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Abstract
Apocalypticism has been widely denounced as a framework which devalues the world and its history, funding moral dualism. While this is certainly true of many forms of apocalypticism, it is not an accurate understanding of ancient apocalyptic texts. This article establishes a framework of theological virtue ethics drawn particularly from Herbert McCabe, in which human rationality and Christian morality is understood as political, linguistic, narrative, bodily, and sacramental. From within this framework, Anathea Portier-Young’s work is considered, relating early Jewish apocalyptic to trauma theory and describing how these texts narrated socio-political catastrophe in order to open up possibilities of resistance and hope. These considerations point us towards a constructive understanding of apocalyptic imagination and praxis within the established political, linguistic, narrative, bodily, and sacramental framework. Contemporary employments of Afro-pessimism in Black Theology, particularly in J. Kameron Carter, then interrogate the proposed apocalyptic imagination, asking whether there are Christian practices of apocalyptic which can cultivate hope in the face of the catastrophe of modern racism.
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As 2017 draws near its end, it is difficult to imagine that many of us will be feeling particularly full of hope. Political and natural catastrophe seems to have been mounting over the past few years, now surrounding and nearly overwhelming us. I will always remember an interaction in the first week of this year as emblematic of the hopeless mood in which we find ourselves. I was at the till in the Marks and Spencer food hall in central Cambridge – not exactly in the epicentre of any of the world’s darkness and suffering, of which there is too much and from which I remain too sheltered. As my transaction drew to a close, I said to the clerk, ‘Thank you. Happy new year!’ He barely looked up from the till as he spat back, ‘Yeah, what are the chances?!’ 
I understood him entirely, but also felt something remarkable was happening if, even in this incredibly comfortable little corner apart from it all, polite public conversation was now marked by utter despair.  And yet, in what can now only seem an act of providential irony, the theme of our 2017 SSCE Conference was hope. Where could we possibly begin? Perhaps it was this conundrum of having to address so unlikely a theme which drove me to such an unlikely beginning point for a discussion of hope: apocalyptic.
First, I will briefly describe the sort of theological virtue framework within which I hope to place the following discussion of apocalyptic. Second, I will describe apocalyptic as a narration of catastrophe which opens the door to hope. In the third part I will seek to begin bringing these discussions of virtue, apocalyptic, and hope into contemporary relevance by delving into narrations of one of the greatest moral catastrophes of our day. Finally, I will begin to gesture towards a Christian apocalyptic practice for cultivating hope in relation to this, and indeed every, catastrophe.

Embodied Rationality of Hope: Theological Virtue in Herbert McCabe

My approach to this exploration into apocalyptic and hope is from within the framework of theological virtue ethics. My main interlocutor in sketching this framework will be Herbert McCabe, chosen rather than the usual exponents of Christian virtue because of the emphasis in his work on the inextricably bodily and political nature of all human knowing and being, and the irreducibly radical nature of the Christian moral life. Critics of virtue who continue to misunderstand it as a discourse which is necessarily conservative and/or inwardly focused (either in terms of internal disposition of the individual alone, or in terms of in-group communitarianism) would do well to attend to McCabe’s work.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  I am indebted to supervisions with a recent master’s student, Thea Reimer, whose explorations into McCabe’s anti-dualism prompted me to use him as primary interlocutor.] 

McCabe was thoroughly Aristotelian, thoroughly Thomist, and thoroughly Wittgensteinian. As an Aristotelian, he emphasised the ‘ineluctably political’ nature of humans.[footnoteRef:2] He rejected modern conceptions of society as the product of many individuals and argued instead for the social production of the individual.[footnoteRef:3] As a Wittgensteinian, he argued that society was constituted linguistically.[footnoteRef:4]  For the individual in the human community, said McCabe, ‘language and rationality, the symbols in which she can represent herself to herself – are precisely what makes possible her specially human kind of individuality’.[footnoteRef:5]  Along with Wittgenstein McCabe also emphasised that human rationality is not internal or private. He wrote,  [2:  Herbert McCabe, The Good Life, ed. Brian Davies (London: Bloomsbury, 2012), p. 25.]  [3:  Ibid., p. 26. McCabe emphasises that the community does not overdetermine the individual, even though it constitutes us: ‘while political or social communities constitute us rather in the way the biological species does, we also creatively respond to and modify them. Indeed, the linguistic community just is a community of such responsive and creative animals.’ Ibid., p. 34.]  [4:  Ibid., p. 26.]  [5:  Ibid., p. 27. McCabe’s description of human rationality and morality is, in my view, too focused on distinguishing human animals from non-human animals; such claims continue to be weakened by our growing understanding of the capacities and experiences of other animals. However, for our purposes, it is also important that McCabe’s arguments about humans do not stand or fall on these contrasts with other animals; they serve in his argument as illustrations rather than points of logical progression.] 

It was, I think, the greatest achievement of Wittgenstein to show that the mental world is not private. To have a mind is not essentially to have a means of withdrawing from the public world into a secret world of your own, it is to have a special way of belonging to the public world, it is to belong to a community.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Herbert McCabe, ‘The Validity of Absolutes’ Commonweal  (14 January 1966), https://www.commonwealmagazine.org/validity-absolutes, accessed 20 September 2017.] 


