention from the traditional, thorny question “Is faith true?” to the more ac-
commodating “Is this or that belief authentically Christian?”

His purpose is to drive home to us that “[doctrines] are . . . second-order 
rather than first-order propositions and affirm nothing about extra-linguistic 
or extra-human reality.”10 For example, in our talk about God “the primary 
focus is not on God’s being in itself, for that is not what the text is about, but 
on how life is to be lived and reality construed in the light of God’s character 
as this is depicted in the stories of Israel and of Jesus.”11 This causes Lindbeck 
to conflict with the so-called “propositional model,” which equates doctrinal 
formulations with (ontological) truth statements about God and the world. At 
the same time, Lindbeck is just as dismissive of “experiential-expressivism,” 
a theological approach originating in the apologetic work of Friedrich Schleier-
macher and more recently expounded by Bernard Lonergan and David Tracy. 
He sees the two models as corresponding to radically opposed approaches 
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 Ontology versus Fideism 9

to religion and theology. The former, and oldest, approach has historically 
comprised the stronghold of traditional theologians who have used doctrinal 
propositions to objectively refer to transcendent realities all along. The latter 
model, by contrast (understandably championed by more liberal quarters), 
focuses on the believer’s inner awareness, which is then linguistically exter-
nalized as the particular expression of a universally partaken transcendent 
reality. Despite being portrayed as opposites in his book, Lindbeck alerts us 
to a veiled but real fault shared equally by these approaches, meaning their 
incipient precritical foundationalism: he chides both for claiming to rest upon 
firm, albeit different, ontological pillars. These are comprised of objects, 
states of affairs, or transcendent facts for the propositionalists, and of emo-
tions (the affective moods of believers) for experiential-expressivists; but for 
all their difference, both types of foundations are sold as yielding objective 
knowledge in the form of truth statements about the divine.

In contrast to those two, Lindbeck’s “linguistic-cultural” countermodel is 
clearly antifoundationalist and internalist in character, redefining religion as 
a set of communal practices shaping one’s life in its entirety, in conscious 
reaction to a widespread understanding of theology as a cerebral, theoreti-
cal endeavor reduced to self-contained, doctrinal propositions. “The latter,” 
Lindbeck indicates,

locates religious meaning outside the text or semiotic system either in the objec-
tive realities to which it refers or in the experiences it symbolizes, whereas for 
cultural-linguists the meaning is immanent. Meaning is constituted by the uses 
of a specific language rather than being distinguishable from it. Thus the proper 
way to determine what “God” signifies, for example, is by examining how the 
word operates within a religion and thereby shapes reality and experience rather 
than by first establishing its propositional or experiential meaning and reinter-
preting or reformulating its uses accordingly. It is in this sense that theological 
description in the cultural-linguistic model is intrasemiotic or intratextual.12

Much the same holds for the internalism of D. Z. Phillips. Over the years, 
Phillips has established himself as an outspoken supporter of the beneficial 
theological appropriation of Wittgenstein’s insights, one marked by strongly 
Kierkegaardian overtones. “Kierkegaard and Wittgenstein,” Phillips states 
in wholehearted personal concurrence, “attacked philosophy’s foundation-
alist pretensions. Philosophy does not provide its own yardstick by which 
our practices are to be assessed. Instead, it endeavours to give perspicious 
representations of these practices when we are tempted to become confused 
about them.”13 His main concern, more forcefully expounded in his elaborate 
critique of Alvin Plantinga’s own foundationalism,14 has been to show that 
the entanglement of theologians and philosophers in endless disputes over 
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10 Haralambos Ventis

the reality of God and the truth of religious claims, mirroring in that respect 
the unnecessary philosophical exchange concerning realism and relativism, 
should rather be explained away as being due to grammatical confusions; in 
other words, as being spawned by misuses of language that, once removed, 
expose the pointlessness and vacuity of all positions involved. For in reality, 
Phillips holds, all sides have routinely, if mostly unconsciously, indulged in 
systematic linguistic abuse by drawing terms out of their appropriate context, 
thereby ending up talking past each other instead of making meaningful con-
tributions to the dialogue. Thus, with the help of Wittgenstein’s technique of 
linguistic analysis, metaphysical problems, including those of realism and 
nonrealism, may be harmlessly dismissed as pseudoproblems unworthy of 
serious attention and thought:

The distinction between the real and the unreal is not given prior to the use of 
various language games. There is no Archimedean point outside all language 
games by which we assess the adequacy of language in relation to reality. Such 
a relation is a chimera. It is so easy to forget this when we discuss religion. . . . 
In saying [for example] that no-one would worship unless he first believed that 
God exists, the realist assumes that we are all realists with respect to religion, 
believers and atheists alike. This assumption hides the fact that, so far, no con-
ceptual elucidation has been provided of what this prior belief in the existence 
of God amounts to. No intelligible account could be given of it. The realist will 
not allow any appeal to religious worship in elucidating the belief, since to do 
so, he claims, is to confuse religious belief with its truths. The religious life, he 
argues, is the fruit of the belief in God’s existence which is its foundation. And 
so we have a search for a minimal, basic belief in the existence of God, one 
which involves no affective response. Such a search ends up with a marginal 
phenomenon far away from the realities of religion. The realist wants to insist, 
quite rightly, that God’s existence, like the existence of tables and chairs, does 
not depend on what we say and think. But we must also realize that what say-
ing this amounts to depends on what talk of existence means in these respective 
contexts. Wittgenstein’s attack on realism applies to the belief that there is a 
chair in the next room, as it does to belief in God. Wittgenstein, however, is not 
advocating non-realist accounts of religious belief in face of the onslaughts of 
positivism. His philosophical insights cut through the dispute between realism 
and non-realism.15

It is worth mentioning that Phillips finds the terrain of theology particu-
larly suited for elucidating Wittgenstein’s thought and the contribution the 
latter can make to believers and nonbelievers alike, as soon as its crux is 
sufficiently grasped. This is because the torturing dilemma of realism versus 
nonrealism is more acutely manifested in contemporary efforts to either en-
dow theology with a “scientific” grounding, or conversely (which in Phillips’s 
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 Ontology versus Fideism 11

and Wittgenstein’s view amounts to the same thing) to discredit it as a primi-
tive, pre-modem, “unscientific” discourse. “The trouble is that we discuss the 
inexplicable in a culture dominated, not by religion, but by science. We are 
thus tempted to treat the inexplicable as something which must have an expla-
nation, but one which is unavailable to us.” So, Phillips concludes, “Religion 
becomes a ‘super-science’ whose answers and explanations will be known 
after death. Religious mysteries are temporary mysteries. The hubris present 
in theodicies, with their available answers, now invades the heavens by insist-
ing that we shall have answers there.”16 What Phillips is saying here is that the 
cardinal sin of many a philosopher of religion, and of no less a self-described 
“realist” theologian, has been the inclination (nurtured by an ill-conceived 
“scientific” attitude) to prove or verify what by nature resists all proof and 
verification, and which has repeatedly led to metaphysical nonsense, to intel-
lectual dead ends. His answer to these and such alleged pseudo-problems, 
drawn as it is directly from Wittgenstein and skillfully unpacked in his cri-
tiques of John Searle, Terence Penelhum, Roger Trigg, Richard Swinburne, 
and Alvin Plantinga, is conceptual clarification and the realization that words, 
especially those employed in religious discourse, draw their meaning not in 
the abstract but from their concrete uses in particular forms of life, religion 
itself being seen as a par excellence form of life.

