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The Paradox of Nietzschean Atheism

NIETZSCHE’S REVALUATION OF CHRISTIANITY

CONTRADICTION OR PARADOX?

           Rogério Miranda de Almeida, Pontifical Catholic University, Brazil. 

To try to understand Nietzsche’s conception of Christianity is to try to understand his conception of morality, or to try to analyze, dissect, and diagnose the forces and the relation of forces that underly it, or permeate it. These forces characterize not only the reality as Nietzsche considers it, but also the dynamic of his own writing, thought, and perspective. This is the reason why we can affirm that Nietzsche’s thought and writing are essentially, intrinsically, paradoxical. Indeed, the Nietzschean text unfolds as what constantly resists and escapes the order of discourse as such, which means that it would be a frustrating undertaking to seek a key that discloses and explicates the plurality of meanings that engender and determine the development of his writing. Paradoxically, Nietzschean thought reveals itself only to the extent that it is masked, reread, repeated, rewritten, and stripped of all attempts to master it. In other words, it progresses through a continuous intermingling of forces and, consequently, of values, interpretations, and significations that are unceasingly overcoming and surpassing each other.

The traditional scholars that wrote about Nietzsche’s thought, such as Jaspers, Heidegger, Kaufmann, Jean Wahl, and, more recently, Wolfgang Müller-Lauter and Michel Haar, are unanimous in admitting that his oeuvre contains “contradictions” and ambiguities. But these contradictions appear to them as only “apparent contradictions” in the sense that there would be―unknown to Nietzsche himself―a logical thread carrying them to a coherent and final whole. Now, to speak of an “apparent contradiction” in the work of Nietzsche tends to neglect, ignore or fail to admit this fundamental, vital, question: the writing that Nietzsche deploys in his texts is not a writing of reconciliation, but a writing of paradox. That is to say, Nietzsche is and remains patently ambiguous and paradoxical throughout his work. For he makes absolutely no effort to efface, reconcile or synthesize the variety of “contradictions” produced by his different perspectives and interpretations. Moreover, an “apparent contradiction” is no longer a contradiction. So, why continue to talk about it?

Nevertheless, one must inevitably raise the question: what, finally, does a paradox mean? To be sure, it is impossible to define what, by nature, is indefinable. In fact, this question would remind us of another question, situated, this time, on the Lacanian level: what is the “real”? The “real”, in Lacan’s perspective, is not to be confused with reality in the broad sense of the term. Reality is from the order of what is knowable, while the “real” is that raw material which is constantly offering itself to and, at the same time, resisting all kind of symbolization and signification. In other words, the “real” can only be supposed, it cannot be apprehended or, more precisely, it cannot be completely apprehended. For it resides on the domain of language and, in the last analysis, of desire. This is the reason why, according to Lacan, the “real” is that which always returns to the same place. To be more accurate, it always returns clearly to the same place but in a different way, for as long as one restates the same thing in a different manner, it becomes another truth, another value, or another thing. 

Therefore, Nietzsche is paradoxical to the extent that he always tries to capture a signifier that gives itself away only in the ambiguity of the centrifugal movement of its own elusiveness. Consequently, the principal concepts of the Nietzschean oeuvre―the will to power, the relation of forces, nihilism, and the eternal return―are extremely problematic, ambiguous and, thus, subject to the most diverse, disputed, and controversial interpretations. This is the case because Nietzsche himself, through the experience of his writing, advances by a continual dynamic of rupture and redemption, construction and destruction of values. In fact, the art of construction presupposes the force of destruction and, reversely, the force of destruction manifests the power of imposing a new value, a new interpretation, and a new meaning. From all that one can then deduce that a thought that moves in and from an interconnection of forces, and that is itself force, can only be expressed, told and signified through the writing of paradox, that is, through a multiplicity of perspectives or a constant interplay of inclusions and exclusions, ruptures and renewals, valuations and revaluations. If, then, the question of morality extends throughout all the domains Nietzsche explores, such as art, religion, science, philosophy, and culture, it is because his fundamental concern is the problem of forces and the relation of forces from which the different values, interpretations, and significations spring. That being so, how does Nietzsche conceive religion in general and Christianity in particular? It is around this question that I shall try to stress some paradoxes of Nietzsche’s thought, language, and writing.

1. Christianity, The Antichrist, and nihilism

In fact, Christianity appears, in Nietzsche’s vision, as one of the most important movements of European nihilism. This is the reason why Christianity is not to be confused with the total movement of nihilism, which, by the plasticity, mobility and transformation that characterize its forces, moves, permeates and determines all Western history. In other words, nihilism plunges its roots deeply into European civilization, and even beyond this civilization, in-as-much as Nietzsche considers Judaism and Buddhism as religions that also express the nihilistic forces of decadence. In a fragment, written in fall 1887, Nietzsche raises the question: “What does nihilism mean?” Right after that question, he gives as a response this definition: “That the highest values devaluate themselves. The aim is lacking; “why?” finds no answer” (Nietzsche, 1968, p. 9).
 