McCabe took this line further, emphasising that linguistic rationality is not only irreducibly social and political, it is irreducibly bodily; as he put it, it is ‘a material business, a matter of this human body among others’.[footnoteRef:7] In contrast to the multiple philosophies which assume a self or mind which is somehow different from the body, and is the real centre of human moral agency, McCabe insisted that the ‘human body is the source of significant moral behavior. The body is not, like a knife or a word, significant because it is used in a certain way; the body is not used, it uses these other things’.[footnoteRef:8] Like many twentieth-century virtue ethicists, McCabe also highlighted the narrative form of human rationality and morality. He argued that ‘[h]uman living is enacted narrative’.[footnoteRef:9] [7:  McCabe, The Good Life, p. 31.]  [8:  Herbert McCabe, ‘The Validity of Absolutes’.]  [9:  McCabe, The Good Life, p. 71.] 

As a Thomist, at the forefront of a version of Thomism which McCabe himself did not call by that name, he understood the moral life in these social, embodied, linguistic, narrative terms as also irreducibly theological. While all human living is enacted narrative, and this is true at various levels in relation to various kinds of narrative, Christians understand this primarily in relation to the narrative of Jesus Christ. McCabe wrote that, ‘just as our human life consists in enacted narrative so our divine life is just our participation in the enacted narrative of God. The revelation of God to us is nothing except our being taken up into that narrative, the human story that is the sacrament or image of the unseen and unseeable, incomprehensible God.’[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Ibid., pp. 77-78. Note that McCabe is careful here to say that God is not a story and God does not have a story, as God has neither beginning nor end; rather the incarnate life of Jesus Christ becomes the human story which is to us sacrament and image of the God who cannot be contained in a story.] 

McCabe defined virtue as ‘dispositions to enter into community, not to be absorbed in some lifeless way by a collective, but to develop those specifically symbolic, linguistic, rational relationships with others which we can sum up in the word “friendship” and which are characteristic of groupings of human animals’.[footnoteRef:11] And in the case of the church, these symbolic, linguistic friendships are specifically sacramental. For McCabe this meant drawing constantly from both past and future in order to envision the moral life of the present. [11:  McCabe, The Good Life, p. 29.] 

[T]hose who share sacramentally in the language of the future form a community or, better, a movement within the world . . . that seeks the bearing of the future on the present. The discoveries of the church about the moral life are the result of a communal exploration, an exploration that has been going on with many set-backs and side-trackings for centuries. . . The Christian moral outlook is essentially drawn from our [historical and present] contact with the future. It is based upon the virtue of hope.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Herbert McCabe, Law, Love and Language (London: Sheed and Ward, 1968), p. 154.] 

 
Foremost in McCabe’s mind when he wrote of the virtue of hope would have been the account of Thomas Aquinas on the matter. According to Aquinas, hope is both a natural passion shared by all animals, human and non-human, which fixes our attention on a future, possible good and enables us to strive towards it,[footnoteRef:13] and a theological virtue, which fixes our attention ultimately on God, and what is desirable and possible because of God – which for Aquinas, of course, is nothing less than eternal beatitude.[footnoteRef:14] As a theological virtue, hope is accompanied by faith and love, and stands between them. Thomas says that faith begets hope and hope begets love.[footnoteRef:15] Faith is an intellective power, and hope is an appetitive power. That is, faith receives knowledge of God and the good from God, which funds the drive of hope which moves us towards our ultimate future union with God. By faith we know that for which we should and can hope, and as we journey hope allows us to see God not only as the end for which we strive but the help which makes our striving fruitful. Hope could be relegated to some very personal, individual, realm of disposition were it not for the fact that it is as directly connected to love as it is to faith. Faith informs and funds hope; hope stretches outward and is extended in love.[footnoteRef:16]  [13:  Thomas defends the existence of hope in non-human animals in ST I-II.40.3.]  [14:  Thomas argues that hope is a virtue and that it is proper to hope for eternal beatitude in ST II-II.17.2-3.]  [15:  ST I-II.40.7. See also ST II-II.17.5-8 on the relation of hope to the other theological virtues.]  [16:  ST II-II.17.2 and II-II.17.8.ad 2.] 

As a virtue, hope is the rightful ordering and orientation of the passion of hope, and the vices which name its disordering are despair and presumption. As a theological virtue, hope cannot be described as the mean between these two vices. Thomas explains that a theological virtue, infused in us as it is from God and having God as its rightful object, does not consist in a mean because there can be no extremity; we cannot have too much faith, hope, or love.[footnoteRef:17] So while despair is a lack of hope, presumption is not an excess of hope but rather hope wrongly orientated. [17:  ST II-II.17.5.] 

Having briefly established the moral framework which I am bringing to bear in the following consideration of apocalyptic I will now construct an account of how apocalyptic can point us towards practices which cultivate the infused virtue of hope. I began with McCabe in order to specify that the theory of virtue, community, and practice which I am employing is one which insists upon an understanding of human rationality and Christian morality as always already political, linguistic, narrative, bodily, and sacramental.

Practising Apocalypse: Speaking the Unspeakable

In his characteristically wide-ranging and insightful book, Hope without Optimism, Terry Eagleton contrasts the hope which he commends with both ‘leftist historicism’, which theorises an ever-improving trajectory and ultimate, socialist culmination within history, and ‘sheer apocalypticism’, in which, as he puts it, ‘the transformative event erupts unpredictably into a degenerate history in which there is little to be valued, and can find no grounding there’. He finds these options ‘equally implausible’, arguing that while the former trusts too much in history (is too optimistic), the latter sees too little value within history.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Terry Eagleton, Hope Without Optimism (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2015), pp. 37-38.] 

