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1. Introduction

One of the tasks of philosophy of religion consiststhe critical examination of current
religious concepts. As part of this task, | willaaxine the concept of conversation in
theology, focusing on the idea of a conversatidin Wie past.

As a starting point for this examination, we needldinition of the notion of
conversation. For the moment, | leave the fieldtlufology aside and turn to a recent
encyclopaedia of rhetoric. According to the lemmaaerned, conversation may be defined
as 'the art of keeping company, which is devotetthéophysical and mental representation of
oneself, in contact with othersl. use this definition as a starting point for @wxamination,
because it summarizes in a few words some notibat we, intuitively, associate with
conversation. Of course, conversation has to da watking, with dialogical interaction.
However, a conversation is open to more than twbaggaants, and hence we should not limit
conversation to the pattern of dialogue prelimiyarFurthermore, a conversation has a
distinctively temporal structure. A conversationyniee deepened; it may lose momentum, or
become stronger. A conversation is a linguistiatreh, developed in time. Conversation is
also more than the exchange of linguistic messages;an art, it is a praxis that can be
developed. Moreover, conversation is more thanxahange of words. It is just as much a
matter of body language. Even more fundamentalbnversation has to do with the
representation of ourselves to others, and thesseptation of others in our world of living.
All these facets are summarized in the definitibowee.

The question for systematic theology is whethes tiation of conversation occupies a
place in theology. By examining the idea of a casaion with the past, | intend to maker a
contribution to this question. This goal might easome questions. For it seems obvious that
there is a place for conversation in theology. €her at least, a pressing need for dialogue
and conversation, as opposed to violence. As thaynraligious conflicts nowadays
demonstrate, conversation is highly desirables Ihot only desirable; there are even good
reasons to assume that conversation is a necessaon for theology, as the many case-
studies of this conference attempt to show.

Still, there is a need for critical examinationtbfs issue. | consider the widespread
use of the notion of conversation as an argumentdasideration. Every accepted notion is
open to critical and systematic examination. Mytabntion to such an examination does not
consist of a mere conceptual analysis. | will ratheceed by focusing upon the aspect of
representation. Our definition uses representati®ra main characteristic of conversation.
Conversation is representation in relationshipbag to do with the art of keeping company.
Consequently, our examination should focus uponpibssibility of keeping company and
establishing a relation of representation. To &md, | submit the field of history, as an area of
thought in which the possibility of representatiemmd company is put to the test. History is
pertinent to our question, because it does notuercthe possibility of conversation a priori,
but also shapes our awareness of the difficultidseeping company. Though a conversation
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does not need complete understanding, there mustcleetain common ground, to which the
conversation partners can refer. On the one hamth, & familiarity may be supposed to exist
in one's past, the tradition to which someone lgdor®©On the other hand, one may doubt
whether any familiarity exists in a conversatiorthathe past. For how can one be in touch
with something that is, by definition, not present?

This dilemma forms the subject matter of this pap®e will first consider some
arguments for and against the possibility of a epsation with the past (8 2). Once these
arguments are presented, we turn to the field dbgdphy of history, as treated in a recent
book by Paul Ricoeur (8 3). The materials of thimlb will lead us to a final section on
conversation and theology (§ 4).

2. In conversation with the past: arguments prd aon

In favour of the notion of a conversation with tpast, one could argue that such a
conversation is both desirable and necessary. Csav@n with the past is highly desirable,
especially after events of war and terror, whendhestion arises as to what we can learn
from the past. Every commemoration of war expresseger again. Such use of history is a
matter of formative educaticnWe may learn from the faults and errors of thet fasour
present and future political decisions. One may ateinfrom political leaders a certain
predilection for the past. If one should learn frthra past, there must be an intense exchange.
Conversation with the past is, for a large part,ir@tructive discourse. Reading historical
sources and talking with witnesses broaden thevighaal memory into a collective memaoty.
The contribution of such witnesses is an edifyirgegience, highly needed, especially in the
formation of youth.