In this sense, the philosopher describes Christianity as a tendency by which the forces of decadence have worked in a most secret, cunning, artful, and destructive way. If this is the case, Nietzsche’s position vis-à-vis Christianity in general, and Christ in particular, is perhaps even more paradoxical than it is regarding the other representatives of Western morality and culture: Socrates, Plato, Pascal, Spinoza, Rousseau, Kant, Schopenhauer, and Wagner. An illustration of this can be found in paragraph 235 of Human, All Too Human, where he considers Christ as someone who “promoted the stupidifying of man, placed himself on the side of the poor in spirit and retarded the production of the supreme intellect” (Nietzsche, 1986, p. 112). Nonetheless, in paragraph 475 of the same book, he will categorically declare that we have to thank the Jewish people for having given us “the noblest human being (Christ), the purest sage (Spinoza), the mightiest book and the most efficacious moral code in the world” (Nietzsche, 1986, p. 175).  

In my understanding, The Antichrist is the book that, in connection with the will to power and nihilism, summarizes and condenses Nietzsche’s vision of morality, religion, and, in particular, Christianity. It is one of the last writings of Nietzsche’s productive life September 1888), although it was not published until 1895, when the philosopher was perhaps gradually and painfully sinking into the abysses of insanity. Before being published, it was truncated in several places by the philosopher’s sister, Elisabeth Föster-Nietzsche, and by its initial editor. Luckily, the subsequent editions have restored the passages that had been cut, as one can verify in the accurate study of Nietzsche’s Complete Works (Kritische Gesamtausgabe) by Giorgio Colli and Mazzino Montinari. 

From the formal point of view, The Antichrist contains a preface, a conclusion and sixty-two paragraphs or sections. But the core of the work is situated between paragraphs 27 and 47, where Nietzsche examines the origins of Christianity and places emphasis on the figures of Christ, the apostle Paul, the first disciples, and the masses, or, as he calls them by the Sanskrit word, the chandala. In fact, according to Nietzsche, Christianity owes its triumph to the masses or, more precisely, to “all the failures, all the rebellious-minded, all the less favored, the whole scum and refuse of humanity who were thus won over to it” (Nietzsche, 1976, p. 619). From this perspective, the reception and vulgarization of Christianity by the masses is well illustrated in a letter to Overbeck, dated March 31, 1885, where the philosopher anticipates, in more than one aspect, what The Antichrist will develop, amplify, and deepen:

I have been reading, as relaxation, St. Augustine’s Confessions, much regretting that you were not with me. O this old rhetorician! What falseness, what rolling of the eyes! How I laughed! (For example, concerning the “theft” of his youth, basically, an undergraduate story). What psychological falsity! (For example, when he talks about the death of his best friend, with whom he shared a single soul, he “resolved to go on living, so that in this way his friend would not wholly die.” Such things are revoltingly dishonest). Philosophical value zero! Vulgarized Platonism―that is to say, a way of thinking which was invented by the highest aristocracy of soul, and which he adjusted to slave natures. Moreover, one sees into the guts of Christianity in this book. I make my observations with the curiosity of a radical physician and physiologist (In Almeida, 2006, p. 104). 

In fact, it is in paragraph 59 of The Antichrist that Nietzsche explicitly refers to St. Augustine and the other Church Fathers as he describes the nihilistic forces of decadence that undermined the healthy and powerful structure inherited from the Roman Empire. For, contrary to the Christians, the Greeks and the Romans appear to Nietzsche’s eyes as those who had the nobility of instinct, the taste and the genius of organization and administration. Nonetheless―argues Nietzsche―this whole bulwark was destined to ruin and collapse, not overnight, nor by any natural catastrophe, but by “hidden vengefulness”, or, more exactly, by “cunning, stealthy, invisible, anemic vampires”. It is at this point that the philosopher underscores the undermining work of the nihilistic forces represented by St. Augustine and the Church Fathers in general: 

One need only read any Christian agitator, St. Augustine, for example, to comprehend, to smell, what an unclean lot had thus come to the top. One would deceive oneself utterly if one presupposed any lack of intelligence among the leaders of the Christian movement: oh, they are clever, clever to the point of holiness, these good Church Fathers! (Nietzsche, 1976, p. 651).

To be sure, Nietzsche considers that the essence of Christianity already existed even before its historical development, for it can be found, albeit in a latent and potential way, in Plato’s philosophy. Indeed, in a posthumous fragment, dated summer-fall 1884, the Redeemer appears―as Nietzsche sees him in Plato’s morality―as that one who must admit and condemn evil in the world and, consequently, rescue the degenerate masses of its share of evil. Thus, “Plato and Christianity have found the man of the herd―but not the creative artist. With Plato, a “Savior” was already invented, the one who descends to the level of the wretched and the poor” (Nietzsche, 1999, vol. 11, p. 243). Therefore, in Nietzsche’s vision both Plato and Christianity were naïve, inasmuch as they believed they could know the essence of “good”. Nevertheless, Plato could not see the reasonable character nor the necessity of “evil”, since what was not good must necessarily be bad. In other words, both Plato and Christianity failed to apprehend the middle term, the interval or, in my favored expression, the “in between” that joins good and evil.    

