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Abstract: the article discusses the question's title: is it possible to talk about God at the time of 

nihilism? The starting point is the recognition of nihilism as "fate", "cipher", "spirit" of our 

time, that is, the beginning of an era of decay, change and devaluation of all values which causes 

the so- called "crisis of paradigms" religious, metaphysical, ethical-political, aesthetic and 

epistemological. This crisis, however, this is not a mere empty: the lost paradigms were replaced by 

a new one which is becoming dominant, the technical-scientific paradigm. The critique of the 

technique while fate of our time is taking the two opposing positions: some times for an 

impossible back in the past, other times to an attitude of powerlessness towards the future. After 

examining several possible alternatives to a rational discourse on God, within and beyond the 

nihilism, the author concludes that religion, despite of all the criticism, has a great chance of 

survival because the religious sentiment is a dimension from the human condition and because 

human beings need to strengthen the bonds of organic solidarity, identity and security in the face 

of the mystery and the dangers of the world. But religion (particularly Christian) needs to reinvent 

itself deeply accepting the "lessons" of nihilism: take a more cautious stance against 

fundamentalism, bigotry, fanaticism, intolerance, violence; don't make God an object to be 

manipulated for our interests "worldly"; and renew the great and insuperable ethical legacy of 

Christianity, which is manifested more in orthopraxis than in orthodoxy. Maybe this is the most 

promising path to "talk about God at the time of nihilism". 

 

Key words: Nihilism. Technique. Religion. Orthopraxis. 
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To Franco Volpi 1 

In memoriam 

 

 

 

 

 
The Western world is a world tired of its own culture, a world that has reached a point where the 

need for God is no longer evident, much less for Christ, and therefore where it seems that man 

could build himself. In this climate of self-enclosed rationalism, which considers the model of the 

sciences to be the only model of knowledge, everything seems to be subjective. Naturally, the 

Christian life also becomes a subjective choice, therefore arbitrary and no longer the way of life. 

That's why it becomes difficult to believe, and if it's difficult to believe, it's much more difficult 

to offer one's life to the Lord to be his servant. There's no doubt that this is an affliction in our 

historical moment, in which the so-called great Churches are generally seen as moribund. This is 

especially true in Austria, in Europe and to a lesser extent in the United States. On the contrary, 

sects are on the rise, presenting themselves with the certainty of a minimum of faith, and people 

are looking for certainty. And so, the great Churches, especially the great traditional Protestant 

Churches, are really in a deep crisis. The sects have the upper hand because they present 

themselves with simple, few certainties and say: this is enough. The Catholic Church is not as 

bad off as the great historic Protestant Churches, but it naturally shares the problem of our 

historical moment. I don't think there is a system for rapid change. We must go further, 

go through this gallery, this tunnel, with patience, in the certainty that Christ is the answer and that 

in the end his light will appear again. 

Pope Benedict XVI 

25 July 2005 2 

 

 

 

1 NIHILISM AS THE DESTINY OF OUR TIME 

Our times live under the sign of the nihilism prophesied by Nietzsche. The clearest 

manifestation of this phenomenon is in the crisis of the paradigms - religious, metaphysical, 

ethical-political, aesthetic and epistemological - which, for centuries, have given meaning to 

human existence and coexistence in the West. Nietzsche writes about nihilism: 

 
What happened in the end? The feeling of absence of value was shot when it was realised that neither 

the concept of "end" nor the concept of "unity" had anything to do with it, nor can the concept of 

"truth" be used to interpret the global character of existence. [...] In short: the categories "end", 

"unity", "being", with which we had given the world a value, have been taken away by us again - 

and now the world seems valueless3. 

 
1 This text is a posthumous acknowledgment to Franco Volpi (1952-2009), Professor of the History of Philosophy at 

the University of Padua and internationally renowned scholar, who died prematurely while cycling in the green 

Venetian hills. Without his book on nihilism, this essay would not have been written. Translated from Portuguese 

with the help of AI. 
2 Speech given during the meeting with the clergy of the Diocese of Aosta, Italy. 
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Nietzsche is referring here to the metaphysical principles relating to transcendental 

attributes, i.e. those inherent to all beings and to being in its essence: "unum, verum et bonum 

convertuntur" as the medieval scholastics used to say. It is these metaphysical categories, which gave 

meaning and value to the world and to existence, that radically enter into crisis, into decadence, 

according to Nietzsche. 