We can go even one step further by stating thaversation with the past is not only
desirable, but also necessary; one cannot escapenwaication with history. An entire
current of historicism has given us at the vergidhe conviction that history is more than an
illustration of general insights. History does reatiWe are in our lives, as W. Schapp put it,
‘entangled in historie$'Schapp comes to this insight from a Heideggerjaraach. When
being has a history, the human being reflects¢hagacter and is full of stories and history.
This perspective replaces the traditional, metaighl/perception of being and nature. Thus, it
becomes essential for recent postmodernism thed thénothing but history', as the title of a
book by David Roberts puts®itWe cannot surpass the bonds and dynamics of istany
supra-historical structure or conception. In otherds, history determines our nature and
identity® To a large extent we are formed by what the pasthbrought to us. History also
provides a wide spectrum of role models, altermafiorms of behaviour and patterns of
experience. Paul Ricoeur once spoke of narrativa daboratory of forms'.A narrative
provides us with possible forms of behaviour that @an explore by reading, more than we
could do by our own living. History is part of native, in this respect. It offers patterns of
action by which we can be shaped and transformed.

Despite this intertwining of history and human &xi€e, we can raise many
arguments against the notion of a conversation Wi¢ghpast, as well. | note three areas of
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problems. The first has to do with a general ciisighilosophy concerning the possibilities of
representation. How can we conceive ‘real presemtesir culture, which has become weary
with over-extensive metacriticism? It is clear tingw ways should be sought to overcome
these problems of metacriticishiEspecially in theology, this problem is a criticale®

A second field of problems relates to the ideaistany. In 1992, for example, Francis
Fukuyama formulated his insight in 'the end ofdrigt'® His argument leant heavily on the
insights of earlier philosophers like Derrida, Fault, and Baudrillard. With their sharp
deconstructions, they have exposed the imposgilmfitany ideology-free view of history.
What the postmodernists have revealed is the infpbgsof establishing ends in history.
History has no end. At most it has ends. Or perllapsingular history is wrong itself. There
are only many histories with many ends. If we magsiion the possibility of representation
in our first area of problems, we are now confrdnteith the question whether there
something to be represented. Do we have the pbisifi conceiving history as our partner
in conversation, when there is no singular conoépistory with a clear goal?

A third problem relates to the notion of conversati This notion meets the same
critical approach of postmodernists as the notiomisiory!* The notion of conversation rests
upon at least three assumptions. First, conversatiodialogue has to do with intentional
speech; but it is precisely the use of intentionalning in speech that may be fundamentally
deconstructed as an arbitrary act. Second, cori@isas a form of oral discourse.
Hermeneutics and deconstruction have taught u® teubpicious of the supposed directness
of oral communication. At least there are good saago separate oral and written discourse.
One can even posit the primacy of written discounsegard to oral discourse. However, the
live presence of a speaker in words and in bodgpgisars in written discourse. Third,
conversation depends upon an idea of mutuality.irAdiis deconstruction that has brought
into hermeneutics the creative function of ruptuaed the far more intricate kinds of relation
that govern meaning. Dialogical philosophy has appe to be a naive notion that cannot
stand the test of critical analysis. Conversat®not so immediate and innocent as it might
seem at first sight. How can we then conceive gf‘keeping company’, except in a derived
sense? If the notion of conversation can be maiathonly with the help of analogies and
derivations, we should at least look for other oiasi that are more suitable, and perhaps even
drop the possibility of direct company altogetfter.

Even if one does not accept post-modern critictbrere are good reasons to maintain
that conversation is at least an unworkable notanphilosophical analysis. This is John
Searle’s contribution to the subject matter asibbgbpher of language. As regards speech act
analysis, the notion of conversation cannot be @gired in a satisfactory manrf@rThe
main problem for any speech act analysis is thatr#sponse to a speech act within a
conversation cannot be explained from the intentibthe initial speech act alone. We need
to refer to the conversational context. Howeveis teads to an infinite order of regression.
This regression can only be stopped by assumingnamentional background, which lies
outside the capacity of speech act analysis. | thatespeech act analysis already falters at the
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regressive movement of conversation. This is torssiiing of the progressive movement of
conversation, which seems to lie completely outsiderealm of speech act analysis, but is
such an essential component of conversation. Ifemation is a philosophical reality, then
we may conclude that it is rather a phenomenonimkymalysis than a notion to be used as a
conceptual model.

Our hesitation concerning the notions of historg aonversation makes us reluctant
to posit the idea of a conversation with the p&stmany questions arise in connection with
the two words, all centred on the idea of repres@nt. For how can the past be represented?
One can speak with older people as withesses efstipast. However, one speaks to persons
in the present. At most, these persons symbols@ast. They make present a former reality.
Strictly speaking, this is not a conversation whle past; it is a conversation with present
persons, who manifest traces from the past. Ondytthces are present, not the acts of
speakers from the past. How can we have a mutladia® to someone or something (a text,
an archaeological source) that is not presenf$&ke can develop some mutual relation to a
text. Gadamer’s idea of a fusion of horizons betwtt and reader is based upon such a
relation. However, as readers, we only approacheaept text, or a present archaeological
finding. The past only achieves a sense of presédmoeigh interpretive acts. These acts
establish a presence in the present, with whichcare keep company; but we can only
imagine that we reach the past through this comp@hg original speakers or agents have
disappeared from our imaginative company and wes rntfi® mutuality to them that is
essential for a real conversation.