Now, if one compares The Antichrist with the Nietzschean previous works, one will discover several similarities between it and his first book, The Birth of Tragedy, published in 1872. In fact, both consist of about a hundred pages, both extol the aspects of the ascendant life and the enhancement of its value, they combat the Aristotelian vision of tragedy as catharsis, and dispense with all the pomp and display of erudition. Deliberately and intentionally, Nietzsche avoids making The Antichrist into a work of exegesis, as he himself admits in paragraph 28: “The time is long past when I too, like every young scholar, slowly drew out the savor of the work of the incomparable Strauss, with the shrewdness of a refined philologist. I was twenty years old then: now I am too serious for that” (Nietzsche, 1976, p. 600). However, it would be a mistake, as Walter Kaufmann commits it, to consider The Antichrist as totally deprived of any scholarly support. On the contrary, Nietzsche’s main sources for the writing of this book were, besides the Bible, some Buddhist and Hindu translated literature, Julius Wellhausen’s Prolegomena to the History of Israel, Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, and Ernest Renan, against whom he spares neither criticism nor irony. To be more accurate, these readings have reinforced, accentuated or enlarged what Nietzsche had been developing since Human, All Too Human, and even before. 

Regarding the formal division of this work, I have stated above that the core of The Antichrist is situated between paragraphs 27 and 47, where Nietzsche examines the origins of Christianity with a particular emphasis on the figures of Christ, Paul, the first disciples, and the chandala. However, it is the Apostle Paul who, in Nietzsche’s perspective, must be seen as the real founder of Christianity, for he has transformed the death on the cross into an instrument of vengeance and, therefore, has brought to a term the process of degradation that had begun with the trial of the Redeemer.

2. The Apostle Paul, the Founder of Christianity

In fact, already in The Dawn, published in 1881, Nietzsche attributes to the apostle Paul the responsibility of having founded Christianity and of having given to it the direction that would characterize its development throughout its long history. Thus, it is at the very beginning of paragraph 68―significantly entitled The first Christian―that, after having spoken ironically about “the authorship of the ‘Holy Spirit’”, the philosopher states with emphasis:

That it also tells the story of one of the most ambitious and obtrusive of souls, of a head as superstitious as it was crafty, the story of the apostle Paul―who knows this, except a few scholars? Without this strange story, however, without the confusions and storms of such a head, such a soul, there would be no Christianity. We should scarcely have heard of a small Jewish sect whose master died on the cross (Nietzsche, 1976, pp. 76-77).

According to Nietzsche, if the writings of Paul had been read not as the revelation and inspiration of the “Holy Spirit”, but with a free and honest exercise of one’s own spirit, Christianity would long since have ceased to exist. Nonetheless, Paul appears to Nietzsche’s eyes as that one who introduced a powerful and irreversible overturn into the history of Christianity. In what sense? Why? Being avid for distinction and eager for vengeance, Paul saw in the prohibition of Jewish Law an occasion and an instrument to accomplish his plan. Paul was in fact fascinated by the interdict of the Law and, consequently, by the possibility of violating it. The spell this prohibition exercised upon him was all the more powerful as the Law had to be transgressed, abolished, destroyed. “Is it really his ‘carnal nature’ that makes him transgress again and again? And not rather, as he himself suspected later, behind it the law itself, which must constantly prove itself unfulfillable and which lures him to transgression with irresistible charm?” (Nietzsche, 1976, p. 78). These thoughts, however, did not appear so clearly to him during that time, although doubts about the fulfillment of the Law, as well as the unbearable burdens of its demands continued latently, surreptitiously, to obsess him. But suddenly all this became clear on the road to Damascus. In a flash of vision―deduces Nietzsche―the saving thought struck him, which could not have happened otherwise in the case of an “epileptic”. It was then on the road to Damascus that the apostle finally found the key to the enigma: why persecute precisely this Jesus, the destroyer of the Law? How unreasonable it would be to continue to persecute that one who had annihilated, shattered, the tables of the commandments! “Here after all is the way out”―would have thought Paul. Here and nowhere else had he come across the perfect idea: to get rid of the Law and, at the same time, to quench his thirst for vengeance. At once stroke, says Nietzsche, Paul became the happiest man of the world, for the destiny of the Jews and of all men seemed to him to be tied to this idea. He had “the thought of thoughts, the key of keys, the light of lights”. From this point onward, all fault would be remitted, nay, destroyed, annihilated, for the Law was dead, and dead on the cross. Henceforth, to die with Christ would mean to die to the Law and, reversely, to live according to the flesh would be to live according to the Law. The whole history of humanity must then revolve around Paul, for at one stroke he became the teacher of the annihilation of the Law. Hence, Nietzsche’s conclusion: “This is the first Christian, the inventor of Christianity. Until then there were only a few Jewish sectarians” (Nietzsche, 1976, p. 79).

All this is eminently paradoxical to the extent that this movement could only arise from the Jewish people, only from the soil out which it grew. To be more accurate, Christianity appears not as a reaction, but as an inevitable result of the instinct of decadence which, reaching the farthest limits of its course, mutates into new forces and robes itself with new masks, new disguises and, therefore, new values. This is what I designate by the expression, “internal exclusion,” which is different from an “external exclusion.” The notion of “internal exclusion,” that I borrowed from my master, Roland Sublon, means that the persons involved in a determined tradition can attack and contest this very same tradition only because they come from it, or because they are part of it. In other words, both belong to the same symbolic universe, inasmuch as both think, speak and signify through the same language, albeit in a different way. It is in this sense that one can comprehend Nietzsche’s words, as he affirms:

The Christian church cannot make the slightest claim to originality when compared with the “holy people.” That precisely is why the Jews are the most catastrophic people of the world history: by their aftereffect, they have made mankind so thoroughly false that even today the Christian can feel anti-Jewish without realizing that he himself is the ultimate Jewish consequence (Nietzsche, 1976, p. 593).