Nihilism is already inscribed in the origin of Judeo-Christian thought in its clash with 

Greek rationality: by admitting - against the Greek conception of the eternity of the world - 

creation ex nihilo, the Judeo-Christian religion throws the world into its absolute and total 

contingency: the being of the world is placed in the realm of possibility and not necessity. Christian 

metaphysics thus proposed a solution to the great question raised by Parmenides and the Eleatic 

school: "Being is and cannot not be, non-being is not and cannot be". From this, Parmenides 

derives the conception of being as something "ingenuous and indestructible, infinite, eternal, 

imperishable, indivisible, immovable, immutable, permanent, perfect", and denies that the world 

of becoming and change can be the world of true being. It is only the world of appearance and 

not of essence, of doxa and not of episteme, according to the dualistic categories that Plato would 

later develop in his metaphysics4. 

Judeo-Christian metaphysics, since Philon of Alexandria, Origen and Augustine, 

through the doctrine of the logos, dissolves the rigid eleatic dichotomy by placing in God all the 

attributes of parmenidean being, which is thus preserved in its necessity, eternity, perfection and 

permanence. In the beginning was the Word (ἐν ἀρχῇ ἦν ὁ λόγος,): this is the famous incipit of 

the prologue to the Gospel of St John5. In Jesus Christ, divine logos, Verbum, eternal word and 

eternal wisdom of God the Father, all the archetypes of the created Universe are gathered. The 

being of the world remains the being of appearance, of becoming, of corruption, of change, the 

being of phenomena, but it is "saved" (sozein ta phainômena)6 by the criatio ex nihilo. 

 

3 NIETZSCHE, F. Sobre o niilismo, in "Obras Incompletas", selection of texts by Gerard Lebrun, transl. and notes 

by Rubens Rodrigues Torres Filho. São Paulo: Abril Cultural, 1983, p 381 (Os Pensadores). 
4 "Come on, I'm going to tell you - and you listen and fixate on the account you've heard - which are the only paths 

of enquiry that are for thinking: one that is, which is not in order not to be (ἡ μὲν ὅπως ἔστιν τε καὶ ὡς οὐκ ἔστι μὴ 
εἶναι); it is a path of trust (because it accompanies the truth); the other which is not, which must not be (ἡ δ΄ ὡς οὐκ 

ἔστιν τε καὶ ὡς χρεών ἐστι μὴ εἶναι), this I indicate to you to be the path in everything ignoble, since you will not 

be able to know what is not, is not consumable, nor indicate it[...]. PARMENIDES. On Nature. Translated by José 

Gabriel Trindade Santos. São Paulo: Loyola, 2002, B2. 
5 The person who wrote this gospel was well acquainted with philosophical language, as he used two of the most 

fundamental concepts in Greek philosophy: archè and logos. 
6"Salvare i fenomeni" (sozein ta phainômena) is the title of an article by Gustavo Bontadini, (my) Professor of Theoretical 

Philosophy and Metaphysics at the Catholic University of Milan, which appeared in the Rivista di Filosofia Neo-scolastica 

in 1964 as a response to his disciple Emanuele Severino (who was later dismissed from the University), who inarticle 

in the same magazine entitled Ritornare a Parmenide, preached the eternity and necessity of the world and all things. For 

a presentation of this debate, as one of the chapters on nihilism, see VOLPI, Franco. Nihilismo.  São Paulo: Loyola, 1999 

(1996), p. 119-142. 
7 Cf. ARISTOTLE, Metaphysics IV, 1003a 34; IV, 1004a 22-24; VI, 1026a 30-35; 1026b 5. 
8 In De Divinis Nominibus. 
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 God, in his infinite omnipotence, takes the world out of nothingness and, in doing so, in no 

way modifies its being; thus, the apparent contradictoriness of everything that exists is 

overcome by God's omnipotence. The world therefore appears suspended in the abyss of 

nothingness, but its apparent meaninglessness is overcome by the ontologically full and 

necessary presence of God. 

