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The Golden and Saving Chain and its (De)construction: 
Soteriological Conversations between Jacques Derrida, 

Jean-Luc Marion and the Cappadocian Fathers

Margaret Guise, Chichester, UK

AbstrAct

This short communication considers whether the links between the divinity of the Spirit 
and soteriology (the Nazianzen’s ‘golden and saving chain’), as explored and endorsed 
by the Cappadocian Fathers and their theological allies, retain any relevance or potency 
when placed in rapprochement with the ‘new Enlightenment’ posited by, for example, 
Jacques Derrida, which looks towards a ‘delimiting’ of dogmatism, authoritarianism and 
religions of the book, and offers instead a structure of hospitality and of a ‘messianic’ 
faith in a justice to come? I will be suggesting that this is, indeed, the case, and will begin 
by revisiting the debate which took place between Derrida and Jean-Luc Marion during 
the ‘Religion and Postmodernism’ conference at Villanova University in September 
1997, since one of the notable features of their discussion was the extent to which both 
protagonists cited the work of the Cappadocians. I shall be focusing especially on the 
dialogue between Derrida and Marion on ‘Saving the Name’, with a view to establish-
ing whether their readings of the Cappadocians shed light on, or obfuscate, the latters’ 
soteriologies. I shall conclude with a critical appraisal of the extent to which the Cap-
padocian metaphor of the golden and saving chain should be understood as irrevocably 
‘deconstructed’ by the discrete conceptual schemata of Derrida and Marion or whether, 
on the contrary, it might be construed as offering hospitality to, or even to some degree 
be the saving of, twentieth- and twenty-first-century understandings of salvation.

Introduction

For if He (i.e. the Spirit) is not to be worshipped, how can he deify me by Baptism? But 
if He is to be worshipped, surely He is an object of adoration, and if an Object of adora-
tion He must be God; the one is linked to the other, a truly golden and saving chain.1
In deconstruction the repetition of religion is developed ‘without reference to religion 
as institutional dogma’, without getting involved in some ‘article of faith’, without 
‘theologems’, while ‘proposing a non-dogmatic doublet of dogma ... a thinking that 
“repeats” the possibility of religion without religion’.2

1 Gregory of Nazianzus, Oration 31.27, NPNF 7, 327. PG 36, 166A.
2 John D. Caputo and Michael J. Scanlon (eds), God, The Gift and Postmodernism (Bloom-

ington and Indianapolis, 1994), 4, citing Jacques Derrida, The Gift of Death (Chicago, 1995), 49.

Studia Patristica XCV, 441-453.
© Peeters Publishers, 2017.
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At first sight these two quotations might be considered to represent two oppos-
ing ends of a soteriological spectrum: at one extremity Gregory of Nazianzen’s 
image of the ‘golden and saving chain’ connecting the divinity of the Holy 
Spirit to the process of deification which is initiated within the life of the 
 Christian believer at baptism; at the other, John Caputo’s description of 
deconstruction as holding out the possibility of ‘religion without religion’, 
‘liberated’ from institutional dogma, articles of faith and theologems. 

The Nazianzen’s statement is a crystallisation of understandings concerning 
the inextricable links between salvation and the divinising action of the Holy 
Spirit which were forged during fourth-century Christendom – links which 
were to be articulated within the symbol of faith which was accepted by ‘ortho-
dox’ bishops at the Council of Constantinople in 381. Those who set their hand 
to this symbol would scarcely have acceded to doubts concerning the impor-
tance of ‘institutional dogma’ or ‘articles of faith’, since, in their view, the 
Church’s understanding of salvation itself was at stake. The road from Nicaea 
to Constantinople had been long and arduous since the homoousion of the Spirit 
had not been accepted without question, even by those of the ‘pro-Nicene’ 
party, and the final forging of the golden and saving chain had not always 
seemed an inevitable outcome. The question which this communication 
addresses is whether the links between the Spirit and soteriology so carefully 
constructed by the Cappadocians and their theological allies should be regarded 
as ‘deconstructed’ by deconstruction itself. Does the golden and saving chain 
retain any relevance or potency when placed in rapprochement with the ‘new 
Enlightenment’ posited by, for example, Jacques Derrida, which looks towards 
a ‘delimiting’ of dogmatism, authoritarianism and religions of the book and 
offers instead a structure of hospitality and of a ‘messianic’ faith in a justice 
to come? 

