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“Jean-Louis Chrétien: the Call and the Response” 

 

In what at first seems only to be a truism, the phenomenologist and poet Jean-Louis Chrétien 

notes, at the beginning of the introduction to his magisterial L’Appel et la réponse, that our voice 

initiates speech only when it has been called by what moves it to respond. As Chrétien observes, 

that we speak (or write and sing) is so only because we feel summoned, either by something or 

someone, to respond in word. In speaking, something has already reached us, calling us to break 

the silence. We speak, notes Chrétien, only “for having been called by what there is to say.”1 

This feeling of being stirred to respond in the face of what we have encountered, a face-to-face 

encounter whose form of arrival Chrétien will often liken to a wound, reminds us of our human 

condition. As Chrétien’s work shows in various ways, the condition is one of peril. For, in being 

called in a way that calls for speech, we realize that we are being addressed from a place of 

responsibility. To be capable of speech, as we are, is to find ourselves in a condition of 

responsibility for what we already have said or will say, a responsibility that makes such speech, 

not just sentient or intelligible, but human. To possess the power for speech is to have a voice, a 

voice by which we give expression to what needs expressing. Through our words, we are 

individuated as the unique voice that we are.  

The point is made directly in The Unforgettable and the Unhoped For. Commenting in 

the English edition of that text over a decade later (the section bearing the fitting title 

“Retrospection”), Chrétien writes, 

<EXT>It is this excess of the encounter with things, other, world, and God that is at the 

center of the project of which the book is a part: this encounter requires, most 

imperatively, our response, and yet seems at the same time to prohibit it.4</EXT> 
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This is why everyone has known the frustrating experience of knowing what one wants to 

express but being unable. We cannot find the right words. It is this insufficiency of speech, 

Chrétien will continually note, that highlights the fact that the call always bears within itself an 

essential surfeit of meaning beyond what our response can return. The excess exceeds us. Who 

has not known the experience of being brought to consider more carefully a situation in light of 

one’s inability to adequately respond to it with one’s words? Sometimes, the failure of speech 

calls for further thinking. That the moments most defining us happen to transcend our powers of 

foresight is a realization the ancients expressed in the notion of the Fates (Μοιραι) or fortune 

(Τυχη). It is an insight that will lead Chrétien himself to meditate on another one of his work’s 

persistent themes: the nature of time and our relation to it. On way to approaching his complex 

account of time, it will do to begin by considering another venerable philosophical theme, that of 

beauty. 

How does beauty call to and for speech? Reaching back to Plato, there is a tradition of 

philosophical thought that has seen in beauty the form of a call. Beauty has a voice in that in it 

things speak to us. As Chrétien notes, “The beauty of things, in a certain manner, is their voice.”6 

The beauty of things speaks to us and enjoins our own voice to reply. It calls us to speak. As he 

continues, “If beauty is the very voice of things, the face-to-face encounter through which beauty 

grips us is not in its essence a speechless contemplation but a dialogue.”7 Here the Greek 

etymology itself proves suggestive, for it evinces an intriguing link between the two: “Beautiful, 

kalon,” he observes, “is what comes from a call, kalein, which continues to call through and in 

it.”8 In proffering a call, beauty calls forth speech. Such speech can take many forms of response. 

It may provoke an admiration whose astonishment leads to philosophy (Aristotle or Descartes), 

or to the song of the world poetry sings (Whitman or Claudel), and even, as we shall see 
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eventually, to the praise befitting God (the Psalms). As Chrétien remarks, the relationship 

between the beauty that calls and the speech that praises is a recurring issue in Plato, for whom 

“the vision of the beautiful bestows speech and requests it; to each moment of such a vision 

corresponds the generation of a verb.”9 When we are encountered by something beautiful, we are 

set into motion to respond to the beauty of things. One particular way this occurs is through our 

capacity for speech. We are summoned to recover the right words that will give voice to what 

has, through the voice of their beauty, already addressed us.  

The beauty that summons the speech that praises has been, at least throughout most of the 

history of philosophy, attributed to the sensible and visible world. Beauty in the first place 

belongs to the visible, as the world is that which is first visible to us. While Chrétien does not 

deny that beauty first reaches us through a visible light, he nevertheless maintains that its call is 

quickly translated into other modes of expression. The voice of a singer or a musical piece are 

audible, yet beautiful. So, there are certainly forms of beauty besides those we see. But that is not 

the main point. Chrétien is instead drawing attention to a more remarkable fact: in stirring us to 

speech, visible beauty itself in a way speaks. The visible, too, has a voice.  