Rightly or wrongly, Wittgenstein is accusing realism and non-realism of being 
idle talk; talk which takes us away from the directions in which we should be 
looking if we want to clarify the grammar of our beliefs concerning [such ordi-
nary objects as] chairs. Similarly, the accusation against theological realism is 
that it is idle talk. If this accusation is a just one, realism has never been integral 
to faith. This does not mean that we must embrace non-realism. . . . Theological 
non-realism is as empty as theological realism. Both terms are battle-cries in a 
confused philosophical and theological debate.17

MEANWHILE IN EASTERN ORTHODOXY:  
SOME BELATED BUT PROMISING STIRRINGS

So much, then, for Western Christian fideism in a nutshell. Has there ever 
been a fideist counterpart in Eastern Orthodoxy? A tiny version of it could be 
claimed in the recent work of the Greek author Stavros Zoumboulakis, but is 
nowhere near the breadth and scope of fideism proper, as it is known in the 
West. Historical events have generally prevented Orthodox theologians from 
following up on and responding to challenges posed by Hume, Kant, the En-
lightenment, and Modernity. A landmark turnabout in Greek Orthodox theol-
ogy occurred with the emergence of the so-called “theological generation of 
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12 Haralambos Ventis

the early ‘60s,”18 an umbrella term referring to the collective effort of young 
Greek theologians to revitalize Christian witness and Church life in Greece, 
following a long period of stagnation caused by two factors: the institutional 
Church’s introverted isolation from society, and the pernicious prevalence of 
a thick legalist pietism spread by lay Christian brotherhoods attempting to fill 
the gap. The team of revitalizers, whose more prominent and influential mem-
bers include Metropolitan John Zizioulas of Pergamon, Christos Yannaras, 
and the Revs. John Romanides and Vassilios Gontikakis, among others, more 
or less converged on the pursuance of a twofold strategy: 1) a concerted return 
to the wealth of Orthodoxy’s own patristic resources as a spiritual antidote to 
the alleged impasses of Western rationalism and scientism, and 2) a systematic 
attempt to counter the shallow, groundless piety of the then popular brother-
hoods by reinstating ontology and personhood as prime theological categories 
in Orthodox theology. Their hoped-for goal was, and still remains, to fend off 
legalism by having morality flow from Christian ontology, and in particular 
from the ontology of the Trinitarian Persons, whose hypostatic otherness and 
diversity could (at least in principle) justify a broader, more open-minded and 
more compassionate anthropology and ethics.

Now, to the extent that these intellectuals deliberately rejected classical apol-
ogetics and turned their attention to the long-neglected patristic and liturgical 
dimensions of Christianity as a far more genuine witness to the Gospel from the 
inside rather than the standardized package of proofs and demonstrations sup-
posedly documenting the existence of God, they may be said to have adopted 
an internalist (and confessionally tinged) reasoning that places them apart from 
the evidentialists. At the same time, however, they are at odds with internal-
ists as well, insisting as they do that theological propositions are ontological in 
character (in the sense that they do make truth-claims) and that Christian theol-
ogy in toto must be informed by a broader ontology based on a correct picture 
of God’s being. Yannaras, in particular, began a promising and inspired but ul-
timately unfinished project titled Critical Ontology19 with a view to subjecting 
Christian ontology to Popper’s falsifiability principle––an admirable and badly 
needed aim, sadly easier stated than achieved. More will be said about it below.

In the meantime, given the immeasurable amount of water that has gone 
under the bridge since the dawn of this invigorating theological Renaissance 
in Greece, a reaction to it had long been overdue and was finally voiced in 
the unsettling prose of Stavros Zoumboulakis. A classicist with a keen eye 
for Jewish and Christian thought, Zoumboulakis sternly admonished Yan-
naras for prioritizing ontology over ethics, for glibly drawing a necessary 
link between morality per se and legalism––an arbitrary and irresponsible 
confusion akin to throwing out the baby along with the bath water.20 For in 
this particular case, the denunciation of pious legalism and its deleterious 
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 Ontology versus Fideism 13