I will be suggesting that this is indeed the case. I will begin by revisiting the 
debate which took place between Derrida and Marion during the ‘Religion and 
Postmodernism’ conference at Villanova University in September 1997, since 
one of the notable features of their discussions was the extent to which both 
protagonists cited the work of the Cappadocians. 

I shall be focusing especially on the dialogue between Derrida and Marion 
on ‘Saving the Name’ with a view to establishing whether their readings 
of the Cappadocians shed light on, or obfuscate, the latters’ soteriologies. 
I shall then review, under ‘Saving the Gift’, their discussions on theological 
donation. A third section will examine the metaphor of the ‘arrow of desire’ 
as applied within the discrete conceptual schemata of Derrida, Marion and 
Gregory of Nyssa, in an attempt to assess whether the Cappadocians’ golden 
and saving chain should be understood as irrevocably ‘deconstructed’ by Der-
rida and Marion or whether, on the contrary, it might be construed as offering 
hospitality to, and even to some degree be the ‘saving’ of, postmodern ‘soterio-
logies’.
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Saving the Name(s)

At key points within his paper ‘In the Name: How to Avoid Speaking of 
“Negative Theology”’,3 Jean-Luc Marion adduces evidence from the Cap-
padocians in order to support his argument concerning the need to find a ‘third 
way’ between a ‘metaphysics of presence’ and ‘negative theology’. On the first 
occasion the Cappadocians are listed alongside the Alexandrian Fathers, Ire-
naeus, Augustine, Bernard, Bonaventure and Thomas Aquinas as being among 
those who, whilst resorting to negations when naming God, nevertheless do not 
use the term ‘negative theology’:
For neither the Alexandrian nor Cappadocian Fathers, nor Irenaeus nor Augustine, nor 
Bernard, Bonaventure, nor Thomas Aquinas – all of whom resort to negations when 
naming God and build a theory of this apophasis – none of them use the formula 
‘negative theology’. As a result it can reasonably be supposed that this formula is nothing 
but modern.4

Next, Marion cites texts from Basil and Gregory of Nyssa among a catena 
of references from the Greek and Latin Fathers in relation to the requirement 
to neither know nor name God which ‘traverses the entirety of Christian 
theology’.5 Thus, a citation from Basil’s Letter 234 points to the paradox that 
‘knowledge of the divine essence involves sensing his incomprehensibility’,6 
and this paradox is reiterated by the Nyssen within The Life of Moses:
This is the true knowledge of what is sought (i.e. ‘seeing’ the invisible and incompre-
hensible God); this is the seeing which consists in not seeing, because that which is 
sought transcends all knowledge, being separated on all sides by incomprehensibility 
as by a kind of darkness.7

Marion pursues his theme by positing that, as a ‘quasi-deconstructionist’ 
Basil ‘saves the name’ of God, paradoxically by ‘not saving’ it – that is, by 
vigorously rebutting the correlation posited by the semi-Arian Eunomius and 
his followers between a word, or a name, and the concept of the essence. The 
following text is taken from Against Eunomius by Basil:
He is a liar who affirms with his sophism that an essential distinction follows from a 
nominal one. For it is not the nature of things which follows that of names, but the 
names which follow after the things.8

3 Jean-Luc Marion, ‘In the Name. How to Avoid Speaking of “Negative Theology”’, in J.D. Caputo 
and M.J. Scanlon (eds), God, The Gift and Postmodernism (1994), 20-53.

4 Ibid. 21.
5 Ibid. 34.
6 Basil of Caesarea, Letter 234, PG 32, 869. Cited in J.-L. Marion, ‘In the Name’ (1994), 34.
7 Gregory of Nyssa, De Vita Moysis, PG 44, 377. Cited in J.-L. Marion, ‘In the Name’ (1994), 34.
8 Basil of Caesarea, Contra Eunomium, PG 29, 580B. Cited in J.-L. Marion, ‘In the Name’ 

(1994), 36.
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The Cappadocians are, therefore, viewed by Marion as pre-eminent examples 
of Christian theologians who practise ‘de-nomination’, since the desire, and 
even more the claim, to ‘know’ God in essence is not merely inappropriate but 
to be condemned as vain curiosity into matters which are beyond the ken of the 
finitude of humankind. As Marion puts it:
Here deconstruction and theology can be in agreement, for the sake of contesting the 
same adversary – not the orthodox theologian, but the Arian, the sole metaphysician of 
presence.9