I can only imagine the idea of conversation as aalagical notion. However, the
guestion arises then whether there are other motiorbe put forward, which simply better
conceptualise the intention of relating human beimgthe present to the meaning of the past.
There are many such notions. My relation to theé pas be viewed as looking in a mirror.
The mirror of the past is a common metaphor, wiioks not possess the connotations of
mutuality and presence implied by the notion ofv@eation, while it does express the close-
knit connections of past and obserteAnother possibility is the idea of remembraft&he
past can be remembered in the present. Relatéustadtion is the metaphor of traces of the
past that must be found and valuated by remembiartte present. A fundamentally ethical
aspect is attached to the idea of remembrance. Rbraace becomes a task, a duty of
reordering, re-membering the traces that have lkésrersed® One could also present the
notion of an inheritance that comes from the pagiresent heirS’ Such models displace a
clear awareness of a relation to the past, withtbet problems of the idea of keeping
company. We commemorate, because the personsrémigenbered do not live anymore. We
receive an inheritance, only because the testatophssed away and is not present anymore.

14 Cf. F.R.ANKERSMIT, De spiegel van het verleden. Exploraties |: Gestthieorie Kampen/ Kapelle, Kok
Agora/ Pelckmans, 1996.
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Now, when such excellent alternative notions anthpteors are available, the idea of
a conversation with the past might fade into thekgeound of philosophical and theological
interest. Nevertheless, something may be saidvouiaof the idea of a conversation with the
past. However, we should not look for a clear mad@hteraction to be applied, but rather for
some inherent traits in history. At this point, [psbphical analysis receives a new function, in
describing a dynamic that otherwise remains hiddan view.

3. Ricoeur: Memory, history, oblivion

| commence a philosophical search for the dynarhtmaversation with history by turning to
a recent book of Paul Ricoetra mémoire, I'histoire, I'ouhlfi® This book is suitable for our
search because Ricoeur shows a refined sensitivitythe many layers of philosophical
interest into history. There are at least threelewf thinking in the philosophy of history. |
will go through these levels and mention the poksés of conversation in them.

Ricoeur starts his treatment of a philosophy otdnis with a phenomenology of
remembrance. It seems to be a general feature mamuexistence to grasp the past by
remembering. The phenomenological questions thaberir raises concern the ‘what?’,
‘how?’, and ‘who?’ of remembering. In examining thehat?’ of remembering Ricoeur
comes upon the large gap between past and prefbat.idea of representation is a
fundamental problem. The past cannot be made gres#iciently. Concerning the *how?’ of
remembering, Ricoeur discusses a wide repertomregmonic devices developed in human
culture. These devices, however, also show theatasfgemembering. Memory is abused for
all kinds of political aims? There is a large distance between present andgrasany forced
use of mnemonics increases that distance rathardsiablishes a firm connection between
the two. This conclusion leads Ricoeur once mor¢ghimportance of inquiring into the
‘who?’ of remembering. At this point, Ricoeur iscéal with the dilemma of individual and
collective memory. What has the primacy in remernmgerthe individual or the collective?
Ricoeur introduces a third notion: the neighboune Ttategory of the neighbour forms an
intermediate level between individual and colleetiit is on this level that a human being is
confirmed in his or her existené®.

This is also the point where our interest into avawsation with history takes hold.
The questions as to what? and how? only stresslisit@nce from the past and the abusive
attempts of surpassing that distance. The queatdn the who? of remembering leads us to a
certain reciprocity. The remembering subject mustcbnfirmed in his or her identity as
remembering agent. This is fulfilled in contactghwneighbours, who have the ability to
address the remembering subject in his or her esséinis reciprocity comes close to our
notion of conversation.