Thus, the zeal with which Paul, in the past, tried to carry out and defend the Law is, after his “conversion”, redoubled in strength and intensity. The difference is that this zeal and enthusiasm are no more intent on the Law, but on the destroyer of the Law. In Nietzsche’s perspective, Paul’s defense of Christianity reached the extreme limits of fanaticism when, “with the cynical logic of a rabbi,” he has turned the death on the cross into an instrument of vengeance and, through this transformation, has brought to its uppermost degree a process of degradation that had begun with the death of the Savior. But Christ’s first disciples also contributed to this degenerating process, so that the question that has to be answered now is this: how does Nietzsche establish the connection between Jesus, the first community of the disciples, and the Apostle Paul?

3. Jesus, the first disciples, and Paul

According to Nietzsche, two important moments stand out in the process of degradation that already began with the death on the cross. Firstly, Jesus is presented in The Antichrist as the herald of the “glad tidings,” of the Kingdom, or of the eternal and true life. In this perspective, the Kingdom is finally becoming visible, which means that it is no more promised, inasmuch as it is already there, in your midst and in you, as a living message of love for oneself and for each other. The evangel is announced to everyone, without subtraction nor exclusion, without regard to station nor to level of culture. “Everyone is the child of God―Jesus definitely presumes nothing for himself alone―and as a child of God everyone is equal to everyone” (Nietzsche, 1976, p. 601). In this sense, Jesus breaks with the Jewish doctrine of repentance and reconciliation, for the concept of guilt and punishment is lacking in the glad tidings. Sin, as a distance separating God and man, is definitively abolished from the Kingdom of God. “Blessedness is not promised, it is not tied to conditions: it is the only reality” (Nietzsche, 1976, p. 606). Thus, only practice counts. But what kind of practice is this? The genuine evangelical practice, according to which the Christian acts differently from the background from where he comes. What precisely distinguishes him is that he does not resist, either in words or in his heart, those who offend him. The whole life of the Redeemer―says Nietzsche―consisted in nothing other than this practice, nor was his death anything else. Therefore, what was disposed of with the glad tidings was the Judaism of the concept of “sin” and, consequently, the entire Jewish ecclesiastical doctrine of repentance and reconciliation. By not resisting, by not growing angry with nobody, by not despising anybody, the Christian shows his fundamental principle, which is unconditional love. The rest are mere consequences of this basic instinct. This is the reason why Nietzsche assigns to Jesus the Dostoevskian notion of “idiot,” as it characterizes the behavior of Prince Myshkin, the protagonist of the novel having the same title, that is, The Idiot. (Cf. Nietzsche, 1976, p. 601). In a similar way, Jesus suffers with those who make him suffer, he prays, he loves with and in those who insult him and do him wrong. He wants to die, nay, he facilitates his own judgment: “He does not resist, he does not defend his right, he takes no step which might ward off the worst; on the contrary, he provokes it” (Nietzsche, 1976, p. 609).

But the glad tidings, as the Redeemer announced them, came to an end with the death on the cross. Now, a second moment sets out, as Nietzsche affirms at the beginning of paragraph 39 of The Antichrist: “The very word ‘Christianity’ is a misunderstanding: in truth, there was only one Christian, and he died on the cross. The ‘evangel’ died on the cross. What has been called ‘evangel’ from that moment was actually the opposite of that which he had lived: ‘ill tidings,’ a dysangel” (Nietzsche, 1976, p. 612).

This last passage has given rise to the most diverse interpretations, including the most literal as well as the most spiritual ones. As I understand it, one should not see in these claims a kind of nostalgia for origins on Nietzsche’s part, as if the philosopher regretted that true Christianity was irrevocably lost since its very beginning. On the contrary, nothing is more distant from Nietzsche’s purpose and fundamental method than to mourn over the end of early Christianity. As I point out in my Nietzsche and Paradox, the author of The Antichrist “insists on the idea that original Christianity is and always will be possible, provided that faith gives way to practice” (Almeida, 2006, p. 109). Nietzsche himself underlines that what primarily matters in the announcement of the glad tidings is not a faith, but a doing and, above all, a not doing many things (Cf. Nietzsche, 1976, p. 613). He goes so far as to state: “In fact, there have been no Christians at all. The ‘Christian,’ that which for the last two thousand years has been called a Christian, is merely a psychological self-misunderstanding” (Nietzsche, 1976, p. 613). Thus, it was not because of their faith, but in spite of their faith that the Christians survived throughout their long history. 

Nietzsche extolls the Christian practice to such a point, that it would be totally false―says he―to find the mark of the Christian in faith, the faith, for instance, in redemption through Christ. “Only Christian practice, a life such as he lived who died on the cross, is Christian” (Nietzsche, 1976, p. 612). Evidently, in underscoring practice, Nietzsche is aiming at the Lutheran doctrine of justification through faith.
 This becomes clearer in a passage of this same paragraph 39, where he explicitly alludes to Luther: “‘Faith’ was at all times, for example, in Luther, only a cloak, a pretext, a screen behind which the instincts played their game” (Nietzsche, 1976, p. 613). Regarding the several attacks that Nietzsche directs against Luther and against Paul, the question one should inquire consists in this: who is the final target Nietzsche is aiming at? Is it Paul, or really Luther? It is true that Nietzsche’s interpretation of Paul is heavily influenced by his reading of Luther―and also of the 19th century theology about Luther―particularly with regard to the doctrine of justification through faith. 