The most convincing response to Parmenides and the question of the relationship 

between the being of God and the being of the world is found in the fundamental principle of 

Aristotelian ontology: being is said in multiple ways (to òn légetai pollakós), says Aristotle in 

Metaphysics, but "non-being" is also said in multiple ways (to méh òn légetai pleonakós).7 Contrary to 

Parmenides' univocal conception of being, Aristotle affirms a pluralistic and analogue conception of 

the multiple meanings of being, which is the foundation of his ontology and epistemology. Three 

possible solutions to this question can be found in the tradition: 

The predicate "being" is attributed to God and the world in the same way: this is the 

monist solution of the Stoics, taken up by Spinoza: Deus sive Natura, which can mean that 

everything is God, thus denying the existence of the world (acosmism) or that God is in everything 

(panentheism), thus denying God's existence and affirming his radical immanence. 

The predicate "being" can be attributed to God and the world in an analogue way: this is 

the Thomistic solution, which finds its foundation in the Aristotelian ontology of the plurality 

of being, and in the biblical message of the creation of man "in the image and likeness of God". 

We can therefore say something about God and attribute certain predicates to him, contrary to 

what apophatic or negative theology affirms. 

 The predicate "being" can be attributed to God and the world in an equivocal way: it is 

the dualistic response of God as "totally other", so different and distant from the world that we 

can only say what he is not, but never what he is. Properly speaking, in this tradition, it could 

not be said that God "is", because the being of God and of the world are understood in totally 

different senses. This is the tradition of negative theology (via negationis) or apophatic theology, which 

was born in antiquity with Dionysius Pseudo-Areopagite8, goes through the Middle Ages with 

Scoto Eriugena and Maister Eckart, reached the Renaissance with Nicholas of Cusa and Charles 

de Bovelles9, and has reached the present day, especially in the theology of the Orthodox Church. 

In apophatic theology, strictly speaking, the world is literally nothing: we live and exist 

thanks to the divine omnipotence that maintains and preserves us in being. This is the ontological 

and ethical lesson of the tradition that Heidegger calls onto-theological. The guarantee of our 

existence and the existence of the universe lies more in divine mercy or goodness than in the 

consistency and ontological firmness of the world, which will appear even more strongly in the 

nominalist and voluntarist conception of William of Ockham, who attributes the existence of the 

world to pure divine will10.  

Thus, we have cosmic nihilism: 

 
This means that the earth, separated from the will of God who brought it into 

being, has no consistency in itself, nothing to save it from expiring. For this 

reason, it is in the very idea of creation that the denial of the earth's self-

sufficiency lies; therefore, the need for salvation is already inscribed in its origin, 

even before considering what happens on earth. Separated from the eternal, the 

earth appears to religion (but not the Greek myth) as what perishes, what cannot 

defend itself against the predatory action of nothingness: this is why the 

nihilism of the earth is inscribed in the very act of creation, which for this 

reason and no other is ex nihilo, "out of nothingness"11. 

 

This makes it easier to understand the meaning of contemporary nihilism. Modernity can be 

seen as a progressive secularisation of Christian religion and metaphysics, developed by the West 

during the long centuries of maturation of the Middle Ages12. Secularisation that encompasses all 
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fields of life and knowledge and reaches its peak with the "death of God" declared by Nietzsche 

in "Gaia Science": "The greatest of recent events - that "God is dead", that belief in the Christian 

God has become unacceptable - is already beginning to cast its first shadows over Europe"13. 

Heidegger, commenting on this passage, states, in one of his rare references to the tragic 

historical events of his time, that: 

 
This sentence (by Nietzsche) has nothing to do with the thesis of current atheism. It means: the 

supernatural world, especially the world of the Christian god has lost his power in history. If things 

hadn't been like this, how would the First World War have been possible? And, even more so, the 

second?14 

 

These shadows that loom over history are the shadows of nihilism: if God is dead, the 

world remains "unguarded", thrown into meaninglessness, suspended in the abyss of nothingness, 

because there is no longer the divine power that sustains it, there is no longer an absolute being 

that gives meaning to its contingent being, an absolute truth that guides its search for truth, an 

absolute good that justifies its doing good, an absolute end that gives a direction to its existence 

and to which man can turn. Pascal had already realised the tragic consequences of the new 

vision of the universe proposed by the sciences: "The silence of these infinite spaces terrifies me". 

