“A Sibling Conversation”
March 4th, 2012

Lent2

Questions by Nancy Travnicek with responses by her brother, Tom Truby

Mark 8:31-38 

On 3/2/2012 at 9:46 PM, my youngest sister, Nancy (describe who Nancy is.) wrote: 

Hi tom:

I had to read your theory, look up the definition of mimetic and read some more.  I still don't feel like I understand all, but here are some of my thoughts.  I wrote them down as I read it the third time.

I had sent Nancy an article entitled, “Girard’s Satan” with the following as an introduction:

Too a few of my friends, 
This is a beautiful explanation of the heart of mimetic theory and how it finds rooting in the Christian gospel.  Even though the words are not technical, the reading is slow and thought-provoking because it forces us to think in profoundly new ways. I am sharing this with a few people I think might appreciate it.  I found it very helpful.  Most of it comes straight from Rene Girard. 

God's Peace, 

Tom
Here is Nancy’s first question:

Point #1:  So Girard states that the killing of Jesus was instigated by Satan?  I hadn't really thought of it that way.  I don't really like Satan having control like that.

What good questions!  Thank you for being willing to engage.  I will take a shot at responding.  My answers will of course, raise more questions.

No, the killing of Jesus was instigated by us, not Satan.  We killed Jesus.  Satan doesn't exist as an ontological being.  Satan is the personification of the scapegoating mechanism that characterizes us humans.  We exclude and kill to maintain the peace between us.  This is an attempt to control the aggression that our rivalry with each other stirs up.  Our rivalry gets stirred up because we are mimetic--we want what the other wants or we think they want and therefore are in rivalry.  Now, if we wanted what God wanted, that would be different and would lead to peace, but we don't.  Robert Hamerton-Kelly says that we should call this "mimetic realism" rather than a "mimetic theory."  I agree.

Point #2:  The "rivalry" is because I want to be like Jesus and so does Satan?  We are rivals because we both want to be like him?

“Discipleship” desires to be like Jesus and is a good thing.  “Rivalry” grows out of desiring what the neighbor desires, rather than what Jesus desires.  I want an I-phone.  Angela, our daughter, has one and I want one.  I have imitated Angela's desire for her phone.  My feeling of desire comes not from the appeal of the phone but from my wanting what she wants; she and all the other young people who carry this symbol of success and well being.  She is the mediator between me and my desire for this phone.  

Desire is human and good but has gotten distorted by our wanting what we think the other has or wants rather than wanting what God wants, which is what is best for all.  We make getting what the other has into idolatry though we hide that from ourselves.  

Satan is a name for mimetic desire leading to rivalry and violence, gone awry.  When Peter rebuked Jesus, Peter was trying to get Jesus to follow him; Peter.  Peter had placed himself in rivalry with Jesus and didn’t like the direction Jesus was going and wanted to set Jesus straight.  If Peter’s attempt had been successful, Jesus would be following Peter rather than God.  This is why Jesus called Peter “Satan” and ordered him to step behind.  Peter was tempting Jesus to abandon his father’s will and agree to what the world wanted—which is peace through power and coercion and the violence that goes with that, rather than the peace of self-giving and forgiveness, revealed in the cross and resurrection.  The satanic is the thing within us that lures us away from God.  


Point #3:  Not sure why we can't walk away from the rivalry of the community, and not sure why we are addicted to it.  Can you explain?

The pressure of what other people think is incredibly powerful.  We are far more formed by the other (little o) than what we want to acknowledge.  Our whole western philosophical orientation is toward “the autonomous individual”.  Ain't no such thing!  Jesus was the first to be able to hang on to God’s will while in the midst of group pressure, though even he was tempted to abandon it.  This is the meaning of Jesus’ rebuke of Peter in the gospel lesson.  
The disciples, prior to the resurrection, were totally unable to maintain their perspective and all fled with Peter actively denying Jesus.  We can walk away from rivalry only when we desire to follow Jesus alone because Jesus was not in rivalry with anyone and certainly not with his father.  As disciples we are following someone who models absolute non-rivalry and non-violence.  (The book The Shack does a good job of depicting this.)