In his penultimate reference to the Cappadocians in this paper, Marion offers a 
lengthy citation from Against Eunomius by the Nyssen to support his hypothesis 
that de-nomination issues not, as some had been claiming, in a ‘metaphysics of 
presence’ but rather in a ‘theology of absence’, by which is meant not the non-
presence of God but that the name which gives God and which is given as God 
serves, precisely, to ‘shield’ God from presence. The Nyssen had, similarly, 
explored this theme in his own version of Against Eunomius as follows:
What is the significance of the unnameable name of which the Father speaks (when He 
says), ‘Baptize them in my name’, without adding the signification uttered by this 
name? On this matter, here is our opinion: we grasp all the beings in creation through 
the signification of their names ... In contrast, only the uncreated nature, which we 
believe (to be) the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, surpasses all signification that 
a name can convey.10

For Marion, ‘saving the name’ of God is, paradoxically, never about fixing 
a name to God, nor opposing a ‘non’ (or ‘nom’) to Him11 but, rather, entails 
the incorporation of humankind into the Name which is unpronounceable but 
which is, nevertheless a saving Name:
For the Name no longer functions by inscribing God within the theoretical horizon of 
predication, but by inscribing us, according to a radically new praxis, in the very horizon 
of God. This is exactly what baptism accomplishes when, far from our attributing to 
God a name that is intelligible to us, we enter into his incomprehensible Name, with 
the additional result that we receive our own.12

In his response to Marion’s paper, Jacques Derrida – despite some reserva-
tions concerning the ascription to himself of any understanding of ‘negative 
theology’ as a single concept – acknowledges that there can be a large measure 
of agreement between them, on a structural level, concerning the name, and the 

9 J.-L. Marion, ‘In the Name’ (1994), 36.
10 Gregory of Nyssa, Contra Eunomium, PG 45, 472D-473C. Cited in J.-L. Marion, ‘In the 

Name’ (1994), 37-8.
11 Marion points out that, in French, ‘non’ and ‘nom’ are homophones; the play on words, and 

its implications, cannot be satisfactorily rendered in English.
12 J.-L. Marion, ‘In the Name’ (1994), 38.
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non-propriety of the ‘proper name’ of God. He raises doubts, however, as to 
the appropriateness of Christian baptism as a paradigm for this structure since, 
in his view, the structure in question is more universal in scope. In his defence 
of the reference to baptism, Marion concedes that this had been introduced 
through associations arising from the previous citation of the Nyssen’s work 
on signification; it was not intended to represent a final position and he is, in 
fact, prepared to agree with Derrida that the structure of de-nomination may, 
indeed, be universal:
... if God is unknowable, then man is unknowable, too. So that structure can be applied 
perhaps to the case of every man.13

The rapprochement effected between Derrida the Jew who would ‘rightly 
be called an atheist’14 and Marion the Catholic theologian and phenomenolo-
gist on this topic of ‘saving the name’ is illuminating, not only on its own 
terms, but also for the extent to which it adverts to the witness of the Cap-
padocians and incorporates them within the constructs of postmodern thought 
as ‘de-nominationalists’ and, in Basil’s case, as a ‘quasi-deconstructionist’.  
I would suggest, however, that cogent as the arguments are in many respects, 
there are questions to be raised in relation to the mooted adherence of the Cap-
padocians to a ‘theology of absence’, and that these are illustrated most clearly 
in relation to baptism, which Marion puts forward, but then appears to abjure, 
or at least qualify, as an example of de-nomination. For the Cappadocians, it 
is, precisely, the ‘invocation of the divine Names’ which enables the candidate 
to enter, through the ‘laver of regeneration’ into the mystery of Christian salva-
tion. If there is, as Marion claims, a ‘theology of absence’ here in that the three 
divine Names must be understood as pointing to, rather than comprehending, 
the mystery of the divine, it is, nevertheless, balanced by a sacramental ‘theol-
ogy of presence’ in which the candidate is truly and effectively cleansed and 
prepared for the spiritual journey which lies ahead. As the Nazianzen had 
insisted, the ‘golden and saving chain’ is manifest most particularly in the 
process of deification which is begun at baptism, and the gift which is bestowed 
not only ‘saves the Name(s) of God’ from nominalist distortions but also 
bestows a name, and thereby a new identity, upon the candidate. The latter 
name may well be, as Marion contends, ‘without essence’ and its ‘property’ 
not be unique to the candidate,15 but it nevertheless points towards, and to a 
certain degree mirrors, the mystery of the divine life into which he or she is to 
be incorporated.