effect on Christian spirituality came at the cost of also ridiculing the notions 
of philanthropy and especially human rights as non-Orthodox ideas uncriti-
cally and needlessly imported from the West. Zoumboulakis will have none 
of that. From his perspective, Christ did not found a system of metaphysics 
or an alternative ontology but a new mode of life based on the primacy of 
self-sacrificing love, obedience to the word of God, and concern for the least 
members of society. In view of this hermeneutic, the one-sided fixation with 
ontology monopolizing Greek theology from the 1960s onward blurs the lines 
between right and wrong and nurtures a diversion from history and society’s 
ailments toward a nebulous metaphysics sometimes tinged with nationalistic 
cultural overtones. Such a thick layer of ontology may well block the human-
ity of marginalized people from sight, just as surely as legalist pietism has 
done all along, thus failing to promote the hard-earned dignity and freedoms 
afforded outcasts in secular Western societies from Modernity onward (which 
of course is not to say that human rights are better upheld by fideists or inter-
nalists, who are actually known to carry more grudges against Modernity out 
of a fidelity to the pristine core of the Gospel). Hence, ethics and the law as 
opposed to ontological engagements should constitute a first theology accord-
ing to Zoumboulakis; accordingly, the best witness to the truth and philan-
thropy of the Christian Gospel is not metaphysical pursuits (apologetics and 
all)21 but the love and concern displayed by Christians amongst themselves 
and especially toward outcasts: the foreigner, the needy, and the socially 
downtrodden (Zoumboulakis draws heavily here from the anti-ontological/
antimetaphysical heterology of Emmanuel Levinas).22

It seems to this writer that Zoumboulakis is largely, but by no means en-
tirely, right on this issue, given the derision with which the culture of human 
rights and their furtherance has been treated by Yannaras and some follow-
ers, who love to dismiss it as reminiscent of a boy-scout mentality, suppos-
edly feeding individualism and self-centeredness. Compassion and solidarity 
are prime theological arteries that must be extended to include unmitigated 
support to human and civil rights out of a genuine Christian commitment to 
hard-earned liberties and equality for everyone––they are not to be offhand 
dismissed or sacrificed to a “higher” metaphysics aloof to historical tribula-
tions. Generally speaking, however, I concur with Yannaras and Zizoulas in 
their firm belief that Christian doctrines and theology must ultimately rest on 
solid ontological bedrock if they are to avoid collapsing to a caricature of the 
Gospel or being hijacked by the pious neo-Pharisees. Fideism may be partly 
correct, for after all no one can become truly acquainted with a religious 
tradition without delving firsthand into its inner logic and ritual. Certainly, 
religions are forms of life operating on a shared reasoning encompassing wor-
ship, creed, and personal conduct all at the same time; and it is this holistic 
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14 Haralambos Ventis

experience, chiefly available from the inside, that accurately represents the 
gist of any given faith. Nevertheless, fideism suffers from serious faults too, 
and so can hardly suffice on its own for spiritual nourishment and a meaning-
ful witness to those outside the faith.

Fideism is in fact uniquely prone to fundamentalism. That is because it 
insulates faith from any and all external criticism (and few things can reek of 
irresponsibility more than a self-righteous faith inimical to accountability), 
just as it blinds adherents from the ongoing challenges of history and the new, 
worthwhile demands of life as life evolves in new, unpredictable directions. 
At the end of the day, the internal logic of any faith may well turn out to be 
false and even deleterious for the sanity and safety of individuals and society 
at large. As the philosopher of religion Kai Nielsen rightly indicated, the 
participant’s understanding of religious discourse does not give that discourse 
immunity against philosophical criticism, nor does it ensure the validity of 
logical coherence of religious language and its autonomous criteria of ratio-
nality––consequently, it is not a contradiction to speak of the possibility of an 
“ongoing but irrational form of life.”23

For these and other reasons, Christianity is in dire need of a finely worked-
out metaphysics and ontology, one endowed with strong intellectual and dia-
logical potential; because if anything, an intellectually advanced metaphysics 
constitutes a faith’s sole chance at self-criticism, and can act as an impetus 
for it to engage in dialogue with something other than itself––something 
that a self-standing, self-perpetuating, introverted fideism can never provide, 
whether based on ethics, ritual, religious sentiment (as Friedrich Schleierm-
acher submitted) and/or communal linguistic practices, as Wittgensteinian 
theologians maintain. Hence, I salute Yannaras’s endeavor to give Christian-
ity a falsifiable critical ontology capable of making the faith accountable to 
history and the world.

