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The question of forgiveness has an undeniable political aspect.  The end of wars, the break-up of empires and the termination of internal conflicts all leave unfinished agendas of reconciliation behind.  How do the Ukrainians forgive the Russians for the famines they caused?  How do the blacks reconcile themselves with the whites that were once their oppressors in South Africa?  What of all the countries that suffered from German or Japanese occupation in the last world war:  How do they forgive?  How does one ask for forgiveness?  These are the questions that occupied Derrida towards the end of his life.  With the Pope asking forgiveness of the Jews and Clinton in Africa apologizing for slavery, Derrida decried the inflation in the concept of forgiveness.  He remarks that were we “to accuse ourselves, in asking forgiveness, for all the crimes of the past against humanity … there would no longer be an innocent person on earth.”
  Given its essentially Christian origins, “the ‘globalization’ of the concept of forgiveness,” he writes, “resembles an immense scene of confession in progress … a process of Christianization which has no more need for the Christian church.”
  The religious basis implicit in this process becomes clear when we reflect that in many cases the victims are no longer alive.  They cannot forgive.  Yet forgiveness primarily involves the victim and the offender.  It is a face-to-face encounter that becomes impossible with the loss of either.  “This,” Derrida remarks, “may be one of the reasons … why forgiveness is often asked of God.  Of God … because, in the absence of the singularity of the victim who is sometimes no longer there to receive the request or to grant forgiveness, or in the absence of the criminal or the sinner, God is the only name, the name of the name of … the absolute substitute.  Of the absolute witness”
  The religious notion, then, is that of God as “the absolute substitute.”  Even when the victim has died and the criminal and the surviving witnesses have passed on, God, “the substitute,” will forgive.

In referring to this religious sense of forgiveness, Derrida, who writes that he “rightly passes for an atheist,”
 distances himself from it.  God is not an actual substitute for the victim.  He is only “the name of the name … of the absolute substitute.”  He is, in other words, only a placeholder for the actual victim, who is the only one who can forgive.  As Derrida admits, his intent is to have “the word forgiveness … rigorously dissociated from all these motives associated with it by religion—redemption, salvation, justification, which are very biblical….”  It is only then that we can combat the inflation of its concept and begin “to know what we are speaking about.”
  In what follows, I am going to argue that the concept of forgiveness is essentially religious.  It demands that we take “God” as more than a placeholder, more than “the name of the name.”  The religious sense of forgiveness is based on God’s ability to substitute himself for the victim and, as such, involves the relation of the divine and the human that characterizes the Incarnation.  Derrida himself will supply me with the first part of my argument since his account of the “aporias” or irresolvable oppositions inherent in his “rigorous use of the concept” originates in his ignoring the concept’s specifically Christian roots.

The Earthly Economy

Both Derrida’s aporias and the Christian dialectic that is meant to resolve them involve what can be called the “earthly economy.”  In its broadest sense, this economy can be defined as the system of exchange between ourselves and the world.  Our bodily metabolism with its organic needs is an example of this economy; so are our normal, everyday commercial transactions.  They point to our dependence on the world, i.e., to the fact that we live only through a constant process of exchange with it.  Now, if we situate forgiveness within this economy, we face the aporia of the identity of the person to be forgiven.  In such an economy, according to Derrida, the payment for being forgiven would, at very least, be “that the guilty one repents, mends his ways, asks forgiveness and thus would be changed by a new obligation.”  Obligating himself never to commit the same fault again, he “would no longer be exactly the one who was found to be culpable.”  But this means that “one forgives someone other than the guilty one.”
  The aporia, then, is that forgiveness of the guilty party cannot appear in this exchange.  Thus, the person who does not repent, mend his ways, or even ask for forgiveness is, in terms of the earthly economy, unforgivable.  But this means that, when viewed in terms of this economy, the forgiveness that does direct itself to this guilty party “forgives only the unforgivable.”
  Yet how can it do so, when even the request is lacking?  The same point can be made by noting that justice is part of the earthly economy.  The fines and other penalties the guilty party pays are meant to undo the unfair advantage he gained from his injustice.  Their point is to convince him that “crime does not pay,” that it incurs a “debt”—a debt in civil cases to those he has injured and a “debt to society” in criminal cases.  In either case, the guilty party must pay.  When we say that forgiveness involves repayment, when in Derrida’s words our paradigm is “I ask for forgiveness, so I pay, and then you pay me back by forgiving me,”
 forgiveness collapses into justice.  What appears is not forgiveness, but justice.