In the infinite spaces no longer hovers the creative Spirit of God with his fiat, but the frightening 

silence of the echo-less void. And Dostoyevsky, a contemporary of Nietzsche and the Russian 

nihilists, had realised the tragic ethical consequences of atheism, with the famous phrase from The 

Brothers Karamazov: "If God did not exist, everything would be permitted"15. 

 

9 See BOVELLES, Charles. Il piccolo libro del nulla, a cura di Piercarlo Necchi. Genova: Il Melangolo, 1994 (1510). 
10 For a historical reconstruction of nihilism see VOLPI, op. cit. 
11 GALIMBERTI Umberto. Psyche e Techne. L'uomo nell'età della tecnica. Milano: Feltrinelli, 1999 (translated by the author). 
12 LÖWITH Karl. Significato e fine della storia. I presupposti teologici della filosofia della storia, trad. it. F. Tedeschi, Milano: 

Comunità, 1963 (1949). 
13 NIETZSCHE, F. A Gaia Ciência, V, II 239, apud VOLPI Franco, op. cit. 
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Nietzsche defines this phenomenon precisely: "Nihilism: it lacks purpose. It lacks an answer 

to the question 'what for? What does nihilism mean? That the supreme values have been depreciated"16. And 

he announces it as a phenomenon that will mark the next two centuries of European history: 

 
I am describing what is to come: the arrival of nihilism [...] Modern man 

believes experientially in one value or another, and then forgets it. The circle 

of surpassed and forgotten values grows ever wider. The emptiness and poverty 

of values is ever more apparent. It's an incessant movement, despite all the great 

attempts to stop it. At most, man dares to criticise values in general. He recognises 

their origin. He knows too much to no longer believe in any value. [...]. This is 

the story of the next two centuries17. 

 

 We are living this story: they were prophetic words that were able to identify the "destiny" 

of our time, insofar as nihilism can be seen as the key to reading the Zeitgeist, the spirit of our 

time. As another great interpreter of contemporaneity, Max Weber, acknowledges: "The destiny 

of our time, which is characterised by the rationalisation, intellectualisation and, above all, the 

'disenchantment of the world' have led men to banish the supreme and most sublime values from 

public life"18. 

 

 

2 RELIGION AND TECHNOLOGY 

 

The decadence, change and devaluation of all values that pervades our time and causes 

the so-called "crisis of paradigms" does not leave a mere vacuum: the lost paradigms19 have 

been replaced by a new one that is becoming dominant, which is the technical-scientific 

paradigm placed at the service of the production and distribution of goods in the post-modern, 

globalised capitalist market. 

Our society is the society of technology, says Franco Volpi: 
 

The fact is that a lost paradigm has been replaced by a new one, which dictates its 

impositions on all human conduct and behaviour. This is the technical-scientific paradigm. 

Science and technology - which have shortened space and accelerated time, which 

mitigate pain and prolong life, which mobilise and exploit the planet's resources - provide 

human conduct with more effective and imposing guidelines than morality. They set 

obligations that are more coercive than any kind of morality that has been written in 

human history, making any set of laws superfluous from now on. Science and 

technology organise life on the planet, irresistible as an avalanche. Faced with them, 

ethics and morality have the beauty of rare fossils20. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
14 HEIDEGGER, Martin. L'autoaffermazione dell'Università Tedesca. Il rettorato 1933/34, a cura de Carlo Angelino, Genova: Il 

Melangolo, 1988, p. 36 (Italian translation). 
15 See: VOLPI, F. op. cit., p. 37-42. 
16 NIETZSCHE, F. The Gaian Science, VII, II, 12, apud VOLPI, op. cit. 
17 IDEM, op. cit., p. 56. 
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The hierarchy of knowledge established by Aristotle, between theoretical sciences 

(diánoia theoretiké), practical sciences (diánoia praktiké) and productive sciences (diánoia poietiké) is 

subverted and the latter - considered by the philosopher to be inferior because they are a means to 

other sciences and not an end in themselves - take centre stage, strictly and indissolubly linked 

to theory and no longer to "disinterested contemplation", nor to "practical (ethical-political) 

action", but to the production of artefacts, of consumer goods. 