Eagleton is correct about ‘apocalypticism’, a term which can encompass a wide variety of worldviews and ideologies which interpret human life in relation to an expected, usually imminent cataclysmic event culminating in the end of the world and its history, and the beginning of a new, utopian reality. Such views are usually accompanied by convictions that those who expect and understand the coming cataclysm will be on the right side of events and vindicated in the new utopia, while others will plumb the depths of previously unknown human suffering and be vanquished. Taken in this sense, apocalypticism is routinely rejected and denounced by Christian theologians and ethicists as a world-devaluing, history-denying, morally dualistic framework – and rightly so.  However, although this is a fair condemnation of various forms of apocalypticism, we must not read this backwards onto the ancient genre of apocalyptic. These features are neither particularly representative of the apocalyptic genre, nor is such apocalypticism peculiarly related to those with apocalyptic sacred texts.

As John Collins has noted, the end of the world was not a consistent feature of apocalyptic texts, nor in any way particularly associated with apocalypse.[footnoteRef:19] Apocalyptic is not a genre about the imminent end of the world in a battle between the forces of good and evil; rather, Collins argues, it is about ‘[t]he dissonance between the belief in the supremacy of YHWH and the actual political order’, explored in a way which ‘enables people to dissent from a culture that they find oppressive or otherwise unacceptable, when they lack the practical means to change it’, thus serving as an ‘expression of power on the part of the powerless’.[footnoteRef:20] [19:  John Collins, Apocalypse, Prophecy, and Pseudepigraphy: On Jewish Apocalyptic Literature (Cambridge: William B. Eerdmans, 2015), p. 34. See also p. 37.]  [20:  Ibid., p. 323.] 

One sort of point to be made here, which has been the focus of previous arguments I have made about the normativity of apocalyptic,[footnoteRef:21] is that what is central to apocalyptic – indeed, what makes something an apocalypse – is not cataclysm but unveiling, ‘an imaginative vision of the future which functions to jolt us out of our status-quo perceptions and see current social reality for what it truly is in relation to God’.[footnoteRef:22] Here I want to build upon this understanding of apocalyptic while also considering more closely the darkness of apocalyptic – how and why an apocalypse does often narrate catastrophic events. [21:  Elizabeth Phillips, Political Theology: A Guide for the Perplexed (London: T&T Clark, 2012), chapter 8; and ‘Eschatology and Apocalyptic’ in Craig Hovey and Elizabeth Phillips (eds.), The Cambridge Companion to Christian Political Theology (Cambridge: CUP, 2015), pp. 274-295.]  [22:  Phillips, Political Theology, p. 148.] 

Even those who are aware of the scholarly consensus on apocalyptic as a literature of dissent from and re-envisioning of socio-political powers in the face of oppression – those who do not operate under the misconception that apocalyptic is the battle of Armageddon in Revelation – may still misunderstand the genre as escapist fantasy which serves only to soothe the mind of the oppressed community. However, an important recent work on apocalyptic argues instead that the earliest known Jewish apocalypses cultivated active resistance. 
In Apocalypse Against Empire, Anathea Portier-Young describes Daniel, the Apocalypse of Weeks, and the Book of Dreams – the earliest extant historical apocalypses – as prophetic visions which interpreted past, present, and future in terms of the limited, transitory nature of temporal powers, providing a counterdiscourse to the imperial discourses and practices of domination and hegemony. Crucially, she argues that this counterdiscourse not only offered a different interpretation of empire, it also called for and cultivated practices of resistance. In fact, she concludes that the interrelation of vision and praxis resistant to empire formed the heart of early Jewish apocalyptic:
Apocalyptic faith maintained that what could be seen on the surface told only part of the story. It looked as if Antiochus would destroy God’s people, the covenant, holiness itself. It looked as if empire wielded power over life and death. A people with open eyes could look through and beyond appearances to perceive the order of all creation and the enduring rule of God. They could name the violence and deception of imperial domination and hegemony, but also see in history a pattern for deliverance to come. . . they could behold a future for humankind, Jerusalem and Judea, earth and heaven, marked by justice, righteousness, and joy.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Anathea Portier-Young, Apocalypse Against Empire: Theologies of Resistance in Early Judaism (Cambridge: William B. Eerdmans, 2011), p. 389. ] 


While acknowledging the potential anachronism in her use of ‘domination’ and ‘hegemony’ as key categories for analysing the socio-political realities of the authors and audiences of early apocalyptic, Portier-Young uses these constructs sensitively in order to highlight the ways in which the Seleucid empire subordinated and controlled its subjects. She argues that through strategies of domination (‘social and ideological structures that create and maintain conditions of subordination’ and ‘coercive forms of social control as torture, execution, enslavement, plunder, policing, and military occupation’) and hegemony (‘nonviolent forms of control exercised through cultural institutions, systems of patronage, and the structured practices of everyday life’) the empire sought to control and discipline both the bodies and the imaginations of its subjects. It was these institutions, systems, and structures of imperial control which were questioned and resisted in apocalyptic. In particular, she argues, the language and symbols of apocalyptic enabled readers to reframe reality beyond the hegemonic constructs of the empire through revelations of divine providence and action, as well as to actively respond to this new, resistant framing vision.[footnoteRef:24] Apocalyptic produced new vision, interpretation, and modes of resistant praxis. [24:  Ibid., pp. 383-384.] 