There is however, another level in the philosophyistory, in which the pendulum
switches to the side of distanciation. This is el of historiographic epistemology. From
the field of testimony we turn to a field of not®hke representation and truth. The ‘historical
operation’, the act of the historiographer, igshese word-fields show, very different from the
act of remembering. It is an operation with diffgraims, namely the aim of documentation,
explication, and, finally, representatidh. While the first two steps receive most of the
historians' interest, the methodologicpiece de resistances given in the notion of
representation. Here lies the frequently hiddemrclaf a historian that his methods allow him
to deal with hard facts. When Ricoeur places repredion as a third step, after the

18 pauL RICOEUR, La mémoire, I'histoire, I'oubliL'ordre philosophique, Paris, Seuil, 2000.
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operations of documentation and explication, it rbayclear that the idea of representation
has lost any connotation of primary, directly asdade facts. Rather than using the term
representation, Ricoeur turns, consequently, towbed représentance'representation by
replacement? Representation is an act of replacembetenance As such, it does not deal
with bare facts, but rather with a narrative framodw The historian displays a certain
representative tendency, which marks his or hekwor

I must admit that | see few possibilities for corsation in this representative
tendency. Clearly, history cannot deal with bamdait is a triple act, unfolded in a horizon
of representative tendency. This situation asksfoexplicative model like conversation. For
conversation has to do with an intention, a tengeriadepresentation over against others, as
our initial definition put it. However, as regart®e level of epistemology, | see rather the
wish for a conversation-like model than the podisjbiof grounding the notion of
conversation.

Ricoeur turns to a third level, the hermeneutieakl that considers the possibilities of
understanding behind the historiographic act. Heee enter the realm of the historical
condition of human existence. Ricoeur uses elemamiteidegger'sSein und Zeiin order to
describe the existentials of this historical exisee He brings in an emphasis of his own by
contradicting any tendency to totalization on tleisel. The fundamental term of this part is
oblivion. Oblivion is a regretful circumstance; setimes it has the form of enforced amnesia,
but there is also a form of happy forgetfulnessictvHorms a counterpart to the claims of
memory. Thus, the historical act is placed betwdbenpoles of memory and oblivion. Their
interaction constantly determines the possibilitied limits of history. The notion of oblivion
undermines the ideal of communication. The histoganstantly encounters the fact that he
or she must communicate extremes from history siraply are too harsh for words. Dark
events like 'Auschwitz' cannot be put to words, ety still need to be told. They are, as
Ricoeur puts it, not transmittable, but that doesimply that they should be not speakable.
However, other modes of speaking must be soughbeRr calls them the optative mode, or
the eschatological mode. Between the poles of reoremse and forgetfulness, the historical
speaking is bereaved of its naiveté, and is fotocedearch other languages, in a tempered
mode of speakingsotto voce

This tempered mode of appeasement finally leadseeRicto the subject of forgiving.
Forgiveness as such is not the object of the lgstarinterest. Ricoeur is, using an analysis of
Derrida, very sceptical about the possibility ofgiweness. One cannot shape a 'politics of
forgiveness'. Still, an agent can be called to astéor his deeds. Moreover, he or she may be
addressed on account of his or her identity bekinedacts committed. As for Ricoeur, that
final address is the only way to forgiving. Speakabout agency must be left aside in order
to address the issue of regeneration. An agentibleeds must be disassociated from his or
her deeds to become another person. A voice frenpalst must address the agent on a basic
potentiality: ‘tu vaux mieux que tes actes’, yoe amorth better than your deetsCertainly,
this is not a simple manner of forgiving. But, givimne impossibility of forgiveness as an act
that restores former deeds, it is the only wayaduevenge and exasperation.

| refer to the communicative aspect of forgivingeheRicoeur presents forgiveness as
a matter of an address to an agent. There is nglesidialogue with the past, but there comes
a voice from history that addresses a human beangerning capacities that go deeper than
his or her deeds. That comes close to an idearofecsation. However, it is a conversation
without an imperative mode. It is a deep voice,imehhe horrible acts of the past. It is a
voice that only sounds in an optative mode. Itinspther words, a horizon to which our

22 RICOEUR, La mémoire 359-369.
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speech orients itself, without actual fulfilment.should not even be realised as a normal
speech act. If history speaks to the heart, it gabe ordered, manipulated into a politics of
forgiveness. It necessarily has to remain a comoative address at a distance. However, it is
an address that so strongly asks for a responat] tannot do other than relate the word
conversation to it. We can view it, in other wordss a ‘conversational move’, a
communicative address that asks for response.

If we should envisage a conversation with the pass$, on this fundamental level of
addressing an identity beyond common agency, drilis is, to paraphrase Ricoeur, a non-
transmittable range, but not a range without spepki and not without a move towards
conversation, either, we add. What is more, we Imve reached a conversational move that
is necessarily without present aspects. Only tbismfof conversation, as a voice from the
dark, not to be reached, can offer a real contittt tve past as past, without presence in the
present.