Aristotle said this about philosophy in the famous passage in the Metaphysics in which he 

compares the philo-mythos to the philo-sophos: 
 

Men began to philosophise, now as in the beginning, because of astonishment 

(thaumazein). [...] Now, those who have doubts and are amazed recognise that 

they don't know, which is why those who love myth (philo-mythos) are also, in 

a way, lovers of wisdom (philo-sophos): for myth is made up of things that 

arouse wonder. 

It is evident, therefore, that we do not seek it [philosophy] for any advantage 

foreign to it; but just as we call free the man who is an end in himself and is not 

the servant of others, so only this, among all the other sciences, we call free: 

because it alone is an end in itself. [...] All the other sciences are more necessary, 

but none is superior."21 
 

The spirit of the age of technology consists precisely in this subversion of values: 

technology is transformed from a means, an instrument, into an end in itself, or into the one true 

end that subordinates everything. This profound transformation penetrates all fields of 

knowledge and contemporary life, radically changing our conceptions of reason, truth, nature, 

history and religion22. 

We can see, for example, how the eschatological dimension of religion progressively 

loses meaning in favour of an "intramundane" salvation, which can and must be realised in history 

and not in a transcendent, ultramundane and supra-historical dimension. This can be found - 

with the appropriate differences - both in the more "politicised" currents of Liberation 

Theology, which propose to bring about the Kingdom of God on this earth, and in the more 

"alienated" currents of the neo-Pentecostal evangelical sects that promise health, happiness, wealth 

and success on this earth. 
 

 

18 WEBER, Max. Ciência e Política. Duas vocações. São Paulo: Cultrix 1999, p. 51. 
19 Paradigm lost, is the suggestive title of a work by Niklas Luhmann: "This allusion to John Milton's famous poem is 

valid in two senses, both in terms of foundation and application, in both the theoretical and practical dimensions" 

VOLPI, F. op. cit. 
20 VOLPI, Franco. Op. cit. p. 140. 
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Divine eschatology itself has been replaced by a human eschatology. Today, as never before 

in history, humanity has in its hands two possibilities that, until recently, were God's prerogative 

(is that why God is dead?): destruction or freedom from the physical violence of nature, except 

for death. The development of technology has reached such a point that humanity could wipe 

off the face of the earth the serious problems that have plagued it for millennia: hunger, 

illiteracy, homelessness, lack of work, major diseases. Today, the problem is no longer 

technical, but ethical-political. 

On the other hand, terrifying phenomena like the atomic bomb and environmental 

collapse could destroy us completely. What, according to the Bible, God did with the universal 

flood and with fire over Sodom and Gomorrah, man can do today with his own hands. We have 

mastered the telluric powers that lay dormant in the depths of matter and now, like the sorcerer's 

apprentice, we have this powerful weapon in our hands and don't know what to do with it. This is 

the tragic side of progress and emancipation, the "Dialectic of Enlightenment"23 , which makes 

us doubt the existence of not only technical but also moral and political progress for humanity, 

as Kant had hoped24 

We can also see in our daily lives the signs of a loss of influence of religion in our society, 

through the historical process of removing religion from the public to the private sphere. One 

consequence of this phenomenon can be seen in the profound change in our conception of time: 

until recently, when the process of secularisation and the penetration of market relations were 

not as advanced and pervasive as they are today, the time in which people lived - and certain 

more traditional cultures still do - was the time of the seasons, natural time, to which sacred time 

was associated, which, in our civilisation, was liturgical time: people marked their lives by 

Advent, Lent, Holy Week, Pentecost, the month of Mary and Sunday was truly dies domini, a 

day dedicated to the Lord. Today, liturgical time remains merely on the calendar as a remnant 

of the past, but society lives sacred times less and less: in fact, social times are marked by other 

dimensions, mainly economic and festive. And religious festivities are merely a pretext for a 

commercial festival: Christmas is the time for the 13th salary and shopping, St John's is the forró 

festival; Carnival (in and out of season) is an opportunity for tourism and no longer a 

"preparation" for Lent, etc. 