Beauty transgresses the traditional divisions between sight and hearing, the visible and 

the invisible, the seen and the heard. Chrétien places this startling discovery in light of 

phenomenological attempts from the past to grapple with it. For instance, he quotes with 

approval an observation we owe to Merleau-Ponty, who in The Visible and the Invisible notes 

that the call of the perceived world is nothing other than “the logos that pronounces itself silently 

in every sensible thing.”10 Things speak in the form of a call. If we are able to sing the song of 

the world this is because, to borrow the idiom of Whitman or David, creation already itself 

sings.11 Hearing the melody, we can join in, lending our own voice to the chorus. 
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Beauty, we come to see, defies any tidy dichotomy between the seen and the heard. We 

hear the voice of things through their visible brilliance; the light that illumines them is what 

brings them into a presence that lets their radiance strike and stir us. In being shocked by their 

beauty, they wound us, which is why they move us to speak. Beauty, then, is not mute. For in 

first speaking to us, it rouses our own voice to action. 

In this respect Chrétien again follows the example of Merleau-Ponty, who, in his own 

style, had already broken with a long tradition of philosophical thought that was unable to see 

anything but a strict division between the senses and what they experience. Going back all the 

way to Aristotle, for instance, the senses were thought to be—touch possibly excepted—neatly 

separated from the others, always already individuated by the “proper sensible” to which they are 

exclusively dedicated. That is why there were said to be five, and exactly five. The eye sees, the 

ear hears, the nose smells, the tongue tastes “each sense yielding access to only a single aspect of 

being.”12 The shock of beauty, however, has already suggested why this traditional schema of the 

senses is untenable. As the encounter with something beautiful attests, “the eye listens and the 

voice watches.”13 In a famous example from the Phenomenology of Perception, Merleau-Ponty 

remarks that the wooliness of a red carpet, which presumably should be a tactile quality, is itself 

visibly manifest: “this red would literally not be the same if it were not the ‘woolly red’ of a 

carpet.”14 That we see what we may touch is precisely why we are touched by what we see. For 

without ever having to touch with the hand the carpet, one can perceive the wooliness—it is not 

the red of the fire-truck’s sheen, or the stickiness of blood. As Merleau-Ponty comments, 

<EXT>We see the rigidity and the fragility of the glass and, when it breaks with a 

crystal-clear sound, this sound is borne by the visible glass. We see the elasticity of steel, 



5 
 

the ductility of molten steel, the hardness of the blade in a plane, and the softness of its 

shavings.15</EXT> 

What our eye gathers from the visible is always already inflected by what lies within the hand’s 

grasp.16  

As Chrétien notes, Aristotle had observed that touch is the preeminent sense when, 

identifying it as the “common sense,” the latter correctly noted that it cannot be modeled as the 

other senses of sight, hearing, taste, or smell. Whereas touch presupposes none of these others, 

they all presuppose it. Touch, Aristotle goes on to observe, accordingly is common to the other 

senses. This commonality, however, remarkable as it is, for Chrétien only indicates a fact of even 

deeper significance. Not only does touch found the other senses; it also founds itself. Touch 

uniquely implicates itself. For whereas sight does not see itself, or hearing hear itself, “touch 

implicates itself in what it perceives.”17 In touching what we do, we ourselves are touched by it. 

To touch is to be touched.  

Touch at once allows and calls for our powers of discrimination and refinement. 

Highlighting the centrality of touch in the human economy of perception and knowledge, 

Chrétien highlights the full range of experience available to us as humans. Not only is touch the 

most universal sense that grants us access to the perceptual world, it draws on us in our entirety, 

and not upon any one single faculty. The act of perceiving, he notes, implicates “not sight that 

sees or touch that touches but the same and unique individual man who touches and sees;”23 and 

to be empowered by and through touch is to find ourselves responsible for how cultivate that 

power, and so ourselves.  

For Chrétien, this human touch places us into a condition of responsibility that speech 

itself takes up. We are responsible for our words, and responsible for what we do. It is this 
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underlying current of responsibility that lends not only wonder, but also a deep sense of gravity, 

to what it means to be human—to be held open to the world and its things is not simply to be 

able to perceive them, but more importantly, through the power of speech, to be able to gather 

them up and respond to them in word and deed. As Chrétien remarks, “In what I allow to come 

to myself in and through language, I also reveal I am myself.”24 Character is forged through and 

by our words. 

