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1. Introduction
One of the tasks of philosophy of religion consists in the critical examination of current
religious concepts. As part of this task, I will examine the concept of conversation in
theology, focusing on the idea of a conversation with the past.
As a starting point for this examination, we need a definition of the notion of
conversation. For the moment, I leave the field of theology aside and turn to a recent
encyclopaedia of rhetoric. According to the lemma concerned, conversation may be defined
as 'the art of keeping company, which is devoted to the physical and mental representation of
oneself, in contact with others'.1 I use this definition as a starting point for our examination,
because it summarizes in a few words some notions that we, intuitively, associate with
conversation. Of course, conversation has to do with talking, with dialogical interaction.
However, a conversation is open to more than two participants, and hence we should not limit
conversation to the pattern of dialogue preliminarily. Furthermore, a conversation has a
distinctively temporal structure. A conversation may be deepened; it may lose momentum, or
become stronger. A conversation is a linguistic relation, developed in time. Conversation is
also more than the exchange of linguistic messages; it is an art, it is a praxis that can be
developed. Moreover, conversation is more than an exchange of words. It is just as much a
matter of body language. Even more fundamentally: conversation has to do with the
representation of ourselves to others, and the representation of others in our world of living.
All these facets are summarized in the definition above.
The question for systematic theology is whether this notion of conversation occupies a
place in theology. By examining the idea of a conversation with the past, I intend to maker a
contribution to this question. This goal might raise some questions. For it seems obvious that
there is a place for conversation in theology. There is, at least, a pressing need for dialogue
and conversation, as opposed to violence. As the many religious conflicts nowadays
demonstrate, conversation is highly desirable. It is not only desirable; there are even good
reasons to assume that conversation is a necessary notion for theology, as the many casestudies of this conference attempt to show.
Still, there is a need for critical examination of this issue. I consider the widespread
use of the notion of conversation as an argument for consideration. Every accepted notion is
open to critical and systematic examination. My contribution to such an examination does not
consist of a mere conceptual analysis. I will rather proceed by focusing upon the aspect of
representation. Our definition uses representation as a main characteristic of conversation.
Conversation is representation in relationships; it has to do with the art of keeping company.
Consequently, our examination should focus upon the possibility of keeping company and
establishing a relation of representation. To this end, I submit the field of history, as an area of
thought in which the possibility of representation and company is put to the test. History is
pertinent to our question, because it does not exclude the possibility of conversation a priori,
but also shapes our awareness of the difficulties of keeping company. Though a conversation
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does not need complete understanding, there must be a certain common ground, to which the
conversation partners can refer. On the one hand, such a familiarity may be supposed to exist
in one's past, the tradition to which someone belongs. On the other hand, one may doubt
whether any familiarity exists in a conversation with the past. For how can one be in touch
with something that is, by definition, not present?
This dilemma forms the subject matter of this paper. We will first consider some
arguments for and against the possibility of a conversation with the past (§ 2). Once these
arguments are presented, we turn to the field of philosophy of history, as treated in a recent
book by Paul Ricoeur (§ 3). The materials of this book will lead us to a final section on
conversation and theology (§ 4).
2. In conversation with the past: arguments pro and con
In favour of the notion of a conversation with the past, one could argue that such a
conversation is both desirable and necessary. Conversation with the past is highly desirable,
especially after events of war and terror, when the question arises as to what we can learn
from the past. Every commemoration of war expresses: never again. Such use of history is a
matter of formative education.2 We may learn from the faults and errors of the past for our
present and future political decisions. One may demand from political leaders a certain
predilection for the past. If one should learn from the past, there must be an intense exchange.
Conversation with the past is, for a large part, an instructive discourse. Reading historical
sources and talking with witnesses broaden the individual memory into a collective memory.3
The contribution of such witnesses is an edifying experience, highly needed, especially in the
formation of youth.
We can go even one step further by stating that conversation with the past is not only
desirable, but also necessary; one cannot escape communication with history. An entire
current of historicism has given us at the very least the conviction that history is more than an
illustration of general insights. History does matter. We are in our lives, as W. Schapp put it,
'entangled in histories'.4 Schapp comes to this insight from a Heideggerian approach. When
being has a history, the human being reflects this character and is full of stories and history.