4. Conclusion: theology and the conversation whin past

It is interesting to note that, once Ricoeur trahes possibilities of a speech of forgetfulness
and of forgiving, all kinds of biblical allusionamerge. Throughout the book, we read of
Ecclesiastes, the Song of Songs, 1 Corinthian®rl8f remembrance and of forgiveness and
repentance in the Abrahamitic religions. The modidistorical speaking, once history is
brought under the pole of forgetfulness, is allute@ds an eschatological mode. This brings
us to the question of how theology relates to tioblem of conversation and history.

| know of one major theological proposal that asdsuor both the possibilities and
the limits of the notion of conversation in theo/dg | mean David Tracy's presentation of
conversation as a model for theologyRturality and Ambiguity?® For Tracy the model of
conversation expresses the conviction that thenessef a human being as an interpreting
being, emerges in questioning. 'We learn to playdhme of conversation when we allow
guestioning to take over. We learn when we allow tjuestion to impose its logic, its
demands, and ultimately its own rhythm upon®(i&Ve can converse with other people, but
also, and this is the kernel of Tracy's hermengutte can converse with texts. 'In
conversation we find ourselves by losing ourselmebe questioning provoked by the tekt."
The most challenging conversation is given in gxt@on with the classical texts. Religion, as
living with the classics, is, for that reason, thlémate test of any hermeneutic. Thus, for
Tracy, conversation is not a by-product of anotimerpretive move, but is essential for
hermeneutics, both philosophical and theologicahcy confronts this idea of conversation
with the situation in culture as it is sketchedthg postmodernists in words like plurality and
ambiguity.

In his confrontation of conversation with theseios, the subject of history also
comes up. For Tracy, the question of history isoanf of most radical ambiguity. He
believes that the model of conversation can stantbuhe test of history, even with all the
forms of ideology-criticism that he is aware of.vidgheless, it is remarkable that the word

% In this section, | pass over the proposal 0DIMHART PANNENBERG, 'Sprechakt und Gesprach', in:
Anthropologie in theologischer Perspektive, Gotting Vandenhoeck, 1983, 351-365. Cf. the volume of
KARLHEINZ STIERLE, RAINER WARNING (eds.),Das GesprachPoetik und Hermeneutik, Minchen, Wilhelm
Fink, 1984, 65-76. Pannenberg translates Gadaidedf successful conversation in interpretatthe act of
conversation itself. A successful conversation giway to a sense of wholeness, which transcendsteémions
of the speakers. For Pannenberg, this trancendew¢ s a religious dimension of speech, an ideavfach he
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conversation itself hardly occurs in the chaptehmstory. When it occurs, it is in connection
with the topic of interaction with the classicsafradition. However, there is more to history
than dealing with classical texts. Tracy does movide us with insights into how to interact
with past events and experiences. The past anghyhistmain a form of otherness with which
Tracy cannot adequately deal. For Tracy the coresemgs for interpretation of this otherness
are put totally at the side of the interpretetislhis or her identity that has to be transformed
in order to understand the past. Ricoeur’'s modehimiking history is more radical, in this
sense that it also turns to history itself. Anotkieice in history has to be sought, another
mode of speaking that comes history itself.

It is remarkable to notice that Tracy’s book endghwa chapter on religion and hope.
Ultimately, it is in the horizon of religious hoplat fundamental meaning is created. This
comes close to what Ricoeur writes on the eschgittdb mode. In my opinion, however,
Ricoeur is more aware of the consequences of spgélkim this mode on the possibilities of
a conversation with the past. History is not agaddexample of a cultural situation that can
also be met in other forms of plurality and ambiguHistory is the phenomenon of ultimate
otherness, which continuously puts traces of reptasion into human existence.

The dynamics of remembrance and forgetfulnessfiliawv from the representative
urge in history determine the possibilities anditénof the notion of conversation. Especially
in theology, we should take these possibilities &mdts seriously. The ultimate goal of
theological thinking, as appears on account of ghbject of history, is not a matter of
enlightenment and emancipation, as Tracy likesaielit®® The task of theology is to search
for a language of otherness in the phenomena ofahuexistence and culture, using the
symbols and experiences of the field of religiohe Bubject matter of a conversation with the
past makes up the fiefzhr excellenceo fulfil this task.
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