He revisits this sobering realization in The Ark of Speech in the context of the essential 

relation between speech and its power to name. To clarify that relation is to bring the human 

condition into still sharper focus. Here the phenomenological tradition is itself replete with such 

examples. If in his “Letter on Humanism,” Heidegger states that “Language is the house of 

Being,” Chrétien will formulate a thesis of his own regarding language that radicalizes the nature 

of human speech, assigning it an even greater stake than what Heidegger attributed to it. For 

Chrétien, speech is the ark of things. Far from events and things and others only calling for our 

speech, we feel called to speak about them because speech itself expresses what it importantly 

first gathers and protects. Invoking a Levinasian term of art to make his point, Chrétien avers that 

speech exhibits its own “hospitality.” He explicates the nature of that hospitality in the opening 

pages of that same text: 

<EXT>The two hospitalities are brought into play by what I here call the ark of speech, 

an expression that may seem disconcerting. What does it mean? It takes inspiration from 

the biblical tradition of the origins of human language and from the polyphonic mediation 

based on it that theologians and philosophers have never ceased to develop, from Philo to 

Hegel and beyond. The French word parole (word, speech) derives from parabola (the 
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Greek word for parable); it will not constitute a betrayal of this word if we use a parable 

to commence our questioning of human speech and its powers.25</EXT> 

If here the question is one of explicating the relation between human speech and the world, 

where else might one more profitably begin the exploration than with the biblical account of our 

origins—the Book of Genesis? When we do, we discover a portrayal of speech whereby speech 

itself is seen as an ark—language gathers and shelters the things of creation by giving voice to 

the meaning they already bear within themselves but cannot vocalize. How does this work? 

“According to the biblical account,” Chrétien explains, “the first human act of speech is not that 

of saying something but of naming.”26 The speech that names contains within itself the power to 

transfigure. Things are brought into the world of language. But here, the act of naming must not 

be conceived in the negative light that it so often is by a certain postmodern tradition. In a 

tradition spanning from Hegel to Maurice Blanchot (and arguably Derrida), language is seen as a 

force that distorts, and indeed destroys, by negating the reality it signifies. To name something is 

to cancel that which is named. In passing from the reality of things themselves to the realm of 

human language, the thing that language attempts to express is signified, but the act of 

signification, far from protecting that which it names, banishes it into the dead of night. The 

universal of the concept abolishes what it had attempted to gather into itself. Between the 

conceptuality of speech and the empirical reality of the perceived world lies only an abyss. Here 

Chrétien observes that Alexandre Kojève, the Hegelian to whose views Blanchot’s own are 

deeply indebted, stated that “The word ‘dog’ does not run, drink, and eat; in it the Meaning 

(Essence) ceases to live—that is, it dies. And that is why the conceptual understanding of 

empirical reality is equivalent to murder.”28 This Hegelian view of language as mediated by the 
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concept, taken to its apogee in Blanchot, is one Chrétien not without reasons criticizes as a “cult 

of death.”  

A biblical account of human speech is different. Rather than negating what it names, our 

words shelter and shepherd what they name. Adam’s first speech, far from destroying or 

deforming what it names, on the contrary acts as “their first guardian, their first safeguard,” for it 

is a speech “which shelters their being and their diversity.”29 On Chrétien’s reading of Genesis, 

the biblical narrative makes “human speech into the first ark.”30 Unlike the understanding of 

language epitomized by the analyses of Kojève that takes language to be conceptual murder, 

Chrétien will present speech as something that is not an instrument of negation, destruction, and 

violence. Instead, its essence consists in its power for safe-keeping. If speech is an ark able to 

gather and protect the things entrusted to it, not a force for their destruction, how then are we to 

understand the nature of that safeguarding?  

Things themselves, we observed, have their own voice—the voice of beauty. But what 

exactly is the essence of the voice, both of things and our own? There is the audible voice, 

Chrétien notes, “The voice considered in earlier chapters is the naked voice, the human voice 

such as we hear it tremble every day.”32 This is the voice that responds to beauty by admiring it 

in song or in conversation. But that is not all. As the history of philosophy attests, voice can be 

understood in other ways. Chrétien thus raises an intriguing question: is there a voice that is 

silent yet detectable? 