If Derrida is correct, forgiveness cannot appear.  We thus face the aporia of something whose presence is joined with its absence.  In fact, as Derrida writes, “forgiveness should not present itself.  If it happens, it should not be in the form of something present….  This means that forgiveness should exceed the very category of presence.”
  The point follows from the fact that for it to appear, it would have to be part of the earthly economy.  As such, it would be present (and be known) through the presence of someone asking for forgiveness and another person granting forgiveness.  But then it would “be contaminated by an economy” of exchange “that corrupts it.”
 

The political implication of this is a vast deflation of the concept of forgiveness.  If forgiveness cannot appear, it cannot manifest itself in public apologies or in “truth and reconciliation” commissions.  However beneficial such commissions may be for society and the state, the “‘ecological’ imperative of social and political health,” Derrida writes, “has nothing to do with ‘forgiveness.’”
  The same point holds for “any forgiveness … that was asked for collectively, in the name of a community, a Church, an institution, a profession, a group of anonymous victims, sometimes dead, or their representatives, descendants, or survivors.”
   This collective asking and granting forgiveness violates the essential “‘one-to-one,’ face-to-face” character of forgiveness.  More importantly, its “economy of reconciliation” annihilates the “unforgivable that is the only possible correlate of a forgiveness worthy of the name.”
 Given this, Derrida has to say, “there is no sense in asking for forgiveness collectively of a community, a family, an ethnic or religious group.”

Kenosis

The problem of the earthly economy is not unique to Derrida.  Derrida’s attempt to disassociate forgiveness from the biblical “motives associated with it by religion” ignores the biblical origin of the concept and problem of this economy.  What sets the problem is the fact that God is both prior to and independent of the world he creates.  As responsible for the world, his creative action cannot have worldly constraints or conditions.  It, thus, cannot be made manifest or explained by a worldly process.  It is simply not part of its economy.  Accepting this, we face the problem of the presence of God.  If God’s being is before the world, how can he appear within the world?  How does this being manifest itself as it is without being part of the world’s economy of exchange? 
  The biblical answer to this question that most appealed to Christians is that God can only appear as a lack of worldly being.  He must, therefore, give himself as not being able to be given in terms of the world; he must appear as other than its terms of power and might.  Concretely, this implies that he appears as the powerless, the helpless and the vulnerable.  He appears as the person who has nothing to offer in the economy of exchange. 


The Christian expression of this view involves kenosis or emptying out.  According to Paul, God in the Incarnation “emptied himself, taking the form of a slave”  (Philippians 2:7).  The verb Paul uses in this sentence means “to empty out” or “make void.”  The New International Version of the Bible translates it as “made himself nothing.”  To take this literally is to see the Incarnation as the progressive emptying out of God that culminates in the Cross.  This connection between incarnation and kenosis is illustrated by Matthew’s account of the last judgment.  According to Matthew, Christ will admit into his kingdom those who fed him when he was hungry, who gave him drink when he was thirsty, who clothed him when he was naked, who made him welcome when he was a stranger and visited him when he was in prison.  When asked by the elect, “When did we do this?” he replies that it was when they did it “to one of the very least”—that is, to the hungry, the naked, the rejected of society (Matthew 25: 33-40).  The completion of this self-emptying is Christ’s appearance on the Cross.  At the end of his earthly life, he appears as the wretched creature who, like Job, cries out, “My God, my God, why have you deserted me?” (Matthew 27:46).  In Christ’s very nakedness and exposure, in his having absolutely nothing to offer the earthly economy, Christians are supposed to see God.

The Dialectic of the Incarnation


The relation of God’s forgiveness to the earthly economy follows the same pattern.  The two are opposed.  Their opposition appears in Christ’s request that God  forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.  The actual line in his prayer is “forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors” (Matthew 6.12).  The request is to cancel debts; it is to annul the economy of debit and credit.  This petition to get us out of the materialization of our relations to each other and to God is, however, conditional.  It is only if we forgive our debts to others that God will forgive our debts to him.  We must, in other words, get out of the exchange economy with regard to others in order to get out of the exchange economy with regard to God.  


Here, of course, we have to ask: Can we even speak of an exchange with God?  God lacks nothing.  He possesses all that he has created.  How then can we pay him back?  The same difficulty is present in the idea of God’s forgiveness.  How can he forgive us our debts in the sense of our trespasses against him?  Does it make sense to speak of our having somehow injured him and, hence, having to pay some recompense?  Insofar as he is independent of the world, how can he be harmed?
  