Even the architectural landscape has changed substantially: the churches and cathedrals 

that dominated urban landscapes in the Middle and Modern Ages have been replaced by 

supermarkets and shopping centres, which are now real cathedrals where the rites of consumption 

are celebrated and where most of the people who used to go to the temples come. 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

21 ARISTOTLES, Metaphysics, A 2, 982b11-983a11. 
22 See GALIMBERTI, Umberto, op. cit. 
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3 THE GOD OF PHILOSOPHERS AND NIHILISM 

 

The critique of technique as the destiny of our time is leading, however, to the 

emergence of a certain philosophical fashion that tends towards an ever more radical critique of 

the existing, pointing either to an impossible return to the past, or to an attitude of impotence 

towards the future, without presenting any way out "beyond nihilism". Affirming nihilism as 

the cipher of our time doesn't mean falling into a posture of despair or resignation, or thinking 

of easy ways out or shortcuts: we are indeed going through a period of epochal change that we don't 

know where it will end. But despite everything, history is not over, it continues and the paradigm 

crisis itself shows us that the fate of humanity is not in the hands of mysterious or powerful 

hidden forces (from the infernal or the heavens), but in the hands, however fragile, of men 

themselves. The affirmation of nihilism does not, therefore, dispense with the need to think 

through and beyond nihilism. 
 

In this context, the crucial question is whether it is still possible to talk about God, in other 

words, to develop a rational discourse on God, a rational theology as understood by the ancients 

and medieval and by most modern philosophers up to Hegel. 
 

Philosophy has long been announcing the "definitive" crisis of religion. Except for the 

neo-Thomist schools, Christian existentialism and personalism, and a part of phenomenology, the 

main philosophical currents and the main contemporary philosophers are either openly atheist and 

materialist, or at least agnostic. From the Enlightenment onwards - but the roots can already be 

found in Humanism and the Renaissance - religion is increasingly the object of radical criticism: 

the greatest Enlightenment thinker, Immanuel Kant, only accepts a "religion within the limits 

of simple reason". The last great systematic philosopher, Hegel, places the supreme moment of 

the manifestation of the Absolute Spirit not in religion, but in philosophy. With Feuerbach, the 

"mystery" of religion is unveiled: it is not God who creates man in his image and likeness, but 

man who creates God in his image and likeness; anthropology and no longer theology constitutes 

the true essence of Christianity. Marx and Engels learnt Feuerbach's lesson and expanded his 

concept of alienation, estrangement, entfremdung, considering religion as one of the manifestations 

of the alienation produced by capitalist relations that must be overcome in communist society. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

23 ADORNO, Theodor; HORKHEIMER, Max. Dialética do Esclarecimento. Rio de Janeiro: Zahar, 1985. 
24 KANT, Immanuel. A Ideia de uma História Universal do ponto de vista Cosmopolita Translated by Rodrigo 

Naves and Ricardo R. Terra. Rodrigo Naves and Ricardo R. Terra. Bilingual edition. São Paulo: Editora 

Brasiliense, 1986. 
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Positivism, with Auguste Comte, proclaimed - through the law of the three stages - the 

overcoming of theology and metaphysics and the advent of positive science; and the neo-positivists 

and philosophers’ language analytics consider metaphysical problems as meaningless, as errors of 

language, accepting Hume's distinction between matters of fact and relation of ideas and taking the last 

words of the Investigations to their extreme consequences: 

 
When we go through libraries, persuaded by these principles," says Hume, 

"what destruction should we make? If we examine, for example, a volume of 

scholastic theology or metaphysics and ask: Does it contain any abstract 

reasoning about quantity or number? No. Does it contain any experimental reasoning 

about questions of fact and existence? No. Therefore, throw it into the fire, for it 

contains nothing but sophistry and illusions.25 

 

The bonfire, once reserved by the Church for the books of heretics, is now reserved for 

theological and metaphysical books, in this "rationalist auto da fé". 

Faced with this profound and, in some ways, irreversible crisis of religious discourse, 

various alternatives appear, all of them problematic. 
 