Anyhow, for Nietzsche the “good tidings” were nailed to and died on the cross, that kind of inglorious and ignominious death that was generally reserved for the basest and most contemptible criminals. This is the reason why, says the philosopher, “only this horrible paradox confronted the disciples with the real riddle: ‘Who was this? What was this?’” (Nietzsche, 1976, p. 614).
 Such a scandalous death, inasmuch as it might represent the refutation of their cause, could not but have a profound effect on the feelings of the disciples. “Why did he die in this manner?” must be their question mark, as they fell into a deep perplexity. Something here must have happened by necessity, nothing here is accidental, were maybe the thoughts of the first community. But suddenly, in a similar flash of vision to that that had struck Paul on the road to Damascus, everything became clear; the key to the enigma was finally, and unexpectedly, discovered. “Only now―asserts Nietzsche in paragraph 40 of The Antichrist―the cleft opened up: ‘Who killed him? Who was his natural enemy?’ This question leaped forth like lightning. Answer: ruling Jewry, its highest class. From this moment one felt oneself in rebellion against the existing order, and in retrospect one understood Jesus to have been in rebellion against the existing order” (Nietzsche, 1976, p. 614). The consequence of all this is that the populace’s long expectation for a Messiah, who would come one day to pass judgment against his enemies, had materialized. Simultaneously, all the bitterness, all the resentment and contempt sustained by the Evangels against the Pharisees, the Sadducees and the Scribes were henceforth attributed to the Master. The disciples had thus effaced the glad tidings, that is, the equal rights announced and taught by the Savior. As a result, the kerygma was inverted, for the Kingdom of God, as the disciples saw it now, was intended to mean a final act, a fulfillment, a reality, that is, an ignominious death on the cross. According to Nietzsche, the “frenzied veneration” of the first community of the disciples no longer endured the idea of a Kingdom consisting in these mottoes: everyone is a child of God; as a child of God, everyone is equal to everyone. Therefore, concludes the philosopher, “it was their revenge to elevate Jesus extravagantly, to sever him from themselves―precisely as the Jews had formerly, out of revenge against their enemies, severed their God from themselves and elevate him. The one God and the one Son of God―both products of ressentiment”… (Nietzsche, 1976, pp. 615-616).    

However, a further step would still be necessary to achieve definitively the process of degradation that had begun with the death on the cross. And this moment really arrived, as I have describe above, when the apostle Paul entered the scene. To the questions: “Who was this? What was this?” “Why did he die in this manner?” follows another: “How could God permit this?” The answer, however, was not long in coming under the form of a horrifying and bewildering problem: “God gave his son for the remission of sins, as a sacrifice” (Nietzsche, 1976, p. 616). For Nietzsche, this is all the more astonishing as Jesus, through the announcement of the glad tidings, had forgiven all guilt and, with this, had bridged any gap existing between God and man. Nevertheless, in one strike, it was all over with the evangel when the small community, and the apostle Paul as well, introduced the “most revolting” and “most barbarous” notion of the trespass sacrifice. From this moment on, the doctrines of the Last Judgment and parousia, of death as a sacrifice or, as it would be later called, as atonement or satisfaction, progressively constitute the Savior type. The resurrection, in particular, represents for Nietzsche the crucial idea that conjures away the only and true reality of the glad tidings, namely, blessedness. In the last analysis, however, it is the Apostle of the Gentiles who appears as the final responsible for the process of corruption that was born with the death on the cross. “Paul, with that rabbinical impudence which distinguishes him in all things, logicalized this conception, this obscenity of a conception, in this way: ‘If Christ was not resurrected from the dead, then our faith is vain’” (Nietzsche, 1976, p. 616).
 It was then by this final blow that Paul destroyed what was seminally contained in the good tidings. And this Nietzsche asserts in the clearest and most categorical way in paragraph 44: “What Paul later carried to its conclusion, with the logician’s cynicism of a rabbi, was nevertheless nothing other than that process of decay which had begun with the death of the Redeemer” (Nietzsche, 1976, p. 620).

The conclusion that can be drawn from these texts of The Antichrist is that the apostle Paul plays a double role: he definitively kills the good tidings and, concomitantly, founds Christianity, which represents, in Nietzsche’s perspective, one of the major trends of nihilism. In fact, the whole history, including both Eastern and Western histories, cannot be thought but under the forms, the forces, and the relations of forces peculiar to nihilism. To be more accurate, nihilism expresses itself as a continuous and simultaneous destruction and construction of values under a multiplicity of masks, disguises, and metamorphoses through which the different civilizations have passed up to the modern times. This is the reason why, in Nietzsche’s vision, the apostle Paul reproduces once more the type of the Jewish priest, inasmuch as he manifests the domination, vengeance, rancor, and ressentiment proper to the will to power. However, one should note that the concept of will to power is ambiguous to the extent that it can also signify a will to nothingness. It is in this sense that Nietzsche’s words, in paragraph 42, become more comprehensible: 

Paul wanted the end, consequently, he also wanted the means. What he himself did not believe, the idiots among whom he threw his doctrine believed. His need was for power; in Paul, the priest wanted power once again―he could use only concepts, doctrines, symbols with which one tyrannizes masses and forms herds. What was the one thing that Mohammed later borrowed from Christianity? Paul’s invention, his means to priestly tyranny, to herd formation (Nietzsche, 1976, p. 618).