Most of her argument is made through detailed historical work, but in one chapter Portier-Young also draws on trauma theory to analyse the experiences and responses of the communities from which these apocalyptic texts arose. Portier-Young describes how victims of trauma, whether individual or socio-political, struggle to find hope because of how we process traumatic memory. 
In her landmark work on trauma, psychiatrist Judith Herman argued that the common experience of sufferers of trauma is the helplessness and terror which results when ordinary human responses to danger are of no avail. Danger triggers a complex of physical and psychological responses, giving the person in danger heightened senses, attention, emotion, and physical ability. Trauma arises when a horrific event occurs and danger mechanisms are engaged, but they can in no way stop or ameliorate the event. As a result, everything happening in the body which is meant to help a person resist, flee from, or intervene in the horror, cannot serve its purpose but instead ‘tends to persist in an altered and exaggerated state long after the actual danger is over’.[footnoteRef:25] The heightened state of danger preparedness persists, but in fragmented ways, resulting in the three main symptoms of post-traumatic disorders: hyperarousal, constriction, and intrusion.[footnoteRef:26] [25:  Judith Lewis Herman, Trauma and Recovery: From Domestic Abuse to Political Terror (London: Pandora, 1992), p. 34. ]  [26:  Ibid., 35.] 

Hyperarousal refers to a sense of ‘permanent alert’, a constant state of heightened awareness and/or vigilance in which people are easily triggered, irritated, or provoked, and which usually prevents good sleep.[footnoteRef:27] Constriction is something like the other side of the same coin to hyperarousal; it involves the sufferer lapsing into states of numb disconnectedness from their surroundings. Just as hyperarousal is a continued reliving of the heightened vigilance of the danger response, constriction is a continued reliving of the state of surrender into which victims of trauma retreat – a psychological flight when there can be no fight. It is easy to see how a life lived alternating between these two states, continuously feeling the moment of trauma both physically and emotionally, could become debilitating. But these experiences are further exacerbated by the fact that they are usually dissociated from what we might consider ‘normal’ memory of the traumatic event. [27:  Ibid.] 

Memories of trauma are usually experienced as ‘intrusion’, the third major symptom. For the traumatised, spontaneous intrusions of memory which feel alarmingly like the original traumatic event break into both sleeping and waking consciousness. Herman says, ‘Long after the danger is past, traumatized people relive the event as though it were continually recurring in the present’.[footnoteRef:28] The reason why these memories erupt in such disturbing and visceral ways, and why they can be connected to yet dissociated from the experiences of hyperarousal and constriction, is because we do not store memories of trauma the same way in which we store most memories. [28:  Ibid., p. 37.] 

Most memories are encoded linguistically and narratively; they become stories which can be narrated, and which form a part of our larger stories. Traumatic memories, however, ‘lack verbal narrative and context; rather, they are encoded in the form of vivid sensations and images’.[footnoteRef:29] Bessel van der Kolk describes how infants process information and experience through senses and movement, then develop the ability to process information and experience iconically (perceiving and storing images), then finally develop symbolic and linguistic schemata through which information and experiences are understood and stored in memory. During trauma, confronted with events which confound our established schemata, our symbolic and linguistic coding fails us and our central nervous systems revert to sensory and iconic memory. [footnoteRef:30]  [29:  Ibid., p. 38.]  [30:  Bessel A. van der Kolk, ‘The Trauma Spectrum: The Interaction of Biological and Social Events in the Genesis of the Trauma Response’, Journal of Tramatic Stress 1.3 (January 1988), pp. 273-290.] 

This prevents traumatic events from taking narrative form in the sufferer’s memory, which might lend itself to trajectories of explanation, integration, or resolution. They cannot narrate their trauma, but they continue to feel its sensations and see its images. These isolating experiences of embodied memory function to call into question one’s own sense of identity as well as one’s sense of what orders the world, and it is posited that the repetition of these iconic memories continues to re-traumatise victims until they are helped to reframe the memory linguistically.[footnoteRef:31] Some trauma theorists are primarily interested in therapeutic method for individual sufferers, and others focus on socio-political trauma and state terror; the importance of the victim’s narration of trauma is theorised as equally important for individual and community alike. As Judith Herman puts it, ‘Remembering and telling the truth about terrible events are prerequisites both for the restoration of the social order and for the healing of individual victims’.[footnoteRef:32] She describes events leading to traumatic disorders as socially ‘unspeakable’, and because we dare not speak them they emerge as a set of symptoms instead of as verbal narratives.[footnoteRef:33]  [31:  Herman, p. 39. Here Herman is also drawing on Mardi Horowitz, Stress Response Syndromes (Northvale, NJ: Jason Aronson, 1986), pp. 93-94.]  [32:  Herman, p. 1.]  [33:  Ibid.] 

Whether we are talking about an individual suffering a trauma like rape, or a society suffering a trauma like war – or, most likely of all, the complex interrelation of socio-political and individual trauma – traumatised people are cut off from their history and unable relate it rationally to the present or the future until they are able to remember and narrate their history linguistically.
Herman posits three stages to trauma recovery: establishing safety, remembrance and mourning, and reconnection with ordinary life. During the remembrance and mourning stage, she explains, it is crucial both for memories of the trauma to take linguistic and narrative shape, usually in some process of writing and revising texts, and to mourn the loss contained in this newly narrated memory. However, trauma recovery does not end with narrating and mourning, rather it is through narration and mourning that victims can reconnect with life in ways which include becoming empowered to resist and transform the realities surrounding the trauma.[footnoteRef:34] [34:  Ibid., chapters 8-10.] 