13 J.-L. Marion, ‘In the Name’ (1994), 47.
14 Derrida designates himself thus in ‘Circonfession: Cinquante-neuf périodes et périphrases’, in 

G. Bennington and J. Derrida (eds), Jacques Derrida (Paris, 1991), 146. Cited also in J.D. Caputo, 
‘Apostles of the Impossible. On God and the Gift’, in J.D. Caputo and M.J. Scanlon (eds), God, 
The Gift and Postmodernism (1994), 197.

15 J.-L. Marion, ‘In the Name’ (1994), 47.
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I would suggest, therefore, that there is a delicate balance between apophasis 
and kataphasis in the witness of the Cappadocians which tends to be disre-
garded by those who seek to align their work too closely to that of deconstruc-
tion – and that their soteriologies ‘save the divine Names’ in more ways than 
is suggested by either Marion or Derrida in this particular discussion. The 
Cappadocians’ insistence, against Eunomius and his followers, that nominal 
distinctions follow, rather than precede, essential ones must be weighed against 
their equal insistence upon the ‘givenness’ of the names of God as revealed in 
Scripture and through the tradition of the Church. Salvation for the believer is 
made available through the deifying action of the three divine Persons, effected 
through reception of the sacraments, of which baptism is the prime exemplar. 
Derrida’s demurral concerning baptism as a paradigm for de-nomination is 
therefore cogent, and it could be mooted that Marion’s equivalence on this 
issue may in part be due to tensions between his roles as phenomenologist and 
Catholic theologian. However, the point of agreement between them concerning 
the potentially universal scope of the structure of de-nomination is noteworthy 
and one to which the Cappadocians might have been prepared to subscribe: 
that acceptance of the unknowability of God (in essence) entails also the 
acceptance of the unknowability of persons – a structure which ‘can be applied 
perhaps to the case of every man’. This is a point to which I shall return in the 
conclusion, but first it is germane to consider the question of donation, and 
specifically theological donation, within the thought of Derrida, Marion and the 
Cappadocians.

Saving the gift

The highest gift of God, that we call our salvation, is nothing less than God.16 

With this succinct exposition of Augustine’s dictum, Deus est qui Deum dat, 
Michael Scanlon opened the debate between Derrida and Marion at Villanova 
on donation. By the time of the conference Derrida had already published 
widely on the themes of hospitality and the gift17 and Marion had also offered 
distinctive contributions in this area.18 The dialogue, as recorded in God, the 
Gift and Postmodernism, affords plentiful material for those in search of the 

16 Richard Kearney (moderator), ‘On the Gift. A Discussion between Jacques Derrida and 
Jean-Luc Marion’, in J.D. Caputo and M.J. Scanlon (eds), God, The Gift and Postmodernism 
(1994), 54.

17 See D. Wills (trans.), J. Derrida, The Gift of Death (Chicago and London, 1995); also J. Der-
rida, ‘Donner le Temps’, in La fausse monnaie (Paris, 1991), and J. Derrida and A. Duformantelle, 
De L’Hospitalité (Paris, 1997).

18 See J.-L. Marion, Étant Donné. Essai d’une phénoménologie de la donation (Paris, 1997); 
also J.-L. Marion, Réduction et donation: recherché sur Husserl, Heidegger et la phénoménologie 
(Paris, 1989).
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commonalities and divergences between these two thinkers on this topic, but I 
intend here to highlight just two aspects which are of particular relevance to 
the soteriological schemata of the Cappadocians. The first is the issue of the 
relationship between ‘gift’ and ‘givenness’; the second concerns the ‘prob-
lematization’ of the divine gift. I shall consider these in turn before reviewing 
the outcomes in rapprochement with the Cappadocians’ approaches, as evinced 
especially by the image of the ‘golden and saving chain’.