 A first path that can be envisaged is a return to paganism, through a radicalisation of 

the thesis that nihilism constitutes the definitive overcoming of Christianity, but removing the 

pathos and tragic dimension that nihilism still maintained in Nietzsche. From this perspective, 

the long process of secularisation, which runs throughout modernity, has come to an end, also 

putting an end to the doctrine of criatio ex nihilo in order to return to the Greco-Roman tradition 

of the eternity of the world and the immanence of the gods or the "divine". This neopaganism 

appears not only as a theoretical option that emerges in some philosophers26, but as a 

sociological condition experienced by a growing number of people in the West. When it doesn't 

manifest itself in the form of atheism or practical agnosticism, it presents itself as polytheism 

and a syncretism of values that is increasingly asserting itself as a "new religion" of our time, 

tolerant and relativistic, open to all contributions from the West and the East. The success of new age 

and self-help literature is a good example of the spread of this understanding of faith, which 

dispenses with the mediations of traditional religions and calls for a personal and intimate 

attitude in the relationship with an "other dimension". The personal God of monotheism is 

contrasted with a broad and vague concept of nature, which basically means a return to ancient 

pantheism or panentheism: Deus sive natura. The transcendent and vertical dimension is lost in 

favour of an immanent and horizontal dimension of personal religious "experience", without the 

need for the mediation of traditional religions and historical Churches. 

 

 One response to neo-paganism consists of affirming that nihilism "has nothing to do with 

us", that it is another phenomenon, an adversary, an enemy to be combated by retaking the 

traditional conceptual arsenal, reproposing the philosophia perennis and the language and values of the 

immemorial tradition ipsis litteris or with a simple "aggiornamento". In this stance we find more 

moderate positions that claim the need not to lose the relationship between faith and reason, a reason 

that, however, continues to be the "metaphysical" reason elaborated by Christianity during the long 

centuries of the Middle Ages and that cannot dispense with the conceptual categories of classical 

rationalism that impregnated the original kerygma in an indissoluble way: it would not be possible 

to de-Hellenise Christianity27
 

 

 
25 HUME, David. Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding. São Paulo: Abril Cultural, 1999, p. 154 (The Thinkers). 

26 NATOLI, Salvatore. I nuovi pagani. Neopaganesimo: una nuova etica per forzare le inerzie del tempo. Il Saggiatore, 

1995. GILBERT, Paul. La terra e l'istante. Filosofi italiani e il neo-paganesimo. Roma: Rubbettino, 2005. 
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In a stance that is not opposed to this, but which radicalises and prioritises the apologetic 

aspect, there are movements that claim their own identity and the foundations of the faith, 

dismissing or relegating to second place the need for its "rationality" or "reasonableness". The 

renewed vigour of fundamentalism in the three monotheistic religions - Judaism, Christianity and Islam 

(albeit in different ways) - is a sign of this growing phenomenon of a "return to the sacred", a 

reaction to the confinement of religion in a purely private space, as a reaction to secularisation, 

in the name of an irreducible otherness and self-identity that must, above all, guarantee certainties 

and strengthen faith and identity and community ties. While the historic Churches are in 

difficulty, fundamentalist sects of all kinds are proliferating, as Pope Benedict XVI noted with 

great insight in the opening quote of this essay. 

 Fundamentalism, whether Catholic, Protestant, Jewish or Islamic, is a phenomenon that 

challenges philosophy as an autonomous discipline, preaching a return to its subordination to 

religion, as was the case in the Middle Ages. Fundamentalism means that religion alone is enough to 

solve all human questions. As Pope Ratzinger says: "Sects have supremacy because they are 

and say: this is enough". Faith provides all the answers that human beings need, without the need 

to resort to reason; in fact, rationality is seen as a danger and a threat to faith that must be 

combated. 

Let's take the fundamentalist reading of the Bible as an example. In the Bible we can find 

religious teachings, historical documents, mythical accounts, literary and poetic texts, legal and 

political documents, great ethical and moral teachings, and much more. All these literary genres 

are subordinated to a single purpose: to convey a religious message. And this applies to believers 

and sceptics alike: the Bible is one of the great books of human history, which laid the foundations 

for the culture of Western peoples that continue to this day, despite secularisation. 