For Portier-Young, trauma theory helps us understand apocalyptic texts as interventions into the experiences of imperial terror which would have acted as a ‘rupture in time’ if not communally narrated. Trauma, including the trauma of imperial domination, stops time. As Portier-Young puts it, ‘Past and future recede, such that victims of trauma may become disconnected from their history and unable to formulate hope’ for the future.[footnoteRef:35] With this in mind, we can see the function of apocalyptic in terms of, in her words, ‘reconnecting past, present and future so that their audiences can reclaim their history and self and move forward again in hope’. Thus, the disturbing images of apocalypse are none other than the iconic images of traumatic memory, now being re-narrated in relation to ‘even more powerful iconic images of the ordered and ordering presence, reality, and activity of God’. Portier-Young argues that these apocalyptic narrations [35:  Portier-Young, p. 173.] 

name confusion while opening the way for new understanding. They transform memory and relocate their individual and collective audience within the story of God’s provident care. Through the story and witness of the historical apocalypses, individual and community receive back language, time, and meaning, along with a new vision and possibility of hope. . . In these ways apocalypse intervened in the logic of terror and so countered the empire’s deadliest weapon.[footnoteRef:36] [36:  Ibid., pp. 174-175.] 


Seen in this light, the narration of monstrous powers and their destruction in apocalyptic texts functions not as a simplistic, dualistic worldview of good versus evil in a fantasy of the future, but rather as a way of both lamenting and understanding loss and oppression, and asserting that it is not the final word. 
Lament – or in psychological terms, mourning – figures prominently in Portier-Young’s analysis of apocalyptic and in Herman’s discussion of trauma recovery. Like apocalyptic, lament can be understood as something which serves only therapeutically, to sooth the suffering and give them a sense of being heard. Emmanuel Katongole, however, argues that ‘lament is agency’. Exploring both biblical lament and the lived experiences of contemporary Christian activists in East Africa, Katongole argues that the function of lament is in no way limited to the therapeutic, and instead ‘deepens and intensifies engagement with the world of suffering. Lament invites us into deeper political engagement, while at the same time reframing and reconstituting the very nature and meaning of politics’.[footnoteRef:37] He concludes of the activists he describes, for whom lament was a central practice: [37:  Emmanuel Katongole, Born from Lament: The Theology and Politics of Hope in Africa (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans, 2017), p. 261.] 

They are not simply calling for law and order, nor simply for some justice and reconciliation. They would not be satisfied with mere legal and administrative adjustments within the framework of the current politics. They have been led to – and they invoke – a totally new vision of society. Their advocacy and initiatives reflect the shape of the world as both a radical critique of and an alternative politics to the politics of military alliances and economic greed. The faith activists understand themselves as both the agents and fruits of that new world.[footnoteRef:38] [38:  Ibid., pp. 262-263.] 


Important connections can also be drawn here between the functions of apocalyptic, lament, and tragedy. Rowan Williams argues that tragedy is a mode of representing suffering and loss, narrating trauma ritually in a way that is meaning-making for society, and which refuses passivity or resignation to suffering.[footnoteRef:39] [39:  Rowan Williams, The Tragic Imagination (Oxford, 2016).] 

Like lament and apocalyptic, tragedy can be misunderstood as a preoccupation with hopelessness. Williams argues, however that ‘the tragic imagination’ is not ‘a despairing vision of the cosmos or even a convention of contemplating the disasters that overtake great and powerful figures’, rather it is ‘a particular kind of imagining that stays with the risk of returning to familiar and apparently resolved narratives of suffering and pacification and asking them new questions by finding new voices in which to tell or, better, realize the stories’.[footnoteRef:40] There are striking parallels between Williams’s description of tragedy and trauma theorists’ emphasis on narration as key to reintegration of sensory, iconic, and linguistic memory: ‘“the tragic” is originally a function of how a verbal and visual representation works in the mind of a community gathered to celebrate or affirm its resilience and legitimacy in full awareness of the fragility that always pervades its life’.[footnoteRef:41] Crucially, in Williams’s view, tragedy arose as a form of communal liturgy, an ‘ordered affirmation of community’ which, he says – and here his description resonates particularly with apocalyptic – ‘has something to do with the breaking-in of energy beyond the resources of the world as we know it’.[footnoteRef:42] [40:  Williams, p. 10.]  [41:  Ibid.]  [42:  Ibid., p. 11.] 

Just as Williams discusses both the particular genre of tragedy and something wider arising from it, which he calls the tragic imagination, I am seeking to draw from the particular genre of apocalyptic, understood in new ways through the insights of trauma theory, a wider sense of what we might call the apocalyptic imagination – or better, apocalyptic imagination and praxis.

Apocalyptic imagination and praxis: 
· express the power of those who have been rendered powerless and give voice to those who have been rendered voiceless;
· narrate catastrophe communally so that it can become part of a wider story within God’s story instead of a device for re-traumatising and oppression;
· mourn and lament the loss and suffering which are part of that narration;
· reveal the pretensions of oppressive powers to be false in light of God’s providence, and the dominating, hegemonic practices and discourses of oppressive powers to be deceptive and temporary;
· resist the temporal fragmentation of oppression by reclaiming history in order to better understand the present and provide hope for the future;
· and move narrators and hearers alike to actively resist domination, oppression, and false claims to power which belongs to God alone.

