
Reflections on Truth and Theology

Theodor Adorno said "The need to give a voice to suffering is a condition of all truth." (Negative
Dialectics, p. ?)

This suggests that suffering might not have a voice. (Maybe this is because the subject of
suffering has been silenced; whether with or without consciousness - that is, the sufferer
might have been shut up behind bars, had the volume turned off, been denied expression,
but be capable of expression; or the sufferer might even not be able to articulate the
substance and paths of the suffering, its causes and history and its complete description, the
awareness of the suffering as such might always already have been denied the sufferer
(Irigaray's thesis). So that before we can recognize, experience truth, this suffering needs a
voice.)

Not here the substance of all truth, but the condition of all truth.

And not even the successful giving of a voice to suffering, but the need to give a voice to
suffering.

So this model is of suffering, silent, needing to find expression, needing to attain or achieve a
voice, enabling, forming a condition for truth in its insistence and needing, this need
impelling whatever brings about truth.

On suffering: Whose suffering? Maybe God's? And maybe this is the theo-Iogy that matters: the
theology that needs to give a voice to God's suffering in relationship to the world God made and that
has gone, that continues to go, in such suffering directions. And maybe it is the need to give a voice
to human suffering at the same time. And maybe human suffering and God's suffering are connected,
related, and maybe this is one of the things Jesus' death on the cross has to do with, although I can't
say exactly how this works. That God's suffering and people's suffering, humanity's suffering, are not
independent of one another, that God suffers because people suffer, and people suffer because God
suffers - whether that's because they cause God suffering, or maybe rather, occasion God's suffering,
or because people cannot feel God's favor, cannot feel blessed, when this divine favor and
blessedness is marred by suffering.

You will be like God, knowing good and evil. (for this even to have been said, wouldn't there
have had to be evil, a knowledge of evil, already? or just the linguistic, conceptual possibility,
without the substance, the experiential counterpart of that possibility?) (1 was thinking of this
as being, possibly, true even if it is the knowledge of good and evil that both parties to the
situation come to know after the fact - once this happens, human and God will both know
good and evil, and so human will be like God in this regard.)

Tillich suggests that the fall into existence (I might be tempted to say experience) is the
occasion for sin, though not yet sin; certainly it is the ground of suffering, and so of the
knowledge of evil (how on earth would we separate suffering from the knowledge of evil,
suffering being for us the index of evil, generally speaking).

On hope: It's not clear whether the need to give a voice to hope is equally a condition of all truth. It
is almost certainly a condition of Christian truth, or a felt condition. A long time ago, in a little paper I
wrote for a class in seminary, I wrote that if what people were teaching denied people hope, then it
wasn't good news and was contrary to the gospel. I stillbelieve that is one of the more true things I've
ever written.



The problem with hope, with needing to give a voice to hope, that perhaps it will tempt one to lie, to
cover over the truth, or not to seek the truth with sufficient determination, to succumb to the
temptation to settle for easier (but false) hope. ("We tried to find an easier, softer way ... but we
could not.")

Genuine hope, however, requires truth at least as much as does the voice of suffering. In the end,
there can be no hope without truth.

This little dictum cuts both ways. I might be presented with truth that cuts off all hope. Or I
might in my hope challenge some truth, or in hope I will say "alleged truth," determined to
hang on to the truth that funds hope.

Once again, this might be where the "need to give a voice to suffering is a condition of all
truth" comes in, because some hopes travel with particular sufferings (hoping for social
acceptance, for instance, while suffering without it, in a particular condition . . . say
gays/lesbians; say women who suffer from objectification and all the complex phenomena
that go with that, and hope for the status of subjective humanity as women). So that
something about the suffering itself criticizes the current formulation of truth, calls it into
question, and on this basis, too, hope also, its counterpart, its projection of something,
possibly vague, that would differ from the current suffering, maybe taking an inadequate form,
but beginning to imagine something free from this particular suffering, that hope is also an
index of the truth to which the suffering also bears witness.

But how it might play out, this we might not be able to say. Consider "the resurrection of the
body," and the hope for being reunited with loved ones who have died. This suffering, and
this hope, together bearing witness to the irreplaceable character of individual human beings;
the unsubstitutable character of human lives; their non-fungibility - to use Adorno's
terminology; (this non-fungibility, unsubstitutability, being the ground of humanism, perhaps);
but not thereby guaranteeing the reasonable hope that the resurrection of the body is itself
real.

But note: if I have to give up this hope in the resurrection of the body, because I can no
longer identify the truth that will make it believable, imaginable, I open myself up to a new
substance of suffering, the suffering that misses that hope, the suffering that cannot really do
without it, that suffering that misses that formulation and that promise, whether it ever knew it
or not. And that suffering, too, deserves a voice, and is a condition of truth (the solidarity of
this line of argument with metaphysics, perhaps, pace Negative Dialectics.)

On the relationship between suffering and "utopia," the world to come: The formulation of utopia
bears some relationship to suffering, a negative relationship, it is part of the struggle to answer to the
suffering and to express that answer, perhaps by counteracting it imaginatively (and possibly actively,
as well, depending on how the utopia is integrated into a program of action). And might be an index
of the hoped-for world, although as has been said before, this hoped-for world continues to present
itself as inadequate to those desires that are as yet unable to articulate themselves, those forms of
suffering that are as yet unable to be felt. (Which might remain unable to be felt; or which might one
day come to be felt.)

Indeed, when Jesus says "take up your cross and follow me," he is not just kidding, and he is
not necessarily saying to shoulder some kind of suffering that we already know about.
Because the road to the world to come that is free of suffering has to be, at least in Christian
imagination, and in this analysis of the relationship of suffering both to hope and to the
imaginative construction of utopia, full of suffering that has as yet not been met, or fully met,
not experienced perhaps even as such. And this experience of suffering, this recognition of



what is missing, of what does not work, of what is as yet lacking, or however we might want
to express this negative reality, this suffering that is bound to be experienced once the
conditions for its experience come to be met, is also necessary to delineate the contours of the
world to come, to identify them, to recognize them for what they are and what they need to
be. Because the utopia that is constructed, reached, short of this form of suffering isn't the
ultimate utopia yet; it still contains, almost unavoidably, the suffering that has not yet been
experienced, identified, uncovered, transformed, addressed. .. So that seeking, committing
oneself to working for the new world, for the world to come, is necessarily committing oneself
to the pioneering of some kind of unmet suffering.

That doesn't really sound like a good and hopeful thing to me! And yet, somehow, it seems
as if it should sound like that, nevertheless. It has something to do with "progress," which has
fallen out of fashion these days, but which might not only be a myth, or a lie, though it might
have been a myth and a lie when told the way it was told in our history, in our stories about
progress (say, in the early 20th century); those stories might not have been true; and yet, there
might have been a little bit of truth in them, anyway.

Notice that this idea bears a striking resemblance to the doctrine of purgatory.

Of course, there is presumably some chance that we might construct a world in which all
these possible forms of suffering would never surface, and we would really just be blissfully
happy. But more likely, people like us would construct a world in which we were not
completely able to do away with things, behaviors, misprisions, false ideas, etc. that occasion
suffering. Working through that suffering, then, becomes the purgation of deficiencies and
errors that leads (assuming it leads somewhere) or that constitutes the practically
indispensable condition for heavenly - utopian - bliss.
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