He answers affirmatively. Take, as he does, the enigmatic case of Socrates’s daimon in 

Plato’s dialogues. What kind of voice is here at work? Or, more to the point, since this voice 

“comes from no throat and is heard by no ear,” why even call it a voice?33 The daimon 

responsible for restraining Socrates from making a bad choice is otherwise silent. It does not give 
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him positive instruction; it only intervenes to warn him against making a poor decision. Hearing 

the voice of the divine calls back to ourselves. This is Plato’s position in the Crito where 

Socrates explains that he has received himself through the paternity of the laws who have 

brought him into being, as a citizen. The one who receives himself as a son of the city must not 

bite the hand that feeds. To disobey the laws of Athens would be for Socrates to deny the 

paternity of the laws to which he owes his very status as son. Thus, this mysterious voice, which 

remains inaudible to everyone but him, addresses Socrates directly, calling to no one but himself. 

It is a voice that commands, that calls for a humble ear that is willing to do what it is given to 

hear. Many readers of Plato have interpreted Plato’s portrayal of Socrates’s daimon as an 

apparition of what might be more plausibly understood as the voice of conscience: 

<EXT>From the voice of Socrates’s demon, which keeps Socrates from making a bad 

choice, to the friend-voice, which according to Heidegger is carried within by being-

there; from the voice of the Word, which according to Malebranche speaks incessantly to 

our soul, to Rousseau’s voice of conscience, or Kant’s or Fichte’s; these intimate but 

alien voices are marked by a wide discrepancy in their calls.35</EXT> 

The history of philosophy has interpreted this silent call of conscience in varying ways. For 

Chrétien himself, the point to emphasize is that no matter how it is interpreted, it cannot be set 

apart from the reality of our being embodied. Only a being with a body is capable of 

experiencing such a call. Just as our sense of touch summons the whole body, so the call of 

conscience indicates a fundamentally embodied responsibility. As he noted previously in the 

context of speech: “It is with one’s body that one listens, as the act of speech is never separable 

from an act of the body.”37 Here, the same is true of the call. If there is a silent voice that claims 

us and orients our actions and informs our decisions, ultimately it is with our bodies that we yield 
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to its instruction. That realization leads to another key preoccupation running throughout 

Chrétien’s work. What is the status of the body? 

Following Husserl and Merleau-Ponty’s analyses of the “lived-body,” Chrétien will insist 

that the body is not simply another object in space, but rather what opens us up to the world. The 

body is not simply in space, for it makes space in the sense that we find ourselves placed in a 

world by means of it. Things are oriented in reciprocity with the body’s power to approach or be 

approached. In this respect, Chrétien’s account of embodiment aligns with the classical 

phenomenologists. The body, he agrees, is not first a matter of its own self-givenness. “Self-

touch cannot be the truth of touch”; for, as he continues, “Sensitivity gives us and delivers us to 

the world, not to ourselves.”38 To be embodied is not, as it is for someone like Michel Henry, a 

function of self-feeling.39 Rather, the body is that which opens us up beyond ourselves, exposing 

us to the world. As Merleau-Ponty would say, the body is always already outside: 

<EXT>Even self-delight, should it occur, is but the mature blossom of an immeasurably 

saturated encounter. I experience the joy of seeing, of touching, of hearing, of attentively 

exercising the diverse possibilities that are mine always by seeing, touching, hearing 

something other than myself, out in the world.40</EXT> 

It is a claim Chrétien reiterates explicitly, “The feeling of oneself is not, and cannot be, the 

guiding thread to a Greek thought of the flesh.”41 For the Greeks (and here Chrétien too), the 

truth of the body consists in its standing out open to the world and among the things that elicit it. 

In time, our bodies will see death, which motivates the next key question Chrétien addresses. 

What is our foundational relation to time? 

In facing this delicate question, Chrétien will examine the Platonic conception of time 

and knowledge, one on which all truth is recollection. Everything that we can or will come to 
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know is something that we always already knew but had only temporarily forgotten. For Plato, 

all forgetting is provisional. There is no such thing as a past completely beyond the ken of 

memory, since everything, even the past itself, is in principle accessible. Nothing lies outside the 

penumbra of memory. Something—Plato himself in the Meno uses the example of truths 

regarding the triangle—might momentarily withdraw from us, but it is always present, at least 

latently.  

The threat of forgetting is what calls us to protect things from fading into absence. It 

places us in a position whereby we must choose what shall preoccupy and concern us. Youth is a 

good example of this. There would be something unnervingly inhuman about someone who lived 

with no recollection (favorable or otherwise) of his youth. The memory of childhood can nourish 

us by bringing to mind experiences of past joy (assuming it was happy); it can remind us of a 

time of innocence when our intentions were simple and pure (inspiring us to become so again if 

we have since lost our way); and it can sustain us through difficult times in adulthood, reminding 

us that things were once not as difficult as they now are. A recollection of childhood reminds us 

that perhaps our present concerns are not so worthy of concern. Would the child worry? Our 

memories of youth accordingly ferry us on to the future. Through them, we can meet what comes 

with the hope that, not unlike our childhood, it might too be good.  