Curiously, already in The Dawn, the Apostle of the Gentiles was considered―as we have seen above―as a being avid for distinction and vengeance. He was in fact possessed by an implacable instinct of domination and will to power, although Nietzsche did not use this expression explicitly yet. Later on, however, when Nietzsche will have deepened his analyses of nihilism and will to power, he will recall, in The Antichrist, the inquiry he had developed in The Genealogy of Morals. There, says the philosopher, “the contrast between a noble morality and a chandala morality, born of ressentiment and impotent vengefulness, was brought to light for the first time.” Right after having evoked these discoveries, he adds this assertion, under the form of a conclusion: “Paul was the greatest of all apostles of vengeance” (Nietzsche, 1976, p. 625).

At this point, a question that accompanies us since the beginning of these reflections comes to light: why is Nietzsche so obsessed by the apostle Paul? In fact, not only Paul, but also Christ, Socrates, Plato, Schopenhauer, and Wagner are continually present in his attacks and, paradoxically, in his eulogies as well. From a psychoanalytical point of view, one might deduce that the philosopher does not cease to kill the father, or the Law, or the Master, in these characters. Therefore, all that brings us to stress once again: if the paradox of the origins of Christianity consists―in Nietzsche’s vision―in what Christianity could only grow out of a Jewish soil, Nietzsche’s attacks against Paul, Jesus, and Christianity in general, could also only spring from the same tradition from where he comes and where he grew. That is to say, the author of The Antichrist is constantly excluding himself from the same symbolic universe through which he moves, in which he speaks, writes and, consequently, signifies, interprets, and values. This could not be otherwise. It was only out of the Christian moral tradition that Nietzsche could proclaim and admit to himself: “We Godless Others!”

4. Atheist or Godless?

Actually, when Nietzsche refers to himself to describe his own conviction and position toward God and religion, the term he most often uses is “wir Gottlosen,” namely, we godless others, we other free spirits, the liberated, the unencumbered of God. In paragraph 344 of The Gay Science, for instance, this paradox appears in its most evident and provocative way. “We godless anti-metaphysicians still take our fire, too, from the flame lit by a faith that is thousands of years old, that Christian faith which was also the faith of Plato, that God is the truth, that truth is divine” (Nietzsche, 1974, p. 283).
 In the previous section of the same book, paragraph 343, the same idea stands out, but expressed in different words: “Indeed, we philosophers and “free spirits” feel, when we hear the news that “the old god is dead,” as if a new dawn shone on us; our heart overflows with gratitude, amazement, premonitions, expectation” (Nietzsche, 1974, p. 280).

If we take these and other similar texts into consideration, it would be a mistake to seek in Nietzsche’s work a concern for the old conceptual dispute―typical of the Enlightenment period―around the existence or nonexistence of God. In fact, Nietzsche has only contempt and sarcasm for the whole scaffolding of such concepts and notions as causa sui (“self-caused”), the Good, the Absolute, the True, and the ens realissimum (“the most real being”). In Twilight of the Idols, in the chapter entitled, “Reason” in Philosophy, section 4, the philosopher will ponder with irony: “Why did mankind have to take seriously the brain afflictions of sick web-spinners? They have paid dearly for it” (Nietzsche, 1976, p. 482).
 

The absence of words such as “atheism” and “atheist” from Nietzsche’s passages referring to himself is all the more striking that one cannot but be surprised seeing some Nietzschean scholars―like Walter Kaufmann and George Morgan―use them overtly. Kaufmann himself refers to Morgan and quotes his assertion according to which, “beyond question the major premise of Nietzsche’s philosophy is atheism” (Kaufmann, 1974, p. 99). However, as I have already said, Nietzsche deliberately and intentionally does not partake in the traditional and metaphysical controversies surrounding the existence or nonexistence of God. Those disputes―as it is known―reached their peak in the 18th century, with the philosophy of the Enlightenment. In Nietzsche’s perspective, the God of metaphysics represents what is the most hostile and opposed to an ascendant and overflowing life. Thus, contrary to what is powerful and affirmative vis-à-vis an exceeding and superabundant existence, the God of nihilistic forces that shapes metaphysics and morality is the God of lassitude, decadence, resentment, in short, of the end of ends. As the philosopher underlines in paragraph 47 of The Antichrist, such a God is a good reason, or a good argument, for not believing in him: 

That we find no God―either in history or in nature or behind nature―is not what differentiates us, but that we experience what has been revered as God, not as “godlike” but as miserable, as absurd, as harmful, not merely as an error but as a crime against life. We deny God as God. If one were to prove this God of the Christians to us, we should be even less able to believe in him (Nietzsche, 1976, p. 627).