Gift and givenness
I have to emphasize that I am not interested in the gift and I am not interested in the 
religious meaning of the gift.19

This, Marion’s opening statement of the Villanova debate on donation, does 
not seem to augur well for future discussions. However, he qualifies it subse-
quently by explaining that his interest in the gift had been to the fore in his theo-
logical writings of approximately ten years previously. With the publication of 
Réduction et Donation20 his focus had turned, rather, to phenomenological 
givenness (Gegebenheit), particularly as this had been explored by Husserl in 
Logical Investigations,21 and according to which:
Everything, not only the intuition is gegeben, or can be gegeben, or at least you can ask 
about every signification whether it is gegeben or not.22

Marion argues that this re-reading of phenomenology permits an ‘opening’ 
to ‘degrees’ of phenomena, of which some may be described as ‘excessive’ or 
maximally intensive, saturating intuition and triggering an experience of bedaz-
zlement, astonishment or Bewunderung. Such ‘counter-experiences’ cannot be 
objectivised or described and appear absolute. In other words, they cannot be 
seen against the customary horizon of ‘lesser’ phenomena and must either be 
understood as their own horizon, and therefore dazzling, or seen against not 
only one horizon but several – thus paving the way for an infinite hermeneutic. 
Derrida concurs with Marion at Villanova concerning the suspension of the 
single horizon – but indicates that this entails the suspension, also, of phenom-
enological adherence:
When I agree on the necessity of suspending the horizon then I am no longer a phe-
nomenologist.23

19 J.-L. Marion, ‘On the Gift’ (1994), 56.
20 J.-L. Marion, Réduction et donation: recherché sur Husserl, Heidegger et la phénoménologie 

(Paris, 1989).
21 J.N. Findlay (trans.), E. Heidegger, Logical Investigations (London, 1970).
22 J.-L. Marion, ‘On the Gift’ (1994), 56.
23 J. Derrida, ‘On the Gift’ (1994), 66. 
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Derrida contends, additionally, that Marion’s hypothesis involves an ‘extra-
ordinary extension’ of Gegebenheit such that it subsumes, or is understood as 
homogeneous with, the concept of gift. He suggests to Marion that this arises 
from the ‘deepest ambition’ of Marion’s thought, which is to effect a correla-
tion between phenomenology and theology whereby all donation may be under-
stood as theological:
My hypothesis concerns the fact that you use or credit the word Gegebenheit with gift 
and this has to do with ... the deepest ambition of your thought. For you, everything 
that is given in the phenomenological sense ... is finally a gift to a finite creature, and 
it is finally a gift of God.24

Marion vigorously rebuts any suggestion that he is attempting to reduce 
every phenomenon to a gift and then to argue that, because this is a gift 
bestowed upon a finite mind, there must therefore be a divine Giver. Rather 
more subtly, he is attempting to show that phenomenology has a preliminary, 
or indicative, relevance for theology, particularly in relation to saturated 
phenomena (categorised in De Surcroît25 as the event, the idol, the flesh, the 
icon and r/Revelation) in which the intuitive content cannot be contained as 
a single concept, or even a combination of concepts, but demands an infinite 
hermeneutic. 

Of these five exemplars of conceptual saturation it is, perhaps, that of 
r/Revelation which offers most resonance with the soteriological thought of the 
Cappadocians. Marion himself insists26 on maintaining a scrupulous distinction 
between the use of the lower-case ‘r’ in ‘revelation’ to denote this concept as 
generically understood and the upper-case ‘R’ in ‘Revelation’ to signify par-
ticular revelation (for example as in the Christian Revelation). Critics of this 
scheme27 have pointed out that to identify any phenomenon as revelatory 
demands a commitment in advance to the potential for, and actuality of, Revela-
tion. Marion’s argument is thus ‘problematized’ not only by the way in which 
‘revelation’ and ‘Revelation’ are interwoven within his phenomenological texts 
but by their inherent undecideability which is due, precisely, to their saturated 
status. As Marion himself puts it at Villanova:
If there is a real revelation, no concept could achieve to say and to make intelligible in 
its own way the excess of intuition … I would say that no heart, no mind and no word 
would be wide enough to host that revelation.28

24 J. Derrida, ‘On the Gift’ (1994), 66. 
25 J.-L. Marion, De Surcroît: études sur les phénomènes saturés (Paris, 2001).
26 J.-L. Marion, Étant Donné. Essai d’une phénoménologie de la donation (1997), 337. Cited 

also in Robyn Horner, Jean-Luc Marion. A Theo-logical Investigation (Aldershot, 2005), 132. 
27 See R. Horner, Jean-Luc Marion (2005), 132. 
28 J.-L. Marion, ‘On the Gift’ (1994), 69. 
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It seems, therefore, that revelation, and especially historically particularized 
Revelation as the Cappadocians would have understood it, occurs not only at 
the limits of phenomenology – and, indeed of philosophy – but almost of lan-
guage itself. As Marion was subsequently to concede in De Surcroît, ‘philoso-
phy has neither the authority nor the competence to say more in this regard’.29 