But that is not all. Our past teaches us about ourselves. Recollecting our youth reveals the 

many ways in which our past has shaped and is still shaping how we (and others) have changed. 

To appreciate how the past is still with us impresses what we have (for better or worse) become. 

We cannot change the choices and actions we took. Yet they are not really behind us entirely; 

they live with us transformed into an atmosphere that, like an incessant shadow, always follows 

us. The past permeates the present. Nowhere is this perhaps more evident than in the case of lost 
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friendship. Who has not known the pain of having lost what once was a good friend? Whether 

due to an avoidable conflict, or perhaps simply circumstances beyond our control, time pulled us 

apart. When we call back to mind the moments we shared, we are thrown back into the past, to a 

lost time that comes alive in remembrance. Or better, when translated into the memory of our 

past, it is not so clear if the events we recollect have come upon us from a bygone age, or 

whether we have traveled back to re-inhabit it. The people and places from our past are eerily 

present to us in the halls of memory. And if nostalgia can become an obsession or a form of 

escapism, is it no less true that someone who chooses to forget the past becomes heartless? The 

peril could not be any greater. For in turning our back to the past, we can lose ourselves.  

Yet Chrétien is asking us to consider something more when he speaks of the immemorial. 

He is not referencing a past that was but no longer is either because we cannot recall it, or 

because we have resolved to forget it. More, he is indicating something paradoxical: the idea of a 

past that lies wholly beyond recollection’s power of retrieval, for it was never ours to lose.  

He refers to it with the telling phrase: “Nothing is lost.” To say that nothing is lost can 

mean, as in the example of lost youth, that everything from our past is conserved in memory. To 

be sure, the past is no longer present in the way it was, but it is still with us in the form of 

recollection. It is always at our disposal should we call it to mind. As he remarks, this past of 

memory is ours because it “is saved forever.”46 In this way, the past is held in reserve by the 

latency of memory. Memory is the treasury of the past, and we ourselves always hold the key. 

Hence, nothing is lost for everything, including the events of the past, is always accessible. 

This leads to the second understanding of the idea that nothing is lost. On this other 

telling, forgetfulness itself conditions memory. To relate meaningfully to the past, we must not 

retain everything of it; we only retain what is worth retaining. For, if everything were 
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indestructible and nothing were purged from memory, we would not be able to function. A total 

remembrance would only produce a total forgetting. Chrétien explains the point this way: “This 

total remembrance which would give me entirely to myself and which would make me grasp 

myself, this memory of sense absolutely rendered present and presence perfectly actualized, 

would in truth be perfect forgetting.”47 When things retreat from the shores of consciousness, 

much never resurfaces again. But there is a gain in this withdrawal, since, were nothing to recede 

beyond the boundaries of memory, it would be impossible to distinguish what truly matters from 

what does not. Memory is the criterion of meaning. Forgetting the meaninglessness or less 

significant is what conditions memory, since the heart of memory consists in retaining only what 

is worth retaining—and nothing else. A memory whose potency made any forgetfulness 

impossible would, paradoxically, be impotent. Hence, in this second sense, to say that nothing is 

lost is to say that nothing worth losing has been lost. While some things disappear into the night 

of oblivion, others are never far from us, hovering on the periphery of consciousness, always 

present to the extent that they still matter. That they so persist is only because room has been 

made for them by expelling what does not. Here, forgetting accommodates memory. 

The past is not absolute for it is always relative to our power to recollect and control it: 

<EXT>If forgetting belongs necessarily to my memory—whether as a holding in reserve 

that constitutes a treasury, or as an elimination of what does not have to be retained—it is 

an act that is properly mine, an act of which I am the origin.49</EXT> 

Chrétien will contend that things are otherwise. The truly unforgettable—the 

immemorial—is impossible for us to forget only because we have never remembered it, and 

never will. It remains unforgettable not owing to the fact that everything lies within the horizon 

of our memory, nor because we may keep (or purge) everything we wish. Rather, the truly 
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unforgettable has never entered into the field of our consciousness. It is an absolute past in that it 

precedes us to the extent that we never coincide with it. The truly unforgettable is not therefore 

what memory preserves through the act of recollection, but instead what has always already 

wounded us: “The unforgettable is not what we perpetually grasp and what cannot withdraw 

from memory, but what does not cease to grasp us and from which we cannot withdraw.”50 This 

immemorial past is an excess over memory. In an admittedly cryptic remark, Chrétien tries to 

explain, “The unforgettable is presence of absence, poignant permanence of the unbearable.”51 

The wound that the immemorial opens up within us, he says, turns us away from lingering in 

regret, and points us toward the future in hope. 