Christianity’s answer to these questions involves what may be called the dialectic of the Incarnation.  The Incarnation is the self-emptying of God.  It is his becoming one with the poor and the afflicted.  Given that the person who can forgive a sin is the person to whom the offence is done, for God to forgive sins, he must become this person.  He must have an identity with the insulted and the injured just as he has an identity with the stranger, the prisoner, the naked and the hungry.  It is, then, in terms of the Incarnation, that is, of God, as Christ, “taking the form of a slave,” that we have to understand the claim that unless we forgive others, our sins will not be forgiven by God.  So understood, the claim is that God will forgive us in his identity with the insulted and the injured only as we, when we are the insulted in the injured, forgive others.  The point is that in forgiving others, we are one with God in this identity with the insulted and the injured. 


There are two complementary interpretations of such an identity.  The radical, ontological interpretation is that God forgives sins through us—that is, through our forgiving others.  His action is one with our action of forgiving sins.  If we do not forgive sins, he cannot act through us.  But then sins cannot be forgiven—including our own.  Thus, we cannot be forgiven unless we forgive.  The corresponding psychological interpretation is the sense that a Christian has that he is not alone in being insulted and injured.  God, in the form of Christ, also endures this.  This offers the believer a certain relief.  He can forgive others since, in his identity with Christ, he has another standpoint, one where the earthly economy does not count. God humbled himself to become man, to become the insulted and the injured.  This divine humility replaces the believer’s humiliation.  He becomes, in his smallness, “big enough” to forgive.  To reverse this, we can say that to refuse this identity is to refuse to leave the earthly economy.  As humiliated, the response will then be to demand a corresponding payment—that is, not to forgive, but to humiliate in return.  Once again, Christ’s prayer for forgiveness implies that if we do not suspend the earthly economy, it will be applied to ourselves.  We cannot suspend the cycle of being humiliated and humiliating because God in his identity with us cannot do so.  


If we cannot be forgiven unless we forgive, then we have to say that we pardon in order to be pardoned.  The motivating relation here is not between ourselves and the one who offended us, but between us and those we have offended.  Thus, the prayer that God forgive us as we forgive others implies not just the dependence of our being forgiven on our exercising forgiveness, but also the reverse.  We can only forgive if we see ourselves needing forgiveness.
  This point can be put in terms of self-forgiveness.  Another person can offer me forgiveness, but I may refuse it.  I may feel that my actions are justified and do not need to be forgiven.  Alternately, I may feel that they are so terrible that they unforgivable.  In either case, my refusal of forgiveness undercuts my ability to forgive. It does so because it breaks the motivating link between forgiving and seeking forgiveness.  Dostoyevsky illustrates this link when in Devils (which is also translated as The Possessed), he relates the encounter between Stavrogin and the retired bishop, Tikon.  After hearing his confession, Tikon says to Stavrogin: “If you believe that you can forgive yourself and obtain that forgiveness for yourself in this world, then you already believe everything! … How can you say you don’t believe in God?” 
  To believe that you can obtain forgiveness is to believe yourself capable of forgiving.  It is, thus, to assume the possibility of an identity with the insulted and injured, i.e., with Christ who has incarnated himself in those whose place it is to forgive.  Stavrogin, however, cannot forgive himself because he cannot accept this identity.  He has lost faith in the possibility of forgiveness and, hence, in Christ.

Resolution


Having restored the original context of forgiveness, we can resolve the aporias that result from Derrida’s having “rigorously dissociated [forgiveness] from all these motives associated with it by religion.”  It is, for example, Christ’s identity with the victim, i.e., his existence as an actual substitute that allows us to speak of forgiveness in the absence of the offended.  It is this same identity that allows forgiveness to remain one-to-one and yet achieve a collective sense. The demand of Derrida for “an absolutely singular forgiveness as a unique event, unique but necessarily iterable”
 is, in fact, answered by Christ’s repeated identity with each singular victim.  Through Christ, the relation is both one-to-one and collective.  This mediation by Christ deprives forgiveness of its situation in the earthly economy.  This is because its basis is the identification of each party with Christ in his identity with the insulted and injured.  The identity, in other words, is with the God who has emptied himself, who appears as he is in his not taking part in this economy.  

Can forgiveness, so understood, appear?  For Derrida, this nonappearing is a function of the fact that the person who repents and asks for forgiveness must do so in terms of the earthly economy.  This, however, is precisely what the mediation by Christ avoids.  Christ’s prayer that we be forgiven even as we forgive suggests that we do not forgive as payback for the other person’s having paid us first through his acts of repentance and atonement.  We forgive so that we ourselves may be forgiven, so that, in fact, all debts be cancelled.  The inflation of the concept of forgiveness, here, is even greater, if different than Derrida imagined.  It is based on the supposition that we are all guilty, that we all need the cancellation of the economy that is the object of Christ’s petitionary prayer.
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