For Marion, therefore, there is a point beyond which Revelation can be spoken 
of only by theology, since it is accessible to right interpretation only within the 
community of faith which accepts both its premise and possibility. The Cap-
padocians, too, wrestled with the ‘gift’ of Revelation as received through the 
Scriptures and the tradition of the Church – and with the need to articulate its 
message to those within and beyond the Church. Their ‘Christian philosophy’ 
both acknowledged the necessity for, but also the limits of, a philosophical 
framework which was inextricably linked to Platonism and its successors.30 
They might therefore, perhaps, have concurred with Marion that the fullness of 
this ‘gift’ exceeded available conceptual boundaries, but doubtless they would 
have demurred in relation to the inability of hearts and mind to receive it, since 
it was, precisely, the burden of their witness that the capacity for reception lay 
not within the finitude of the individual believer alone but was made available 
through the deifying powers of the Spirit received at baptism. For both Derrida 
and Marion, however, the difficulties associated with reception of the gift are 
inextricably linked to its conceptual ‘impossibility’, which is considered briefly 
next.

The im/possibility of the (Divine) gift
As soon as a gift – not a Gegebenheit, but a gift – as soon as a gift is identified as a 
gift … then it is cancelled as gift. It is reintroduced into the circle of an exchange and 
destroyed as a gift … it is impossible for the gift to exist and appear as such.31

At Villanova Derrida acknowledges that Marion had correctly summarized, 
within Étant Donné, the main points of his thinking on the gift and its ‘impos-
sibility’ – impossible because as soon as the donee knows of the gift he or she 
would thank the donor and thereby ‘cancel’ the gift; similarly, as soon as the 
donor is conscious of giving, he ‘thanks himself’ and thus cancels the gift by 
reinscribing it into the economic circle of exchange. It is therefore impossible 
for the gift qua gift to be ‘present’. The point at issue between Marion and 
Derrida is whether this ‘problematizes’ the gift within the horizon of economy 
and ontology. Against Marion, Derrida insists that this was not his intention 

29 J.-L. Marion, De Surcroît (2001), 62-3. 
30 See Gregory of Nyssa, De anima et resurrectione, in which philosophy is both rejected and 

then called in to support the debates between Gregory and Macrina. PG 46, 12-160.
31 J. Derrida, ‘On the Gift’ (1994), 59. 
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since the event called gift is totally heterogenous to either theoretical or phe-
nomenological identification. The gift may be exemplar of ‘the impossible’ but 
Derrida had never concluded that there is no gift. On the contrary, the gift can 
be thought of, even though it cannot be ‘known’:
The gift as such cannot be known, but it can be thought of. We can think what we can-
not know. Perhaps thinking is not the right word. But there is something in excess of 
knowledge.32

Is Derrida intending in this statement to point towards Marion’s concept of 
saturated phenomena? In other words, could the gift which is ‘in excess of 
knowledge’ be liberated from the circle of exchange precisely by its excessiveness, 
that is, by its capacity to signify more than one horizon and to be susceptible 
to an infinite hermeneutic? The point is not immediately pursued within the 
Villanova debate, although Derrida does offer the following thought on the 
correlation between the desire for the impossible and the gift:
What I am interested in is the experience of the desire for the impossible. That is, the 
impossible or the condition of desire ... I mean this quest in which we want to give, 
even when we realize, when we agree, if we agree, that the gift, that giving, is impos-
sible, that it is a process of re-appropriation and self-destruction.33

On this understanding there is within the giving and receiving a process 
which also exceeds that of giving and receiving; the gift escapes the circle of 
exchange by signifying a desire for the impossible which cannot be satisfied 
and which remains for ever elusive, and yet which must be pursued. Clearly, 
there are echoes here of the Nyssen’s infinite quest for the divine, and these 
resonances are exemplified particularly in the metaphor of the ‘arrow of desire’, 
which is reviewed in the following section.