Chrétien completes his account of time with an analysis of the future as the “unhoped-

for.” Like the past that remains unforgettable because it overpowers the authority of memory (an 

immemorial past), here we are confronted with the notion of a hope against all hope—an 

unhoped-for. To see what is at issue, it will help to recall some other phenomenological views of 

time. In Husserl’s theory of inner time-consciousness, there is always a retention of the “just-

past” conjoined with a constant anticipation of the “yet-to-come.” Consciousness, then, 

constitutes itself through an empty expectation of the unknown. Here, the future that is unknown 

is more radical. Reminiscent of Claude Romano’s concept of the event as that which surges up 

suddenly without our ever having anticipated it, Chrétien here draws our attention to a future that 

completely resists our powers of expectation, imagination, and anticipation. We are rendered 

totally passive in the face of it. It strips us of any initiative. The unhoped-for opens a dimension 

of the future permitting the possibility of genuine newness.  

Chrétien’s analysis of an unforgettable past and unhoped-for future again raises the theme 

of excess. It is precisely this ongoing struggle to measure up to what encounters us that marks, 
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for him, our human experience as inherently agonistic. Life is a struggle, because we wrestle 

with a present that wounds us. “Every present worthy of the name,” he comments, “is agonistic; 

it is torn by an unsustainable tension, and this is why it is present.”56 

He captures this dimension of human existence beautifully in a careful and penetrating 

study of the work of art in Corps à corps: à l’écoute de l’œuvre d’art (Hand to Hand: Listening 

to the Work of Art). The French title of the book—“Corps à corps”—literally means “body to 

body,” which, as the translator Stephen E. Lewis observes, is an expression describing what we 

in English call “hand-to-hand fighting”—close combat, in other words.57 While Chrétien 

emphasizes that it is the entire body that responds to the call (as we have seen with beauty), the 

English idiom of the hand does well to highlight the idea of grappling with a force that, in 

wounding us, completely reworks our identity and purpose into something we could not have 

originated ourselves—as Chrétien comments, it is a blessing to “receive an adversary who 

exceeds our measure, an irresistible adversary, for where else might we deploy ourselves to the 

unknown ends of our strength?”58 A face-to-face encounter with such a force has the power to 

transform us.59 As readers of the Genesis story will know, Jacob, in obtaining a blessing from his 

mysterious combatant (some have seen a Christophany in the struggle), receives a new name. By 

the end of the battle, he is no longer called Jacob, but Israel. It is to this hand-to-hand struggle 

that Chrétien turns in his masterful essay, “How to Wrestle with the Irresistible.” Not only does it 

examine the biblical account of Jacob’s struggle, it recounts the painter Eugenè Delacroix’s own 

personal struggle associated with reproducing the episode. To set the stage for Chrétien’s review 

of Delacroix, it bears returning to the scene of the original drama. Jacob is slated to see his 

estranged brother, Esau, the coming day. Seeking guidance and assurance, he withdraws from 
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everyone in the evening to pray. In the solitude of night, he asks God for word that tomorrow 

will go well.  

Jacob’s wrestling match transforms him into a new man, a metamorphosis 

commemorated with the receiving of a new name, along with the accompanying blessing he 

receives from the visitor. His struggle against this nocturnal visitor is poignant. It elevates his 

faith, strengthens his confidence in the providence of God, and vindicates his trust that God, who 

has already brought him this far, will never forsake him. As for Delacroix, the task of painting 

Jacob’s struggle became one of his own. The work took on the face of combat. The work at times 

overwhelmed him, obsessing him to the point of near exhaustion, while trying his patience, 

vision, and skill in ways he had not previously imagined possible. All told, the work took six 

years to finish. In a journal entry dated January 1, 1861, Chrétien quotes Delacroix, who, nearing 

the work’s completion, comments on the battle in which he was then engaged: 

<EXT>To tell the truth, the painting badgers and torments me in a thousand ways, like 

the most demanding mistress […]; what from a distance had seemed easy to surmount 

presents me with horrible and incessant difficulties. But how is it that this eternal combat, 

instead of killing me, lifts me up, and instead of discouraging me, consoles me and fills 

my hours when I have left it?60</EXT> 

Recognition of life’s agonistic dimension leads to another aspect where it appears, the interplay 

between speech and listening.  