This perspective replaces the traditional, metaphysical perception of being and nature. Thus, it
becomes essential for recent postmodernism that there is 'nothing but history', as the title of a
book by David Roberts puts it.5 We cannot surpass the bonds and dynamics of history in any
supra-historical structure or conception. In other words, history determines our nature and
identity.6 To a large extent we are formed by what the past has brought to us. History also
provides a wide spectrum of role models, alternative forms of behaviour and patterns of
experience. Paul Ricoeur once spoke of narrative as a 'laboratory of forms'.7 A narrative
provides us with possible forms of behaviour that we can explore by reading, more than we
could do by our own living. History is part of narrative, in this respect. It offers patterns of
action by which we can be shaped and transformed.
Despite this intertwining of history and human existence, we can raise many
arguments against the notion of a conversation with the past, as well. I note three areas of
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problems. The first has to do with a general crisis in philosophy concerning the possibilities of
representation. How can we conceive ‘real presences’ in our culture, which has become weary
with over-extensive metacriticism? It is clear that new ways should be sought to overcome
these problems of metacriticism.8 Especially in theology, this problem is a critical one.9
A second field of problems relates to the idea of history. In 1992, for example, Francis
Fukuyama formulated his insight in 'the end of history'.10 His argument leant heavily on the
insights of earlier philosophers like Derrida, Foucault, and Baudrillard. With their sharp
deconstructions, they have exposed the impossibility of any ideology-free view of history.
What the postmodernists have revealed is the impossibility of establishing ends in history.
History has no end. At most it has ends. Or perhaps the singular history is wrong itself. There
are only many histories with many ends. If we may question the possibility of representation
in our first area of problems, we are now confronted with the question whether there is
something to be represented. Do we have the possibility of conceiving history as our partner
in conversation, when there is no singular concept of history with a clear goal?
A third problem relates to the notion of conversation. This notion meets the same
critical approach of postmodernists as the notion of history.11 The notion of conversation rests
upon at least three assumptions. First, conversation or dialogue has to do with intentional
speech; but it is precisely the use of intentional meaning in speech that may be fundamentally
deconstructed as an arbitrary act. Second, conversation is a form of oral discourse.
Hermeneutics and deconstruction have taught us to be suspicious of the supposed directness
of oral communication. At least there are good reasons to separate oral and written discourse.
One can even posit the primacy of written discourse in regard to oral discourse. However, the
live presence of a speaker in words and in body disappears in written discourse. Third,
conversation depends upon an idea of mutuality. Again, it is deconstruction that has brought
into hermeneutics the creative function of ruptures and the far more intricate kinds of relation
that govern meaning. Dialogical philosophy has appeared to be a naïve notion that cannot
stand the test of critical analysis. Conversation is not so immediate and innocent as it might
seem at first sight. How can we then conceive of any ‘keeping company’, except in a derived
sense? If the notion of conversation can be maintained only with the help of analogies and
derivations, we should at least look for other notions that are more suitable, and perhaps even
drop the possibility of direct company altogether.12
Even if one does not accept post-modern criticism, there are good reasons to maintain
that conversation is at least an unworkable notion for philosophical analysis. This is John
Searle’s contribution to the subject matter as a philosopher of language. As regards speech act
analysis, the notion of conversation cannot be approached in a satisfactory manner.13 The
main problem for any speech act analysis is that the response to a speech act within a
conversation cannot be explained from the intention of the initial speech act alone. We need
to refer to the conversational context. However, this leads to an infinite order of regression.
This regression can only be stopped by assuming an unintentional background, which lies
outside the capacity of speech act analysis. I note that speech act analysis already falters at the
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regressive movement of conversation. This is to say nothing of the progressive movement of
conversation, which seems to lie completely outside the realm of speech act analysis, but is
such an essential component of conversation. If conversation is a philosophical reality, then
we may conclude that it is rather a phenomenon beyond analysis than a notion to be used as a
conceptual model.
Our hesitation concerning the notions of history and conversation makes us reluctant
to posit the idea of a conversation with the past. So many questions arise in connection with
the two words, all centred on the idea of representation. For how can the past be represented?