Point #4:  Girard contends that Satan is a name given to a social behavior, rather than a person, similar to "prejudice" as a term given to define a social reaction?

Right!  Satan is what we do when we point the finger.  Satan is the accuser.  We are the accuser when we try to achieve unity by excluding some vulnerable person or population.  The Holy Spirit, of course, is the Paraclete, the defense attorney.  The Paraclete is the one who defends the excluded—and Jesus did this. (Those Mexicans, homos, liberals, red-necks, Democrats or Republicans are the problem.  No, we are, all of us, particularly when we point the finger.)  


Point #5:  "mimetic" is a disease within a disease?

Mimetic is not a disease.  It means we humans imitate.  It is the human condition and glory.  It is the way we are by virtue of our mirror neurons and makes us able to learn.  But who we choose to learn from is critically important. And we must always ask, does our learning hide the truth about ourselves or reveal it.  We as humans go to great lengths to hide the truth of what we do to each other from ourselves.  We don't want to face the awfulness of what the cross shows us even though the cross also reveals that we are forgiven.  To live in forgiveness is just too humbling.


Point #6:  I don't understand how the word communion is used here....as the sacrament?  or as a coming together of believers....or as a coming together of people?

I suspect it means all three.  I think we are talking about how we come together.  Do we come together around acknowledging that we participate in shedding Jesus' blood through our rivalry and violence and then Jesus freely offers his blood as a representation of his forgiveness and we drink it? Is this the center of our community?  Or is our community really centered on shedding other people’s blood in order to maintain our life style, power, and self-deception?  The later is the way of the world.  

Point #7: I made some kind of connection to the order and disorder aspect of Girard by thinking about the "blame the victim" concept. For example, in order to keep the American Indian population in the control, the white majority gave them alcohol to abuse, no work ethic etc. and then accused them of having no work ethic, etc, in order to quell any disobedience and keep them passive. Is this a legitimate example of mimesis where order and disorder operate at the same time? 

Yes, and much more.  The whole problem is how to control the violence that our distorted mimetic desires generate.  Satan is a way of talking about our propensity to desire what the other desires that puts us in conflict and leads to violence.  In order to contain this violence, we use violence against it.  (This was Jim's role as a highway patrol officer.  People violently steal a car.  The high way patrol chases them down and throws them in jail.  The violence of lethal force or its threat is involved in this.)  Satan creates the violence (the thief wanted another persons car) and than uses violence (the state sanctioned gun) to contain it.  This is Satan acting against or expelling Satan.  The whole thing began with desire gone awry.

Point #8: Girard seems to think that the key to this is the hidden aspect of it, or perhaps our blindness to it. I kept thinking Jesus' statement on the cross referring to the Roman soldiers and us too, "Forgive them, for they know not what they do". 

Yes, the scapegoating mechanism was almost totally hidden prior the cross.  You see hints of it in Jewish biblical literature but it doesn't get fully exposed until Jesus dies on the cross and pronounces the words you just quoted.  These are "the things hidden since the foundation of the world."  Our growing cultural awareness of victims stems from here even though post enlightenment thinking denies this.  This is the yeast permeating the world and with the immediacy of our electronic age, this permeating effect is rapidly expanding.  
 
Thanks for the mind bender. I enjoy the stretch, even though I don't really understand. Thanks Tom. Good news about Aaron today. It sounds like the direction is forward now. Thanks God. 
Love, Nance. 

We had a staffing yesterday.  Aaron will be moved to another facility in a week or so.  The state will pay for it.  It is a better facility than the state hospital and so we are greatly relieved.  This has been a huge ordeal and we have been advised that we would have grounds for a lawsuit.  The hospital is afraid of this but we have decided to go the way of forgiveness.  The ripples of fear that suing sends are powerful and quite different from the ripples sent by forgiveness.  In our case, we believe forgiveness ripples are more powerful in Jesus’ non-violent way.

I know this new and yet old approach to Jesus and the gospels requires a great deal of thinking and turns many things, considered standard in popular Christianity, on their heads.  Again, I so appreciate your willingness to engage it.


God's Peace,
Your brother in Christ, (literally and via our shared faith.)

Tom
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