It is worth noting that Nietzsche also claims a de-deification of nature, inasmuch as the nihilistic forces of decadence transpose their categories, evaluations, and ways of judging into the domain of nature. In this sense, paragraph 109 of The Gay Science sets forth a series of precautions aimed precisely in this direction: “When will all these shadows of God cease to darken our minds? When will we complete our de-deification of nature? When may we begin to ‘naturalize’ humanity in terms of a pure, newly discovered, newly redeemed nature?” (Nietzsche, 1974, pp. 168-169).
 These questions will still resonate in a posthumous fragment of fall 1887: “In place of moral values, purely naturalistic values. Naturalization of morality. In place of metaphysics and religion, the theory of eternal recurrence (this as a means of breeding and selection)” – (Nietzsche, 1968, p. 255).

To be sure, the contrast and struggle between the forces that deny and moralize life, and those that affirm and justify it, are present throughout all Nietzsche’s writings. Thus, already in The Birth of Tragedy, the first book published by the philosopher (1872), we see his insistence on what sets apart the Olympian religion, a religion characterized by the overabundance of life and, consequently, by the absence of any trait of asceticism, duty, and calculation regarding reward and punishment:

Whoever approaches these Olympians with another religion in his heart, searching among them for moral elevation, even for sanctity, for disincarnate spirituality, for charity and benevolence, will soon be forced to turn his back on them, discouraged and disappointed. For there is nothing here that suggests asceticism, spirituality, or duty. We hear nothing but the accents of an exuberant, triumphant life in which all things, whether good or evil, are deified (Nietzsche, 1967a, p. 41).

These assertions patently reveal how Nietzsche’s philosophy―since his first insights and even when the expression will to power was not explicitly used yet―is concerned with two basic types of forces. There are the forces that affirm, strengthen and elevate life and, inversely, those that deny, depreciate and condemn the existence and the world as well. It should, however, be noted that these forces, in Nietzsche’s analyses, are never separated from each other. They are rather interlaced, in a continuous and reciprocal dynamics of overcoming and domination, destruction and construction. Regarding the sphere of religion in particular, Nietzsche holds that nothing is more anti-divine than a religion whose morality teaches the extirpation and liquidation of instincts. For the philosopher, these natures have found in Christianity, as well as in Buddhism, a way of thinking that is typical of sick people, of small people or, in short, of those who failed in life. Nothing is more perilous, in Nietzsche’s eyes, than an impotent who feels as such and, out of this sentiment, strives for vengeance. In fact, what is small, or feels as such, concerns the small people, the rabble, the outcasts, and all those who, finding repugnant the vision of strong, accomplished and overflowing types, envy them. From these two fundamental drives―the drives that construct and the drives that destroy―one can also better understand the essential differences characterizing these two religious paradigms: Dionysus and the Crucified.

It is not a difference in regard to their martyrdom―it is a difference in the meaning of it. Life itself, its eternal fruitfulness and recurrence, creates torment, destruction, the will to annihilation… In the other case, suffering―the “Crucified as the innocent one”―counts as an objection to this life, as a formula for its condemnation. The tragic man affirms even the harshest suffering: he is sufficiently strong, rich, and capable of deifying to do so. The Christian denies even the happiest lot on earth: he is sufficiently weak, poor, disinherited to suffer from life in whatever form he meets it… (Nietzsche, 1968, p. 543).
     

As we can see, when life is denied, depreciated, condemned and, therefore, impoverished, it cannot but become a cause or a stimulus to seek refuge in another world, or in the beyond. In such a vision, life here is not powerful, terrible and natural enough to be justified by itself. It has to be abolished, annihilated, destroyed. This is why, in this same text, Nietzsche emphasizes once again the contrast between the two meanings of suffering: the Christian meaning and the tragic meaning. The first curses and debases this life and all that that derives from it, such as beauty, cruelty, fertility, sexuality, and power. This is so, says Nietzsche, because the Christian is not strong enough, full enough, nor divinizing enough to justify and transform suffering into a work of art. Consequently, “the God on the cross is a curse on life, a signpost to seek redemption from life” (Nietzsche, 1968, p. 543). The tragic man, on the contrary, acquiesces to a tremendous amount of suffering, for he affirms it, transfigures it, and deifies it. “Dionysus cut to pieces is a promise of life: it will be eternally reborn and return again from destruction” (Nietzsche, 1968, p. 543).

Reading these and other Nietzschean texts, one cannot avoid this question: after all, are not Dionysus, nature, life, the forces, the will to power, and the eternal return only other names or other avatars of the old God of metaphysics and morality fallen today into discredit? Moreover, if one adds to this question Nietzsche’s problematic assertion according to which “only the moral God is overcome”, then his so-called “atheism” would definitively collapse. Curiously, in a posthumous fragment of May-June 1888, he admits that there can be gods, and even new gods:

And how many new gods are still possible! As for myself, in whom the religious, that is to say, the god-forming instinct occasionally becomes active at impossible times―how differently, how variously the divine has revealed itself to me each time! … I should not doubt that there are many kinds of gods. Is it necessary to elaborate that a god prefers to stay beyond everything bourgeois and rational? and, between ourselves, also beyond good and evil?  (Nietzsche, 1968, p. 534).