Ideally and as promised, this would be an ontology liberated from precon-
ceived axioms and a prioris; consequently, it would be earnestly receptive to 
the rough edges of historical indeterminism and perplexity, and thus subject 
to continued revision where its cosmological and anthropological insights are 
concerned (though not in terms of established Christology and Trinitarian 
doctrine). One of Yannaras’s strong suits in that regard is the suggestion that 
truth is an intersubjective affair, always participated into with various degrees 
of success than actually possessed as an object. Unfortunately, however, for 
all of Yannaras’s bloated ambitions and intentions, his project was done in 
the abstract and more with a view to demonstrating the intellectual astuteness 
of Hellenic Christianity than out of any sincere desire to make connections 
and bridges to real life; no concrete effort to subject the faith to crucial “crash 
tests” with social and historical reality is discernible in any of his project’s 
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 Ontology versus Fideism 15

propositions (the book is structured in the form of short, numbered sentences 
reminiscent of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus). At the end 
of the day, Yannaras’s programmatic ontology is tainted and hampered by its 
own latent a priori: that truth, though intersubjective, is ultimately confirmed 
by majorities, as in the conciliar resolutions of the Ecumenical Councils that 
settled Christian doctrines once and for all. No room is thereby allowed for 
the possibility that not infrequently, the truth is also salvaged and conveyed 
by an enlightened minority or by individual dissidents moving against the tide 
of popular platitudes and prejudices (as in the cases of St. Athanasius or St. 
Maximus the Confessor); nor is there a discernible willingness in this critical 
ontology to factor in unexpected possibilities and discoveries that should call 
for uneasy, even painful, reconsiderations of established beliefs and customs.

Still, the project of constructing a critical, falsifiable Christian ontology 
intersecting with history and time is worth pursuing and bringing to comple-
tion, for only then shall Christians truly become accountable to history, as 
the Rev. Georges Florovsky of blessed memory so wisely urged. At bottom, 
such an ontology would emulate Christ’s bodily Incarnation, in the sense of 
following His risky trajectory from heavenly safety and immunities (i.e., from 
the bliss of eternity) down to the uncertainties and mess of history. To put it 
differently, the Christian truth must be constantly tested against the implacable 
complexities of human life and history, for it is after facing them squarely that 
it can correct itself, mature, and offer the world a realistic vison honestly li-
able to facts and life. This self-critical Christian ontology could greatly benefit 
from the rediscovery of Christian eschatology, a horizon that ensures that our 
Tradition is neither static nor complete but is still and always will be in the 
making, inasmuch as the vessel of the Church is still afloat on the ocean of 
time and has yet to reach the shores of the Eschata. Only upon arrival there, 
at our true homeland, where startling reversals of what was and is considered 
to be normal and acceptable await us, along the lines of Mt 20:16 (“so the last 
shall be first and the first last”) and in the spirit of the radical social reversals 
incurred by Christ, shall we be entitled to speak confidently, from the benefit 
of hindsight. Until then, an eschatologically informed ontology will be open 
and alert to the new signs of the times and will regain its prophetic voice that 
was tragically lost as a result of institutional Christendom’s absorption in false, 
conventional certainties and an idolatrous fascination with a glorious past.

CONCLUSION

Like counterfeit money, ideologies look real and cashable, but in fact often 
are not, their promises notwithstanding. They abhor history because history 
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16 Haralambos Ventis

falsifies them, more often than not at the expense of both followers and un-
witting victims sacrificed for the broader good. Ontology-laden ideologies, 
particularly of the religious sort, are the most dangerous ones, since they are 
sold as possessors of the unfalsifiable stamp of revelation or profess to con-
vey a deeper than apparent, uncheckable knowledge of reality. Contrastingly, 
ideologies that claim to be (and demonstratively are) mindful of historical and 
other forms of contingency are healthier and more robust than their tightly 
sealed rivals.