The arrow of desire

John Caputo, in his reading of the Villanova debates on the gift, designates 
both Derrida and Marion as ‘apostles of the impossible’, whilst noting the fol-
lowing key differences between them:
Jean-Luc Marion proposes to stretch phenomenology to the limits of its highest possi-
bility, to the limits of an impossibility, to the possibility of something ‘impossible’, 
something declared off-limits by the ‘conditions of possibility’ imposed by modernity and 
onto-theology.34

32 J. Derrida, ‘On the Gift’ (1994), 60. 
33 Ibid.
34 J. Caputo, ‘Apostles of the Impossible’ (1994), 185. 
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Derrida, on the other hand, is:
... no less in love with the impossible than Marion, no less its zealous apostle, (but) is 
wary of such saturating givenness. For Derrida, the impossible is something that is 
never given, that is always deferred.35

Nevertheless, although for Derrida the impossible is ‘never given’, it is, at 
the same time, perpetually sought, and Caputo notes the agreement between 
Marion and Derrida with regard to the ‘arrow’ of intentionality or desire, which 
is aimed at the heart of God:
We have contended that Marion and Derrida are agreed in regarding the ‘intention’ or 
‘concept’ as an ‘arrow’ which is aimed at the heart of God from which God must be 
shielded or kept ‘safe’. For Marion, who is thinking in terms of … Christian Neoplatonism, 
… this is because the arrow of intentionality is too weak or narrow to penetrate or com-
prehend the infinite givenness of God: it would compromise the infinite incomprehensi-
bility of God who has utterly saturated the intention ‘God’ in a plenitude of givenness. 
But for Derrida, who is thinking in Jewish and messianic terms ... the arrow takes aim at 
God and never reaches God precisely because the name of God is the name of what we 
love and desire … something tout autre which is not ‘present’, not only in the narrow 
sense of conceptual presentation … but also not given. For Marion the signifier ‘God’ is 
flooded by givenness; for Derrida it is a dry and desert aspiration for I know not what.36

The theme, if not the image itself, of the ‘arrow of desire’ is one which was 
taken up more fully after Villanova by Marion, with the publication, in 2003, of 
Le Phénomène Érotique,37 in which he addresses what he perceives as the failure 
of philosophy to ‘think love’. One of the most cogent points which Marion makes 
in that work is the connection between the ‘arrow of desire’ and the will to love 
– that the continuation of, and fidelity to, particular commitments of love depends 
on decision and choice rather than emotion. Marion’s exposition of the ‘arrow of 
desire’ therefore has soteriological aspects; it is a courageous attempt to demon-
strate the incapacity of metaphysics to ‘think what matters’ which, for him, is 
loving and being loved. It does, however, perhaps tend to reinforce, rather than 
negate, doubts concerning the capacity of phenomenology alone to offer ‘salva-
tion’, even when it is founded upon a concept as universal as love itself.

Clearly, the ‘arrow of desire’ is a topos not only of deconstruction and phe-
nomenology but also of spiritual theology, and it is interesting to compare 
Marion’s approach with that of the Nyssen, who used this image extensively 
in his Commentary on the Song of Songs. Typically, the Nyssen subverts or 
develops the image in unexpected ways. Thus, within Homily 4,38 the soul as 

35 Ibid.
36 Ibid. 198-9. Cited also in R. Horner, Jean-Luc Marion (2005), 134.
37 J.-L. Marion, Le Phénomène Érotique: Six Méditations (Paris, 2003).
38 Gregory of Nyssa, In Cantica Canticorum Homiliae, GNO VI 127.7-10. Cited also in Mar-

tin Laird, Gregory of Nyssa and the Grasp of Faith. Union, Knowledge and Divine Presence 
(Oxford, 2004), 91.
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bride is herself the ‘target’ for the divine archer who sends his Son as the arrow 
which pierces the bride’s heart. Her ‘wounding’ represents a culminating 
moment in the bride’s spiritual journey of identification and union with her 
beloved, the divine bridegroom. The Nyssen provides further symbolic details: 
the tip of the arrow is faith, and it has been moistened by the ‘spirit of life’. 
Thus, although the divine bridegroom is himself the arrow, the point of entry 
for his indwelling must be through faith alone. Towards the end of this homily, 
however, the symbolism is altered: the bride herself has become the arrow, her 
head has become the tip of the arrow and her body its shaft. This shift of 
imagery enables Gregory to effect a transition between his expositions of Song 
2:5b and Song 2:6, since the latter contains the statement concerning the bride-
groom’s left hand being under the bride’s head, with his right hand embracing 
her.39 In other words, the bridegroom is now depicted as holding his bride’s 
head in the bow with his left hand, while her body is held at the notched end 
by his right hand. It is, perhaps, a strange image, but it illustrates a typically 
Nyssenian coincidence of opposites, since the bride is both in movement and 
at rest: ‘I am at once shot forth like an arrow and am at rest in the hands of the 
archer’.40