In his book, The Destiny of Man, the Russian thinker Nicolas Berdyaev makes this interesting comment: “Nietzsche did not know or understand true Christianity. He had before him the degenerate Christian society, which had lost the heroic spirit. And he rose with passionate indignation against this decadent, bourgeois Christianity” (Berdyaev, 1948, pp. 114-115). To this observation, however, one could object with another argument: how could Nietzsche have known any other form of Christianity, if this is the only extant form that he penetrated, analyzed and diagnosed its nihilistic forces of decadence? Moreover, as I mentioned above, sections 1 and 3, the philosopher sees nihilism plunging its roots deeply into European civilization, and even beyond this civilization, inasmuch as the whole history, including both Eastern and Western histories, cannot be thought but under the forms, the forces, and the relations of forces peculiar to nihilism. In other words, nihilism is inherent in the very movement of Western history and philosophical thought since Greek ancient philosophy up to Nietzsche’s age. This paradox of an internal exclusion returns in paragraph 344, of The Gay Science, which I quoted at the beginning of the present section:

But you will have gathered what I am driving at, namely, that it is still a metaphysical faith upon which our faith in science rests―that even we seekers after knowledge today, we godless anti-metaphysicians still take our fire, too, from the flame lit by a faith that is thousands of years old, that Christian faith which was also the faith of Plato, that God is the truth, that truth is divine.―But what if this should become more and more incredible, if nothing should prove to be divine any more unless it were error, blindness, the lie―if God himself should prove to be our most enduring lie?― (Nietzsche, 1974, p. 283).

I bring all this up to emphasize once again that Nietzsche can in fact designate himself by the names of “Gottlos” (Godless), free spirit, the liberated, the unencumbered of God, but he can do this only because he himself springs from a tradition that he endlessly, paradoxically, reevaluates, reinterprets and, simultaneously, overcomes. Thus, it is not a question of contradiction, if by the term “contradiction” one understands an irreconcilable and irreducible opposition between principles, ideas, and words. Nietzsche is and remains paradoxical through his thought and language, through the universe in which he moves and ceaselessly interprets values, inverts them, re-creates them, re-writes them, and turns them to his own use. In a posthumous fragment of spring 1884, he symptomatically acknowledges this radical paradox: “We wish to be inheritors of all preceding morality: and not begin from zero. Everything we fashion is only the morality that returns against the form that it has taken hold of so far (Nietzsche, 1999, vol. 11, p. 135). 

Therefore, what stands out in Nietzsche’s thought and writing is a continual construction-destruction or, in other words, an eternal creation that ceaselessly recommences, since it ceaselessly overcomes, goes beyond and surpasses itself. In fact, creation supposes destruction, the will to construct supposes the delight of becoming and the delight of annihilation. This appears in the most paradoxical way through the figure of Zarathustra, the Persian moralist that Nietzsche purposely chose to describe as the creator of morality. For only a moralist can destroy morality, only a Christian can be an anti-Christian. Zarathustra builds morality through the metaphysical struggle of good and evil, and not of good or evil. That is to say, Zarathustra shatters morality and everything that has been venerated until then under the name of “truth,” by truthfulness. Can one understand this? “Am I understood?―The self-overcoming of morality, out of truthfulness; the self-overcoming of the moralist, into his opposite―into me―that is what the name of Zarathustra means in my mouth” (Nietzsche, 1967b, p. 328). This is morality returning against itself, metaphysics overcoming itself, Christianity surpassing itself, but from inside…
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��
	From this point onward, all the italicized words in Nietzsche’s quotations are by Nietzsche himself, save when it is a question of foreign words, or if there is an explicit indication on my part.





��
	This is the crucial question between the Reformers and the Roman Catholic Church: the doctrine of justification by faith alone (sola fidei). According to Paul Tillich, nothing has been more misunderstood, both by Catholic and Protestant theologies, than the expression sola fidei. Thus, on the one hand, if one considers faith as an intellectual and moral attitude, this means that “faith” forces God to give his forgiveness, which brings to a kind of pelagianism. On the other hand, if sola fidei means that, in the moment sin is forgiven, one can do nothing else than receive God’s forgiveness, then one can speak of God’s exclusive grace (Cf. Tillich, 1968, p. 214). But this rises another question: justification by faith or justification by grace? The problem is that Paul himself makes use of both expressions. In Romans 4, 24, for instance, he affirms: “They are justified freely by his grace through the redemption in Christ Jesus.” Surprisingly, however, in the same epistle, at the very same chapter, verse 28, he asserts: “For we consider that a person is justified by faith apart from works of the law.”  





��
	Paradox, italicized by oneself.





��
	The text of Paul (1 Corinthians, 15, 14), that gives the New American Bible, is thus: “And if Christ has not been raised, then empty (too) is our preaching; empty, too, your faith.”





��
	Godless, italicized by me.





��
	In the original we have: “Gehirnleiden kranker Spinneweber,” consisting of play on words that is difficult to translate, for here Nietzsche uses Spinne (spider) and Weber (weaver) in order to signify the web of concepts the metaphysicians have woven. 





��
	Paragraph 109 of The Gay Science belongs to the third part of the book. The Gay Science was first published in 1882 and consisted of four books. As Nietzsche prepared a second edition (1887), he added to it a fifth book (aphorisms 343-383) and an appendix of poems. In this same year, 1887, were also published On the Genealogy of Morals and a second edition of The Dawn, with a new preface. 





��
	This is a posthumous fragment dated spring 1888, the last year of Nietzsche’s productive life. It is worth noting that S. Freud will refer to these drives as, respectively, “life drives” and “death drives.”