Ontology, even on a minimal scale, is an unavoidable player in every nu-
anced attempt to make sense of human life and the world. Christianity, as a 
Trinitarian faith proclaiming the historical enfleshment of the Word, has its 
own resurrectional ontological commitments to offer and is unique among 
faiths in elevating love to the status of a prime ontology, by disclosing the 
very being of God as love (1 Jn 4:8). As a result, it cannot afford to shy away 
from ontology, either out of fear of ontology’s unpopularity in our skepti-
cal, postmodern milieu or because of a stubborn commitment to internal 
purity and integrity, as fideism shows. Christianity is intrinsically ontological 
throughout and only as such ought it to make a difference in the world, on 
condition, however, that its ontology be porous to history, as well as apo-
phatic and falsifiable, that is, critical. This is an admittedly tall order. But 
Christianity is a tense faith, walking along the razor’s edge from its inception 
as an uneasy intersection of eternity with history and of the being of God with 
the being of humankind in the Person of its founder.

NOTES

1. For example, Cody Franchetti authored a rather polemical paper “to discredit 
the idea that strict Nominalism alone be an apposite stance in conceiving history. Still, 
I believe,” he further adds, “particulars to be the cornerstone for historical understand-
ing; and yet, I am also convinced that historians who ignore universals and exclu-
sively scrutinize particulars will find their work wanting of characteristics, which if 
overlooked, shall fatally compromise their historical apprehension. In other words, 
I wish to show that though particulars have a vital place in history . . . Nominalism 
is epistemologically deficient, especially in history, for universals are an inalienable 
aspect of human understanding, and thus are essential for a thorough conception of 
history and a comprehensive historical grasp: history’s singularly extensive compass 
requires a broad vision that accepts both universals and particulars” (“Nominalism 
and History,” Open Journal of Philosophy 3, no. 3 [2013], 401–412).

2. Paul Veyne, Writing History: Essay on Epistemology, trans. Mina Moore 
Rinvolucri (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1984). Veyne pushes his 
nominalist thesis further in “Foucault Revolutionalizes History,” in Foucault and 
His Interlocutors, ed. Arnold I. Davidson (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

Between Being and Time : From Ontology to Eschatology, edited by Andrew T. J. Kaethler, and Sotiris Mitralexis, Fortress
         Academic, 2019. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nyulibrary-ebooks/detail.action?docID=5673356.
Created from nyulibrary-ebooks on 2020-10-14 14:10:32.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

9.
 F

or
tr

es
s 

A
ca

de
m

ic
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



 Ontology versus Fideism 17

1997), 146–182. Murray Murphy advances a thesis similar to Veyne’s in Philo-
sophical Foundations of Historical Knowledge (Albany, NY: State University of 
New York Press, 1994), with an emphasis on scientistic empiricism fashioned after 
Quine’s own, as a way of countering the arbitrariness of historical subjectivism and 
generalizations. Veyne’s radical nominalist historiography was strongly challenged 
by another historian of note, Marcel Gauchet in his important essay “Le nominalis-
mehistorien. A propos de ‘Foucault révolutionnel histoire’ de Paul Veyne,” Social 
Science Information/Information sur les sciences sociales 25, no. 2 (June 1, 1986), 
401–419.

3. For more on Logical Positivism, see the now classic work by Victor Kraft, The 
Vienna Circle: The Origin of Neo-Positivism, a Chapter in the History of Recent 
Philosophy (New York: Greenwood Press, 1953).

4. Ludwig Wittgenstein and Willard Quine are among the premier champions 
of twentieth-century (postpositivist) linguistic nonrepresentationalism in English-
speaking philosophy, bent on eliminating metaphysics and first-order, systematic 
philosophies structured in the traditional, pre-Kantian sense (an intention that I believe 
also applies to Wittgenstein’s so-called later period, as outlined in his Philosophical 
Investigations; in this, I follow John Koethe, The Continuity of Wittgenstein’s Thought 
(London: Cornell University Press, 1996), as well as the late professor Burton Dreben, 
whose seminar lectures on Wittgenstein and analytic philosophy I had had the good 
fortune to attend from 1994 to 1996 at Boston University.