This proposal for an understanding of apocalyptic imagination and praxis connects at every point with the theological-ethical framework with which we began with help from McCabe: it emphasises the integration of the political, linguistic, narrative, and bodily essence of our human nature and morality.
Concluding our discussion of apocalyptic here would allow us to end on a somewhat hopeful note about the nature and potential power of what might otherwise be a confusing textual genre with no obvious connection to Christian Ethics. However, we should not be content to leave this exploration of apocalyptic either in the ancient past of its writing or at the theoretical level of this interpretation of apocalyptic in relation to virtue ethics and trauma theory. Instead, this interpretation of apocalyptic compels us to press forward and speak some unspeakable truths, and begin to grasp for ways to re-narrate one of our world’s greatest, and frankly most hopeless, catastrophes: the catastrophic constructs and structures of racism.

Hope Against Hope: Black Theology and Afro-pessimism

It would not begin to be possible for me, within this scope and genre, to narrate the catastrophic global history of race. What I would like to do instead, because Black Theologians in America have been speaking these unspeakable truths most clearly and unflinchingly for several decades now, is to briefly narrate the rise of and some significant shifts within Black Theology in order to bring into relief the depth and breadth of the problem of race, as well as to raise the question of whether and how we can have hope for a future beyond this catastrophe. 
Vincent Lloyd has argued that we have now seen three generations of Black Theology in America.[footnoteRef:43] The rise of the first generation was concurrent with the rise of ‘Blackness’ – Americans of African descent refusing the labels of Negro and nigger given them by their white oppressors, and embracing their identity as Black. However, as Lloyd notes, for both the proponents of Black Power and the first generation of Black Theologians, ‘Blackness was more than an identity in need of affirmation. Blackness was a privileged mode of existence’.[footnoteRef:44] To do theology as a Black man – and in the first generation it was all about men – was not only to speak of God from the experience of Blackness; it was also to assert the ‘ontological symbol’ of Blackness.  [43:  Vincent Lloyd, ‘Afro-Pessimism and Christian Hope’ in Stephan van Erp, et. al. (eds.), Grace, Governance and Globalization (London: Bloomsbury, 2017), pp. 191-205.]  [44:  Ibid., p. 192. ] 

First and foremost in this generation of Black Theologians was James Cone, who wrote that, ‘In Christ, God enters human affairs and takes sides with the oppressed. Their suffering becomes his; their despair, divine despair. Through Christ the poor man is offered freedom now to rebel against that which makes him other than human’.[footnoteRef:45] Thus, Cone argued that Blackness is ‘the primary mode of God’s presence’.[footnoteRef:46] This claim is specifically Christological for Cone, and without implying anything crudely literal about the colour of his flesh, Cone argued emphatically that Jesus was Black.  He believed that a black theology of liberation must begin with the experience of black persons in the world. Part of the failure of academic theology up to that point had been the failure to recognise that such theology was unwittingly drawn from the source of the experiences of, and thus served the purposes of, whiteness.[footnoteRef:47] Christian theology had ceased to be Christian theology and had become instead White theology – naming and exposing White theology would be one of the central tasks of the first generation of Black Theology. [45:  James H. Cone, Black Theology and Black Power (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1989), p. 36. Cone first published this book in 1969, before Gutierrez published A Theology of Liberation. His point may seem commonplace to us now, but Cone was at the forefront of such liberationist readings.]  [46:  Ibid., p. vii.]  [47:  See especially James Cone, God of the Oppressed (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1997).] 

According to Lloyd, the shift which characterised the second generation of Black Theology, including a shift within the work of Cone himself, was moving the emphasis ‘from politics to culture, from struggle against oppression to embrace of African American history and values’.[footnoteRef:48] This shift also involved a move from emphasis on Blackness as the category of ‘the least of these’, and the site of God’s action, to a broader acknowledgement of difference and oppression, partially motivated by critiques of the sexism of the first generation which, in speaking from ‘Black’ experience, spoke resolutely and unwittingly from black, male experience. Lloyd describes this shift as a coming-to-terms with the fact that ‘a theology built on any particular “least of these” elides the internal differences and complications within the group to which that name refers’.[footnoteRef:49] We could say that the first generation embarked on a project of protest, and the second generation moved towards a project of context (and indeed, the phrase ‘contextual theology’ arose in this period). [48:  Lloyd, p. 194.]  [49:  Ibid.] 

Lloyd identifies the central marker of the third generation of Black Theology as a shift towards engagement with what wider Black Studies theorists have called ‘Afro-pessimism’, a term coined by African-American Studies scholar, Frank Wilderson.[footnoteRef:50] Afro-pessimism claims that ‘difference’ elides the nature of Blackness, which cannot be reduced to an analogous category to differences in ethnicity, gender, sexuality, or dis/ability. Blackness is ontological because it names the non-being ascribed to Black persons. This ontology is inextricably woven into the deepest, most central fabric of Western metaphysics. The oppression of Blacks includes empirical conditions such as slavery and segregation, but those are the surface structures of a much deeper malady which cannot be addressed by reducing suffering alone. ‘Altogether,’ says Lloyd, ‘Afro-pessimism is so labelled because it points to the depth and gravity of Black oppression, and it suggests that the many efforts at ameliorating that oppression over the years, and decades, have been in vain’.[footnoteRef:51] [50:  See Frank D. Wilderson III, Red, White, and Black: Cinema and the Structure of U.S. Antagonisms (Durham NC: Duke University Press, 2010).]  [51:  Lloyd, p. 195. Key sources for Afro-pessimism broadly speaking include Franz Fanon, Sylvia Wynter, Hortense Spillers, and Achille Mbembe.] 