To speak truly (or truly to speak), we must have first listened. This is why in an age when 

we increasingly listen more poorly than ever, we have less that is really worth saying. The act of 

listening is a gesture of hospitality; it opens a place that serves as a common space for the 

exchange of words, making community possible. To listen is not only to hear what the other is 
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saying, but also to attune ourselves to what is in the world, to what has called his words. When 

we are really listening, the words direct us to the things that brought them forth. It is in this 

respect that we can share something in common. When listening fails, we deny hospitality to the 

speech of others. Speech itself degenerates into what Heidegger called “idle talk” or Kierkegaard 

called “chatter.” No one ceases from speaking, yet nothing is said. This dead speech, which says 

nothing, or says nothing truly worth saying, because it has not yet first listened, is not hard to 

find: 

<EXT>The distress inherent to airport novels and hit songs lies precisely in the fact that, 

by providing simple-hearted people with formulae of pure convention and worn-out, 

devalued expressions with which to express their joys and their pains, they deprive them 

of access to speech, they forbid its stammerings, and they thus deprive men of their own 

existence. There is something really vampiric about this.65</EXT> 

This failure of popular speech indicates a possibility that might otherwise initially seem silly, or 

even contradictory. Could the perfection of listening consist above all in hearing silence? The 

very idea imposes another one no less scandalous: is silence what originally calls for speech? 

Chrétien will not shy away from saying so directly, “Speech takes risks because it is always the 

unheard-of that it wants to say, when it really wants to say something. The silence within events 

is what we want to bring into speech.”66 Any case of genuine listening presupposes that we have 

heard its silence: “If speech is born from the unheard-of, listening, too, can live from it alone.”67 

He goes even further, suggesting that speech takes place in relation to silence: “It bears witness 

to the agonistic dimension of speech, it demonstrates that every act of speech is a hand-to-hand 

combat with silence, with what cannot be said and yet will be said.”68 Speech originates from 
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silence and tends back toward it. When someone has said something very profound or very 

foolish, are we not left speechless? 

The first relevant distinction is between the silence we listen to, and the silence we 

ourselves make. When out alone on a walk in the woods, we are met by silence. Listening to the 

silence of nature, however, is not at all the same as listening to the silence of someone who has 

himself fallen silent. In the midst of an important telephone conversation, for instance, the one 

with whom we are talking might fall silent—in overpowering agitation, or distraction, or simply 

because he is searching in vain to find the words he needs—his silence is not that of the woods. 

In either case, nothing is said, but these two silences that both say nothing say something 

different. Where there is a tension and anticipation in the silence of someone who falls silent, 

there is a distinctive solitude in the silence of the trees. The latter silence is characterized by 

tranquility; and if it does unsettle us in some way, the uneasiness is not the same unease we feel 

in the awkward silence two speakers can share. 

Beyond this distinction between human silence and the silence of nature, there is the one 

concerning the various kinds of human silence. There is every difference between falling silent 

when one is left speechless and choosing to keep silent. The first is an exercise of our own 

discretion that presupposes we are still in possession of the powers of our speech; the other 

overwhelms us, dispossessing us of that power. As Chrétien observes, 

<EXT>Silence may mean that I choose to be silent when I could speak: not replying to a 

question that is addressed to me can show that I consider it null and void, indecent or 

offensive, etc. Silence can also say, by showing how I have been dumbstruck, as in the 

example of Pascal: I am silent because my confusion deprives me of the possibility of 

speaking.73</EXT> 
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Despite the variations noted among the kinds of voluntary and involuntary silences, they all 

exhibit a symmetry between silence and speech. But is there a form of silence that, surpassing 

our ordinary powers of speech, stretches speech and so ourselves into new dimensions?  

This leads Chrétien to the final piece of his analysis of the call that summons speech. His 

question: is praise the essence of speech? More specifically, does the essence of speech lie in its 

call to praise God? We already know that beauty itself calls for praise. Yet can we move from 

the beauty of the world to praise of God? It is a question that Chrétien contemplates when, in a 

meditation at the end of The Ark of Speech concerning whether beauty is a divine name, he asks 

directly: “Can there be a path of beauty that leads to Calvary?”77 If human speech is the first ark, 

is it possible for it to gather up the world, offering it to God in praise. Does the beauty of the 

world call for praise of the Creator? Through a lengthy meditation on the role of listening and 

silence in human speech, Chrétien has approached, in a novel way, a perennial question: what is 

the relation between philosophy and theology?  