Quine’s thought, in particular, revolves around a cluster of highly popularized phil-
osophical catchwords such as “indeterminacy of translation,” “ontological relativity,” 
“naturalized epistemology,” “holism,” and so on, all of which add up to his elimina-
tive program to undercut the legitimacy of discourses involving extrahuman ontologi-
cal categories. The resulting picture shows the concept of truth to be an “immanent” 
property, solely internal to linguistic contexts. For all the immense complexity of 
his life work, Quine was never too fearful of epigrammatic accounts of his program: 
“Truth is immanent and there is no higher. We must speak from within a theory.” See 
Willard Van Orman Quine, Theories and Things (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 1981), 21–22. Now, should we also choose to be just as laconic in drawing 
a first sketch of his strategy and intentions, we could describe them in terms of a ma-
terialist and empiricist nominalism that not only relativizes reference to a high degree 
of indeterminacy (enough so as to decisively undermine the notion of independent, 
free-floating “meanings”), but even stretches the limits of language (as Wittgenstein 
did) to declare it coextensive with thought and the whole of reality. As opposed to the 
Vienna positivists, Quine disavowed the analytic/synthetic distinction in his famous 
essay “Two Dogmas of Empiricism,” for the sake of embracing an all-encompassing 
Pragmatism, an enhanced and empiricized version of Carnap’s reduction of reality to 
linguistic frameworks. See Willard Quine, “Two Dogmas of Empiricism,” in Prob-
lems in the Philosophy of Language, ed. Thomas M. Olshensky (New York: Holt, 
Rinehart & Winston, 1969), 416–417. The question concerning the final defeat and 
demise of metaphysics, in the aftermath of the consecutive attacks launched against 
it by Immanuel Kant, Friedrich Nietzsche, Martin Heidegger, the Vienna Circle posi-
tivists, the aforementioned post-positivist nominalists like Wittgenstein, Quine, and 
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18 Haralambos Ventis

Richard Rorty, the French deconstructionists comprising the left-wing quarter of the 
“linguistic turn” in philosophy (most notably sporting Jacques Derrida), and other 
iconoclast theorists, is quite complicated and not half as straightforwardly answered 
as antimetaphysical champions believed or prophesied; for, if anything, in the years 
of recent past we have seen a resurgence and partial revival of metaphysics, if only 
initially as a descriptive account of reality, beginning with the work of P. F. Strawson, 
himself a scholar of Kantian proclivities, incidentally; see his Skepticism and Natural-
ism: Some Varieties (New York: Columbia University Press, 1985).