One can speak with older people as witnesses of times past. However, one speaks to persons
in the present. At most, these persons symbolise the past. They make present a former reality.
Strictly speaking, this is not a conversation with the past; it is a conversation with present
persons, who manifest traces from the past. Only the traces are present, not the acts of
speakers from the past. How can we have a mutual relation to someone or something (a text,
an archaeological source) that is not present itself? We can develop some mutual relation to a
text. Gadamer’s idea of a fusion of horizons between text and reader is based upon such a
relation. However, as readers, we only approach a present text, or a present archaeological
finding. The past only achieves a sense of presence through interpretive acts. These acts
establish a presence in the present, with which we can keep company; but we can only
imagine that we reach the past through this company. The original speakers or agents have
disappeared from our imaginative company and we miss the mutuality to them that is
essential for a real conversation.
I can only imagine the idea of conversation as an analogical notion. However, the
question arises then whether there are other notions to be put forward, which simply better
conceptualise the intention of relating human beings in the present to the meaning of the past.
There are many such notions. My relation to the past can be viewed as looking in a mirror.
The mirror of the past is a common metaphor, which does not possess the connotations of
mutuality and presence implied by the notion of conversation, while it does express the closeknit connections of past and observer.14 Another possibility is the idea of remembrance.15 The
past can be remembered in the present. Related to this notion is the metaphor of traces of the
past that must be found and valuated by remembrance in the present. A fundamentally ethical
aspect is attached to the idea of remembrance. Remembrance becomes a task, a duty of
reordering, re-membering the traces that have been dispersed.16 One could also present the
notion of an inheritance that comes from the past to present heirs.17 Such models displace a
clear awareness of a relation to the past, without the problems of the idea of keeping
company. We commemorate, because the persons to be remembered do not live anymore. We
receive an inheritance, only because the testator has passed away and is not present anymore.
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Now, when such excellent alternative notions and metaphors are available, the idea of
a conversation with the past might fade into the background of philosophical and theological
interest. Nevertheless, something may be said in favour of the idea of a conversation with the
past. However, we should not look for a clear model of interaction to be applied, but rather for
some inherent traits in history. At this point, philosophical analysis receives a new function, in
describing a dynamic that otherwise remains hidden from view.
3. Ricoeur: Memory, history, oblivion
I commence a philosophical search for the dynamic of conversation with history by turning to
a recent book of Paul Ricoeur: La mémoire, l'histoire, l'oubli.18 This book is suitable for our
search because Ricoeur shows a refined sensitivity into the many layers of philosophical
interest into history. There are at least three levels of thinking in the philosophy of history. I
will go through these levels and mention the possibilities of conversation in them.
Ricoeur starts his treatment of a philosophy of history with a phenomenology of
remembrance. It seems to be a general feature of human existence to grasp the past by
remembering. The phenomenological questions that Ricoeur raises concern the ‘what?’,
‘how?’, and ‘who?’ of remembering. In examining the ‘what?’ of remembering Ricoeur
comes upon the large gap between past and present. The idea of representation is a
fundamental problem. The past cannot be made present sufficiently. Concerning the ‘how?’ of
remembering, Ricoeur discusses a wide repertory of mnemonic devices developed in human
culture. These devices, however, also show the danger of remembering. Memory is abused for
all kinds of political aims.19 There is a large distance between present and past, and any forced
use of mnemonics increases that distance rather than establishes a firm connection between
the two. This conclusion leads Ricoeur once more to the importance of inquiring into the
‘who?’ of remembering. At this point, Ricoeur is faced with the dilemma of individual and
collective memory. What has the primacy in remembering: the individual or the collective?
Ricoeur introduces a third notion: the neighbour. The category of the neighbour forms an
intermediate level between individual and collective. It is on this level that a human being is
confirmed in his or her existence.20
This is also the point where our interest into a conversation with history takes hold.
The questions as to what? and how? only stress the distance from the past and the abusive
attempts of surpassing that distance. The question as to the who? of remembering leads us to a
certain reciprocity. The remembering subject must be confirmed in his or her identity as
remembering agent. This is fulfilled in contacts with neighbours, who have the ability to
address the remembering subject in his or her essence. This reciprocity comes close to our
notion of conversation.