Cognate examples of the use of this metaphor are to be found in Homily 12 
and Homily 13, and these, too, make it clear that, for Gregory, the ‘arrow of 
desire’ is a multivalent image which expresses not only the desire of the soul 
for the divine beloved but also the desire of the divine bridegroom for the soul 
as bride. It is a love which is reciprocated, although never in equal measure 
since the finitude of the soul is both fulfilled and yet never sated by the infinity 
of the divine Word. 

If, therefore, for Derrida, the arrow of desire takes aim at God but can never 
reach God ‘precisely because the name of God is what we love and desire’, 
whereas, for Marion, the arrow is ‘too weak and narrow to penetrate the infinite 
greatness of God’, within the Gregorian scheme these ‘impossibilities’ are 
transformed into the possibilities afforded by grace. The believing soul as bride 
becomes not only recipient of, but also, in Homily 4, instrument for, the love 
of the divine archer. The ‘wound of love’ represents a culminating – and yet 
not final, since the journey is infinite – moment within the spiritual life which 
can only be prepared for through faith and through acceptance of, precisely, the 
‘saving gift’ offered through baptism, as depicted in the Nazianzen’s image of 
the ‘golden and saving chain’. 

39 ‘His left hand is under my head, his right embraces me’. Song of Songs 2:6, New Jerusalem 
Bible.

40 Gregory of Nyssa, In Cantica Canticorum Homiliae, GNO VI 129.15-6. Cited also in 
M. Laird, Gregory of Nyssa and the Grasp of Faith (Oxford, 2004), 94.
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Conclusion

It might be averred that it is scarcely legitimate to compare the image of the 
‘arrow of desire’ as used by the Nyssen with the ‘arrows of desire’ of Derrida 
and Marion as referred to by John Caputo, since they are all operating within 
such divergent paradigms. Moreover, it could be contested that neither Derrida 
nor Marion were setting out to construct ‘soteriologies’ as such within their 
respective schemata. Nevertheless, I hope that sufficient evidence has been 
adduced to support the claim that soteriological concerns are implicit within 
the work of both Derrida and Marion, and that these resonate at important 
points with those of the Cappadocians, although the outcomes may differ. 
On this basis, I would posit that the ‘construction’ of the metaphorical golden 
and saving chain is strengthened, rather than weakened, by rapprochement with 
the hypotheses of both deconstruction and phenomenology – offering a way, 
for example, by which not only the Name but the Names of God may be saved, 
and thereby also the names of those who are to be incorporated within them 
– with the caveat that such ‘nomination’ is circumscribed by the ultimate 
unknowability of both God and human persons. Similarly, the Cappadocians’ 
approaches to theological donation, whilst more diffuse and less explicit than 
those, for example, of Augustine, offer a useful point of comparison and, at 
times, a corrective to some of the more circular arguments on the gift put forward 
by Derrida and Marion. Finally, with regard to the ‘arrow of desire’, the impor-
tance of faith, symbolized by the arrow tip within the Gregorian presentation, 
should not be underestimated as a point of resonance between the Nyssen and 
his (post)modern interlocutors. For Gregory, faith and love are the necessary 
preconditions and corollary of mystical union with the divine, but faith and love 
are exercised also by those who, perhaps, wield the ‘weaker’ arrows of desire 
and intentionality described by Derrida and Marion. In this respect the univer-
sal aspects of the structure of de-nomination, which might be applied ‘to the 
case of every man’41 could be regarded either as challenging, or as unfolding 
the soteriological implications of, the Nazianzen’s statement concerning the 
‘golden and saving chain’. 

I would suggest, therefore, in conclusion, that, whatever the differences of their 
philosophical or theological premises, the discrete approaches of the Cappado-
cians and these two (post)modern interlocutors might be understood as ‘saving’ 
each other in certain respects through mutual rapprochement – or, to express 
matters a little more provocatively, that the golden and saving chain evinces a 
potential capacity to extend ‘hospitality’ to the conceptual schemata of both 
Derrida and Marion (and thereby, it could be suggested, to resist deconstruction, 
even by deconstruction itself).

41 J.-L. Marion, ‘In the Name’ (1994), 47.
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