5. As J. Wentzel van Huyssteen explains, “Foundationalism holds that, in the pro-
cess of justifying our knowledge-claims, the chain of justifying evidence cannot go 
on ad infinitum if we are ever to be in a position to claim that we have justified our 
knowledge. Thus, foundationalists specify what they take to be the ultimate founda-
tions on which the evidential support-systems for various beliefs are constructed. The 
sort of features most frequently mentioned are self-evidence, incorrigibility, being 
evident to the senses, indubitability, and being self-authenticating and properly basic, 
that is, foundational. . . . To claim that knowledge rests on foundations is to claim that 
there is a privileged class of beliefs that are intrinsically credible and that are able, 
therefore, to serve as ultimate terminating points for chains of justification. These 
‘givens’ could be anything from sense data to universals, essences, experience, and 
God’s revelation. In this sense the ‘doctrine of the given’ can indeed be called the 
comrade-in-arms of all foundationalism.” See J. Wentzel van Huyssteen, Essays in 
Postfoundationalist Theology (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdman’s Publishing 
Co., 1997), 226. The Cartesian passage habitually cited as the inaugural statement 
of foundationalism is drawn from the four rules of Descartes’ Discourse on Method: 
“The first rule was to accept nothing as true which I did not evidently know to be 
such, that is to say, scrupulously to avoid precipitance and prejudice, and in the judg-
ments I passed to include nothing additional to what had presented itself to my mind 
so clearly and distinctly that I could have no occasion for doubting it. The second, 
to divide each of the difficulties I examined into as many parts as may be required 
for its adequate solution. The third, to arrange my thought in order, beginning with 
things the simplest and easiest to know, so that I may then ascend little by little, as it 
were step by step, to the knowledge of the more complex, and, in doing so, to assign 
an order of thought even to those objects which are not of themselves in any such 
order of precedence. And the last, in all cases to make enumerations so complete, and 
reviews so general, that I should be assured of omitting nothing” (Descartes: Philo-
sophical Writings, ed. and trans. Norman Kemp Smith [New York: The Modem Li-
brary, 1958], 106–107). Now, at its most extreme form, the revolt on foundationalism 
feeds on the Nietzschean motto “There are no facts, only interpretations” (nowadays 
posited as: “There is no such thing as a transcendental signified”). In all its present 
and variant versions, antirepresentationalism relies on (and is in fact indistinguishable 
from) holism, a modern epistemological alternative to foundationalism with strongly 
contextualist overtones. Also known as “coherentism,” holism may be designated as 
the epistemological attitude that in one way or another underdetermines the connec-
tion between theory and reality by denying a one-to-one correspondence between the 
two, granting only a wholesale correspondence at best. Holism should be basically 
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understood as a web, and may be best portrayed perhaps by Otto Neurath’s famous 
metaphor of the “conceptual boat,” whose point is to illustrate the sheer impossibil-
ity of establishing direct and unmediated links between our linguistic paradigms and 
extralinguistic reality. This is because we are visualized as being constantly adrift, a 
vessel amidst a boundless linguistic ocean and so forced to reconstruct the boat plank 
by plank while afloat, forever denied the chance to build it anew from the privileged 
point of an extralinguistic shore. Holism thus presupposes a special view of language 
as inescapable and overwhelming, as we shall see below. It is also best understood in 
its contrast to foundationalism, which as we have seen makes the determining factor 
of entities their own individual essences, as that which gives entities their identity. 
Being as they are realists and referentialists, foundationalists concentrate on the 
things themselves as indivisible entities, while holists focus on their relational situa-
tions. Theologian Nancey Murphy draws out a helpful comparison/contrast between 
the two epistemological models. Holist theories of knowledge, she says, “differ in 
several important respects from foundationalism. First, there are no indubitable (un-
revisable) beliefs; nor are there any sharp distinctions among types of belief, only 
degrees of differences in how far a belief is from the experiential boundary. Second, 
for foundationalists, reasoning (construction) goes in only one direction—up from the 
foundation. For holists there is no preferred direction, and the kinds of connections 
among beliefs in the web are many. . . . In general, what ‘holism’ means is that each 
belief is supported by its ties to its neighboring beliefs, and ultimately, to the whole; 
the criterion of truth is coherence” (Nancey Murphy, introduction to Theology without 
Foundations: Religious Practice and the Future of Theological Truth, eds. Stanley 
Hauerwas, Nancey Murphy, and Mark Nation [Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 
1994], 13). It is worth pointing out that holism by no means should be taken as anti-
thetical to empiricism, since it allows for some degree of correspondence (Quine, one 
of the most influential contemporary holists, is an unmitigated empiricist, or better 
yet a postempiricist); but it is nonetheless true that holism weakens the link between 
theory and experience, depending on the degree of incommensurability that it places 
among paradigms (thus Rorty’s holism is of the wholesale kind, and so miles apart 
from the empiricist and scientific contextualism of Quine). Holism, finally, as a con-
stitutive aspect of contemporary nominalism, is central to Wittgenstein’s later work 
on language (as it is to Quine’s), and renders meaning relative to particular, historical, 
and contingent frameworks called “language-games”—that is, dialects shaped by the 
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