Where the first generation called for Blacks to seize their own liberation, and the second generation called for everyone to embrace difference and cultural particularity, the third generation says the work to be done – if indeed there is anything that can be done – is far deeper and more complex than either of these projects began to imagine.  As Lloyd summarises, ‘if the first wave of Black theology was political and the second wave was cultural, the third wave is metaphysical, though the metaphysics at stake have clear and powerful political implications’.[footnoteRef:52]   [52:  Ibid., p. 197.] 

One of the most important works in this mode is J. Kameron Carter’s Race: A Theological Account.[footnoteRef:53] Carter argues that Christian theology was an easy bedfellow to the philosophical and political processes by which humans came to be understood racially, and that theology itself was transformed in these same processes, ‘giving itself over to the discursive enterprise of helping to racially constitute the modern world as we have come to know it’.[footnoteRef:54] Carter shares with Afro-pessimism the conviction that race is a problem inscribed in Western metaphysics, and he adds to this a specific diagnosis of the modern ‘theological problem of whiteness’, noting that ‘the politics of race and the politics of the modern state are of a piece, for both are religious or pseudotheological in character’.[footnoteRef:55] [53:  J. Kameron Carter, Race: A Theological Account (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008).]  [54:  Ibid., p. 3.]  [55:  Ibid., p. 40.] 

The heart of the problem of race, as Carter understands it, is supersessionist. He describes it as ‘the problem of how Christianity and Western civilization became thoroughly linked with each other, a problem linked to the severance of Christianity from its Jewish roots’. Thus severed from Judaism, Carter argues, Christianity ‘was remade into the cultural property of the West, the religious basis for justifying the colonial conquest’ of the fifteenth to nineteenth centuries and ‘a vehicle for the religious articulation of whiteness’.  Modern political power came to be articulated in terms that were both religious and racial, ‘imagining certain bodies as obedient bodies and other bodies as bodies to be obeyed’.[footnoteRef:56] [56:  Ibid., pp. 229-230.] 

In one chapter, Carter closely analyses the work of Immanuel Kant, arguing that his vision of Enlightenment was an indelibly racial vision, in which the particularity of black and Jewish flesh is overcome by the universalism and rationality of whiteness which points towards the universal telos of humanity in which inferior, non-white peoples will cease to exist as humanity reaches its perfection.[footnoteRef:57] For Carter, Kant’s racist theopolitics is both the fruition of the colonial vision and the Christian supersessionist vision which were well established before him, as well as the setting of the stage of modern philosophy and politics to come after him – a philosophy and politics which Christian theology would continue to trade in (both intentionally and unwittingly) until it was interrogated by Black Theology. [57:  See Carter, chapter 2, where he draws particularly on Kant’s Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View, trans. Robert B. Louden (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006); ‘Of the Different Human Races’, in Robert Bernasconi and Tommy L. Lott (eds.), The Idea of Race (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2000); and Religion and Rational Theology, trans. and ed. Allen W. Wood and George di Giovanni (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996).] 

However, Black Theology is not the hero in Carter’s narrative. Instead, he critiques what Lloyd has identified as the first two generations, exemplified by James Cone, for trying to ‘salvage the blackness that modernity has constructed by converting it into a site of cultural power’, a project which is ‘not radical enough’ because ‘it ironically leaves whiteness in place’. According to Carter, Cone rightly claimed that ‘the humanity that God assumes in Christ is specifically Jewish’, yet this concrete, historical claim is undone by Cone’s employment of Heidegger, via Paul Tillich, in which, ‘Oppression results from privileging a given history within being as the dominant or unifying narrative of the history of being as such’ and ‘resistance can only be maintained from what itself is a nonhistorical, existential moment’. This line of reasoning drives Cone back to a kind of supersessionism in which, as Carter puts it, ‘the limit that the Jewishness of Jesus represents is overcome by the “more than” of the cross-resurrection event. This event universalizes the particular so as to broaden its reach beyond the Jews, their history, and their God’.[footnoteRef:58]  [58:  Carter, pp. 169-173. ] 

This line of reasoning also leads Cone to employ Martin Buber’s concept of the I-Thou relationship, casting the struggle for Black liberation as a struggle to transform the White-Black, I-it relationship to a White-Black, I-Thou relationship. Carter insists ‘this is really only a settlement with whiteness, not its overcoming’; ‘I-ness itself functions as the normalizing term of the polarity’.[footnoteRef:59] Furthermore, Carter argues, ‘This problem dogs black theology because its liberation formulation of I-ness and Thou-ness, where Thou-ness itself is simply I-ness considered from the side of the object, has not broken far enough away’ from all that which it sought to overcome.[footnoteRef:60] [59:  Ibid., p. 190.]  [60:  Ibid.] 