There is however, another level in the philosophy of history, in which the pendulum
switches to the side of distanciation. This is the level of historiographic epistemology. From
the field of testimony we turn to a field of notions like representation and truth. The 'historical
operation', the act of the historiographer, is, as these word-fields show, very different from the
act of remembering. It is an operation with different aims, namely the aim of documentation,
explication, and, finally, representation.21 While the first two steps receive most of the
historians' interest, the methodological pièce de resistance is given in the notion of
representation. Here lies the frequently hidden claim of a historian that his methods allow him
to deal with hard facts. When Ricoeur places representation as a third step, after the
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operations of documentation and explication, it may be clear that the idea of representation
has lost any connotation of primary, directly accessible facts. Rather than using the term
representation, Ricoeur turns, consequently, to the word représentance, 'representation by
replacement'.22 Representation is an act of replacement, lieutenance. As such, it does not deal
with bare facts, but rather with a narrative framework. The historian displays a certain
representative tendency, which marks his or her work.
I must admit that I see few possibilities for conversation in this representative
tendency. Clearly, history cannot deal with bare facts; it is a triple act, unfolded in a horizon
of representative tendency. This situation asks for an explicative model like conversation. For
conversation has to do with an intention, a tendency of representation over against others, as
our initial definition put it. However, as regards the level of epistemology, I see rather the
wish for a conversation-like model than the possibility of grounding the notion of
conversation.
Ricoeur turns to a third level, the hermeneutical level that considers the possibilities of
understanding behind the historiographic act. Here we enter the realm of the historical
condition of human existence. Ricoeur uses elements of Heidegger's Sein und Zeit in order to
describe the existentials of this historical existence. He brings in an emphasis of his own by
contradicting any tendency to totalization on this level. The fundamental term of this part is
oblivion. Oblivion is a regretful circumstance; sometimes it has the form of enforced amnesia,
but there is also a form of happy forgetfulness, which forms a counterpart to the claims of
memory. Thus, the historical act is placed between the poles of memory and oblivion. Their
interaction constantly determines the possibilities and limits of history. The notion of oblivion
undermines the ideal of communication. The historian constantly encounters the fact that he
or she must communicate extremes from history that simply are too harsh for words. Dark
events like 'Auschwitz' cannot be put to words, yet they still need to be told. They are, as
Ricoeur puts it, not transmittable, but that does not imply that they should be not speakable.23
However, other modes of speaking must be sought. Ricoeur calls them the optative mode, or
the eschatological mode. Between the poles of remembrance and forgetfulness, the historical
speaking is bereaved of its naiveté, and is forced to search other languages, in a tempered
mode of speaking, sotto voce.
This tempered mode of appeasement finally leads Ricoeur to the subject of forgiving.
Forgiveness as such is not the object of the historian's interest. Ricoeur is, using an analysis of
Derrida, very sceptical about the possibility of forgiveness. One cannot shape a 'politics of
forgiveness'. Still, an agent can be called to account for his deeds. Moreover, he or she may be
addressed on account of his or her identity behind the acts committed. As for Ricoeur, that
final address is the only way to forgiving. Speaking about agency must be left aside in order
to address the issue of regeneration. An agent of evil deeds must be disassociated from his or
her deeds to become another person. A voice from the past must address the agent on a basic
potentiality: ‘tu vaux mieux que tes actes’, you are worth better than your deeds.24 Certainly,
this is not a simple manner of forgiving. But, given the impossibility of forgiveness as an act
that restores former deeds, it is the only way out of revenge and exasperation.
I refer to the communicative aspect of forgiving here. Ricoeur presents forgiveness as
a matter of an address to an agent. There is no simple dialogue with the past, but there comes
a voice from history that addresses a human being concerning capacities that go deeper than
his or her deeds. That comes close to an idea of conversation. However, it is a conversation
without an imperative mode. It is a deep voice, behind the horrible acts of the past. It is a
voice that only sounds in an optative mode. It is, in other words, a horizon to which our
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speech orients itself, without actual fulfilment. It should not even be realised as a normal
speech act. If history speaks to the heart, it cannot be ordered, manipulated into a politics of
forgiveness. It necessarily has to remain a communicative address at a distance. However, it is
an address that so strongly asks for a response, that I cannot do other than relate the word
conversation to it. We can view it, in other words, as a ‘conversational move’, a
communicative address that asks for response.
