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To Mateja
Zelo, zelo…

Preface

Since my return to studies as a mature student, I have been reading
the queen of sciences as the critical constant in pursuit of knowledge.
Whether conspicuous or concealed, ostentatious or reserved, decisive
or tentative, it unquestionably persists in reflection across a myriad of
milieus. One of the many that drew my attention—and I do not purport
to be a master of any—were its materialist incarnations full of daring and
exciting contemplations. Originally my doctoral thesis, the book before
the reader is an attempt to appropriate them in pursuit of a theology
that wants to learn just as Aquinas wanted to learn from Arab philosophy. Its translation into a manuscript has in no small way been a journey
of remembering the grounding and elan of my research into materialist
theology.
Canterbury, UK
June 2019

Bojan Koltaj

vii

Acknowledgements

I should like to thank a few people: Stephen N. Williams who first
encouraged me to undertake this project, Ralph Norman who supervised
the doctoral thesis, Ward Blanton and Andrew Hass, who advised me to
turn it into a book, and the editorial team at Palgrave Macmillan who
made it happen. Last but not least, Slavoj Žižek for his afterword—hvala!
Part of the introduction was first published in International Journal
of Theology and Philosophy (January 2019), under the title, ‘Critical
Theology: Why Hegel Now?’. It is reprinted here with the permission of
the journal, available here: https://doi.org/10.1080/21692327.2019.1
581654.

ix

Contents

1

Introduction		1
Reflection on Theological Thought		1
Critical Theology		2
Critical Theory		3
Emergent Critical Theology		4
A Search for Truth		6
The Task: A Critical Reading		8
The Object of Analysis: The Social Theology
of Dietrich Bonhoeffer		8
The Analyst: The Theological Materialism
of Slavoj Žižek		10
An Admittedly Odd Reading		12
Bonhoeffer and Presuppositions?		13
Outline		14
References		15

2

Žižek’s Political Theology		19
Getting in the Mind of Žižek		19
Looking for Contradictions with Hegel		19
Why We Gloss Over Them with Marx		22
How We Do so with Lacan		24
Žižek’s Creative Philosophy of Contradictions		28

xi

xii   

Contents

How It All Began?		29
Badiou and Paul’s Truth-Event		31
Christianity’s Perverse Core		36
The Story of Job		38
Christ Escapes the Cycle		41
A Theological Materialism		45
A Theological Overcoming of the Constitutive Exception		48
Militant Politics of External and Contingent Grace		50
Žižek’s Atonement: An Act of Madness
That Suspends the Law		51
The Holy Spirit Community		53
Žižek’s Kierkegaardian Suspension of the Ethical		56
The Other of the Neighbour		58
Can Such a Community Pull Its Weight?		59
Theological Engagement with Žižek Thus Far		63
‘We Need to Talk’—Evaluating Žižek’s
Materialist Theology		63
‘Pull Up a Chair’—Demonstrating the Sociological
Import of Theology		69
‘Where Next?’—Towards a Meaningful
Critical Engagement		72
References		74
3

Bonhoeffer’s Social Theology		81
From Dogmatics to Sociology...		81
Ernst Troeltsch		82
Reinhold Seeberg		84
Von Harnack		87
On the Influence of Hegel		95
The Foundation Has Been Laid		98
In Pursuit of a Genuine Form of Community		99
Collective Person		100
Ethical Ontology		105
Objective Spirit		108
Indispensability of Theology		113
The Necessity of God...		114
... and Recognition of Sin		119
Only in the Church-Community		123
Žižek: No Abstraction, Please!		134

Contents   

xiii

Applying Bonhoeffer’s Reasoning to the Struggle
for Social Change		136
The Sociological Problem		136
Žižek: No Hope for Social Change?		147
References		147
4

Conclusion: Radical Critical Theology		153
Reference		158

5

Afterword by Slavoj Žižek: The Fall That Makes
Us Like God		159

Bibliography		171
Index		187