Philosophy begins in admiration in the face of the world’s beauty, yet it stops there. Its 

gaze sees nothing worthy of praise other than the world. In a way, this is understandable even if 

it is regrettable. If the beauty of things in the world is what makes the world habitable and 

worthy of our admiration, would it not perhaps be to slight that beauty to suggest that it leads 

beyond itself? As Chrétien explains, “Jerusalem has its gratitude, but Athens has its gratitude 

too. It is called philosophy.”79 Concerning philosophy’s own mode of praise, he remarks, 

<EXT>Philosophy is a quest imbued with admiration, an inquisitive marveling. And the 

principle thauma, for thought, is nothing other than the world itself. Philosophy as such 

does not pray, but it accomplishes, in its very own way, an exercise in admiring the 

world.80</EXT> 
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Here, no doubt, a potential trouble manifests itself. For what precisely accounts for the 

passage from philosophy to theology? No precise account is given as to how that passage really 

occurs. However, we may reconstruct a possible answer from the implicit suggestions and 

tantalizing allusions. By listening to the things of the earth and heavens, we come to discover 

that they are not themselves the origin of the beauty they exhibit. Something shines through 

them. Their beauty manifests the fact that they are not the origin of themselves, nor the beauty to 

which they give voice. They point to their Creator.  

And for Chrétien, if the other creatures praise God, should not we too? Here at last, 

human speech consummates itself in the form of its highest possibility: praise of God. Our 

speech no longer acts only as an ark for things, but as an altar: “Speech is not merely an ark, but 

also an altar on which the world is offered as a sacrificium laudis, a sacrifice of praise.”81 Our 

deepest, most intimate possibility is our ability to say thank you. The speech of praise is a 

hospitable speech, a response to creation in which we receive the beauty of things and offer it 

back to God in praise. We verbalize with our voice the thanks the things of creation cannot for 

themselves. As Chrétien notes: “We do not confer a meaning to the meaningless, we gather the 

meaning that things bear and cannot utter.”82 

Inevitably, an objection will immediately be raised, as Chrétien himself admits. Even 

supposing that human speech is an ark, and further supposing that our speech can offer the world 

to God in praise, should we? For many today, there is a strong reluctance to praise God, even 

among those who profess belief in God’s existence. One typical reason for withholding our 

praise seeks a justification for itself by pointing to the evil of the world. Is a broken world 

deserving of being offered up to God in praise? It bears quoting Chrétien’s own sincere 

formulation of the worry: 
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<EXT>[D]oes the offering of the world to God in praise not find itself in a supralapsarian 

position, as if the world were not the violated and was not filled with evil, suffering and 

sin, as if its murmur were not also that of the cries of wounded humanity? If it is as it has 

been described, would not Dr Pangloss alone be capable of singing it?83</EXT> 

Dr Pangloss, Candide’s notoriously optimistic fellow traveler, is not so much positive in the face 

of reality, as he is positive solely in virtue of remaining willfully blind to it. Chrétien recognizes 

the apparent force of the objection: if we wish to sing a song of praise, what is the difference in 

requisite attitude between Dr Pangloss and us? For Chrétien, here the Cross becomes crucial. 

Creation has and is fallen. Yet that is only part of the story. For, it is also on the way to 

redemption. The world, he suggests, is worthy of being offered up to God in praise because God 

has always already promised to redeem it from its present evils.84 It is time to conclude. In doing 

so, it is worth observing there is an unspoken undercurrent flowing throughout Chrétien’s entire 

work (a collection of writings which itself in many ways can be seen as an act of praise) that is 

here perhaps worth making explicit: if we are not willing to say thank you to God, then, no 

matter what our reason may be for withholding worship, are we not led inevitably to apathy, and, 

eventually, complicity with the very evil we had claimed justified our decision to withhold our 

praise? To refuse to praise is not to oppose evil, but to conspire with it. If Chrétien is correct 

about this, perhaps it is nonetheless worth concluding with an observation that may challenge his 

thought, not from the atheistic perspective he has already addressed, but from the premise of 

someone who agrees that evil is no reason to cease from praising, but for that very reason 

wonders whether it is truly the world that we should be offering up in praise. The question 

centers on the distinction between the world and creation. If his exquisite phenomenological 

studies lay the beauty of the heavens and earth bare, and if, as they establish, such beauty indeed 
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bids adieu, we might respond in the form of asking a question of our own, one Chrétien himself 

would not find misplaced: in response to the presence of the kingdom of God, are not we called 

to bid the darkness goodbye? 