If we should envisage a conversation with the past, it is on this fundamental level of
addressing an identity beyond common agency, only. This is, to paraphrase Ricoeur, a nontransmittable range, but not a range without speaking – and not without a move towards
conversation, either, we add. What is more, we have now reached a conversational move that
is necessarily without present aspects. Only this form of conversation, as a voice from the
dark, not to be reached, can offer a real contact with the past as past, without presence in the
present.
4. Conclusion: theology and the conversation with the past
It is interesting to note that, once Ricoeur treats the possibilities of a speech of forgetfulness
and of forgiving, all kinds of biblical allusions emerge. Throughout the book, we read of
Ecclesiastes, the Song of Songs, 1 Corinthians 13, or of remembrance and of forgiveness and
repentance in the Abrahamitic religions. The mode of historical speaking, once history is
brought under the pole of forgetfulness, is alluded to as an eschatological mode. This brings
us to the question of how theology relates to the problem of conversation and history.
I know of one major theological proposal that accounts for both the possibilities and
the limits of the notion of conversation in theology.25 I mean David Tracy's presentation of
conversation as a model for theology in Plurality and Ambiguity.26 For Tracy the model of
conversation expresses the conviction that the essence of a human being as an interpreting
being, emerges in questioning. 'We learn to play the game of conversation when we allow
questioning to take over. We learn when we allow the question to impose its logic, its
demands, and ultimately its own rhythm upon us.'27 We can converse with other people, but
also, and this is the kernel of Tracy's hermeneutic, we can converse with texts. 'In
conversation we find ourselves by losing ourselves in the questioning provoked by the text.'28
The most challenging conversation is given in interaction with the classical texts. Religion, as
living with the classics, is, for that reason, the ultimate test of any hermeneutic. Thus, for
Tracy, conversation is not a by-product of another interpretive move, but is essential for
hermeneutics, both philosophical and theological. Tracy confronts this idea of conversation
with the situation in culture as it is sketched by the postmodernists in words like plurality and
ambiguity.
In his confrontation of conversation with these notions, the subject of history also
comes up. For Tracy, the question of history is a form of most radical ambiguity.29 He
believes that the model of conversation can stand up to the test of history, even with all the
forms of ideology-criticism that he is aware of. Nevertheless, it is remarkable that the word
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conversation itself hardly occurs in the chapter on history. When it occurs, it is in connection
with the topic of interaction with the classics of a tradition. However, there is more to history
than dealing with classical texts. Tracy does not provide us with insights into how to interact
with past events and experiences. The past and history remain a form of otherness with which
Tracy cannot adequately deal. For Tracy the consequences for interpretation of this otherness
are put totally at the side of the interpreter. It is his or her identity that has to be transformed
in order to understand the past. Ricoeur’s model of thinking history is more radical, in this
sense that it also turns to history itself. Another voice in history has to be sought, another
mode of speaking that comes history itself.
It is remarkable to notice that Tracy’s book ends with a chapter on religion and hope.
Ultimately, it is in the horizon of religious hope that fundamental meaning is created. This
comes close to what Ricoeur writes on the eschatological mode. In my opinion, however,
Ricoeur is more aware of the consequences of speaking from this mode on the possibilities of
a conversation with the past. History is not a radical example of a cultural situation that can
also be met in other forms of plurality and ambiguity. History is the phenomenon of ultimate
otherness, which continuously puts traces of representation into human existence.
The dynamics of remembrance and forgetfulness that follow from the representative
urge in history determine the possibilities and limits of the notion of conversation. Especially
in theology, we should take these possibilities and limits seriously. The ultimate goal of
theological thinking, as appears on account of the subject of history, is not a matter of
enlightenment and emancipation, as Tracy likes to have it.30 The task of theology is to search
for a language of otherness in the phenomena of human existence and culture, using the
symbols and experiences of the field of religion. The subject matter of a conversation with the
past makes up the field par excellence to fulfil this task.
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