Carter does not end there; a considerable portion of his book is his constructive, theological argument in response to his critical analysis in the mode of Afro-pessimism. However, in offering this brief introduction to Carter’s argument, I do not wish to move too easily forward into constructive proposals. We should not, after such a brief engagement with Afro-pessimism, be able to draw our considerations towards any sense of closure. The claims of Afro-pessimism are nothing less than devastating: for centuries our Western imaginations and societies have been formed at their very core around not just ideas of white supremacy – as if that were not sinister and devastating enough – but around a totalising metaphysic, the ontology of which ultimately attributes being to whiteness and non-being to blackness. Our Christian faith has been formed at its very core around the rejection of particular, racial flesh in favour of abstracted, disembodied, universalising understandings of salvation and human destiny which joined hand in hand with the ideology of whiteness. 
It has been necessary and right and good that for two centuries now courageous women and men have fought to end the Atlantic slave trade, to end black slavery and segregation in America, and Apartheid in South Africa, and that courageous women and men fight on today to redress all the related and attending structures of racism in our societies. And yet we see all around us – and let us be clear that it is all around us and not an exclusively American problem – the utter tenacity and resilience of the racist imagination. We have been chipping away – and, yes, sometimes in glorious moments of demolition, but nonetheless chipping away – at the tip of the iceberg. Whatever confidence we have had in our progress towards equality has rarely been grounded in hope, it has been presumption.
Honest engagement with Afro-pessimism necessarily tempts the reader to despair. And yet, despair is as vicious as presumption. We must cultivate hope – while agreeing with Eagleton that ours is a hope without optimism. Is it possible, then, for apocalyptic imagination and praxis to help us cultivate hope? Can we engage in practices of narrating this catastrophe which call into question the dominating and hegemonic discourses of race, making room for lament and mourning, so that we can resist our fragmented misunderstanding of our history, present, and future, and reclaim them through both fresh understanding and renewed active resistance? Within the confines of this article I can only begin to gesture towards an answer: I argue that – although this description can by no means encompass all that the Eucharist is and does – we can properly consider the Eucharist just such an apocalyptic practice.

Eucharist as Apocalyptic Practice of Hope

In the constructive portion of his argument, J Kameron Carter proposes, ‘an understanding of Christian existence grounded in the Jewish, nonracial flesh of Jesus and thus as an articulation of the covenantal life of Israel’ – an understanding which locates what is ultimate neither in a racial distinction nor in a universal absence of difference, but in covenant with the God of Israel, embodied in Jesus Christ. While Carter does not connect this to Eucharistic practice, the Eucharist is precisely the place where we proclaim and receive the flesh and the blood of the covenant, where we proclaim and enact that in the death of that particular body, each of our particular bodies are incorporated into the one body which, as a covenantal body, is universal but not universalising.
We have seen how the practices of apocalyptic, lament, and tragedy narrate catastrophe in ways which reconnect past, present, and future and which depend upon divine intervention to place the present in proper perspective in relation to God’s eternal providence. These aspects of what I am calling apocalyptic imagination and praxis arise too when Rowan Williams argues that the Eucharistic liturgy functions much like ancient tragic liturgy. Through dramatic narration of the last supper we join in solidarity with those for whom the arrest and death of Jesus were a catastrophic dissolution and betrayal of communal and political life. In tragedy, Williams argues,‘Once the civic discourse has been dismantled in the experience of catastrophe, it is then re-founded by the divine announcement of a new state of recognition and justice, by the declaration that the violent rivalry which controls itself by finding scapegoats has been definitively refused and supplanted’.[footnoteRef:61] In the Eucharist, ‘Mourning, in the form of repentance, is tightly interwoven with the process by which solidarity is reconstituted through the dramatic action: our solidarity in betrayal with the disciples at the Last Supper becomes a solidarity with those reconnected with each other in the post-resurrection encounters like the Emmaus story’.[footnoteRef:62] And just as the ancients returned again and again to the familiar liturgies of tragedy, we continue this dramatic re-narration and,  [61:  Williams, p. 126.]  [62:  Ibid.] 

We are made aware of the continuity of divine promise, and aware also, at every stage, of that which, on the human side, breaks the effect of divine promise. We continue to expose ourselves to hearing because we shall never have heard enough; having heard, we typically revert to un-hearing and un-seeing, and so must repeat endlessly the story of divine constancy and human infidelity.[footnoteRef:63] [63:  Ibid., p. 125.] 


We have also seen that the practices of apocalyptic, lament, and tragedy demand and enable active outworking, particularly in resistance to domination, oppression, and violence. In the Eucharist we see and receive most clearly how the depth of catastrophic human oppression is met and overcome by what Herbert McCabe called the ‘revolutionary depth’ of our future in God and how it impinges on our present life: 
The sacramental life as a whole, centring on the eucharist is an articulation both of human life now in its real but only dimly discernible revolutionary depth and of the world to come. It is only by the utter openness implied in faith that the revelation of this depth and this future can be received. It is because the sacramental life of the church is an entry into the deep meaning of human existence – an entry which is not merely a theoretical study but an actual encounter with the future reality that lies at the heart of human meaning – that it makes us able to take human behaviour seriously . . .  The sacraments function in our moral life neither by giving us the extra will-power needed to keep in line with a moral code, nor by providing a pattern of life from which such a code might be theoretically deduced. They function more as does the experience of literature or drama: providing us with an insight, (but a uniquely authentic insight) into the nature and destiny of [humanity] . . .[footnoteRef:64] [64:  McCabe, Law, Love and Language, pp. 145-146.] 


[unpack this quote and next paragraph!!]

In the Eucharist we proclaim and are drawn into the uniquely authentic insight of human nature as non-racial and covenantal. The Eucharist is not a universalising move away from the particular, but a being taken up into the incarnation; that story of the particular Jewish man, Jesus of Nazareth, who is sacrament of the God who dared to enter into but cannot be contained in human narrative. The drama enacted in the Eucharist is the drama of humanity being taken up into the story of the past, present and future of God’s covenant with Israel. It is this participation in God’s life which is our hope. But it is not an easy hope, an optimistic hope which should lull us into a sense that a cup and a wafer can magic away racism. Because in the Eucharist we also proclaim that our hope, and the life to which we have committed ourselves in its pursuit, is a dangerous, deadly business.