The only thing we don't find in it is science: we can't demand a scientific explanation of 

the world from the Bible. This was the Catholic Church's mistake in relation to Galileo, who, 

as a good Catholic, already warned the Church about this misreading of the Bible; a mistake 

that the Catholic Church only recognised in the second half of the 20th century. To treat the Bible 

as a scientific text is to do it a disservice. The Bible uses the science available at the time to convey 

its religious message, but this science has been definitively overtaken by the modern and 

contemporary scientific revolution. That's why it doesn't make sense to look for scientific 

explanations in the Bible, as fundamentalists do, to contrast them with Darwinian evolutionism, 

to demand that creationism be taught as a scientific doctrine, and other obscurantist positions 

of this kind. 
 

 

 

 

27 On this subject, see Pope Benedict XVI's lectio magistralis at the University of Regensburg on 12 September 2006, 

where he presents the three waves or attempts to de-Hellenise Christianity, that is, to remove the influence of Greek 

culture on Christianity in the passage from the Gospels to dogma. Pope Ratzinger says of the third wave: "In view of 

the encounter with the multiplicity of cultures today, there are those who like to say that the synthesis with Hellenism, 

realised in the ancient Church, would have been a first enculturation, which should not bind other cultures. They should 

have the right to go back to the point that preceded that enculturation to discover the simple message of the New 

Testament and then acculturate it again in their respective environments". The Pope considers this position "not 

simply wrong, but crude and inaccurate". (RATZINGER, Joseph. "Faith, Reason and the University. Memories and 

reflections". Available at:  http://www.montfort.org.br/bra/veritas/papa/papa_regensburg/ Accessed 07/08/2017. 

http://www.montfort.org.br/bra/veritas/papa/papa_regensburg/
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But fundamentalists don't just criticise philosophy and science, they intimidate and 

threaten those who don't accept their ideas. From the armed violence of Islamic fundamentalism 

to the threats of mainly American Protestant fundamentalism (which has also arrived in Brazil) 

against philosophy professors, against the teaching of Darwinism, against thinkers who declare 

themselves atheists or agnostics etc. 28 

I am convinced that, despite secularisation, there is room in contemporary times for 

religion, as a practice and as a theory about the world and life, but without losing dialogue with 

reason. The danger of fundamentalism is precisely its closure in a self-referential and self-

sufficient discourse, which turns religion into a sect, an expression of fanaticism and intolerance 

that generates symbolic and physical violence. 

 

Another radically different path is to recognise nihilism as the destiny of our time and the 

need to reformulate religious concepts and language by "taking nihilism seriously". In this 

perspective - which has in common the recognition that the classical language used to express 

the depositum fidei is insufficient - we can find various perspectives. 

One of them is a return to the apophatic tradition, which is largely identified with the 

mystical tradition. We can find something similar in one of the greatest philosophers of the 20th 

century. Ludwig Wittgenstein, who maintains the possibility of religion among the ineffable things 

that cannot be spoken of and must be kept silent about, to let the silence of the mystical 

dimension speak, which "is not how the world is, but what it is". Wittgenstein writes in the famous final 

pages of the Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus: "6.522 There is certainly the ineffable. It shows itself, it is 

the Mystic"29. This is the path to the recovery of religion, which at the same time as declining the 

possibility of a "rational theology", opens to the mystical perspective and the recovery of the 

apophatic tradition. In this sense, both analytical philosophy and contemporary hermeneutics, 

despite their differences, have in common the rejection of the possibility of a "rational" discourse 

on God along the lines of the metaphysical tradition, and the opening up to a post-metaphysical 

conceptuality30. 
 

 

28 See, for example, the "School Without Party" bill under discussion in the federal parliament and in various state 

and municipal assemblies. 
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Extreme attempts to accept nihilism as an insurmountable condition of our time and at the 

same time maintain the religious dimension can be found, for example, in an author like 

Wilhelm Weischedel who interprets God as "the source of problematicity" (Gott als Vonwoher der 

Fraglichkeit), using Heidegger's categories: 

 
The basic thesis must be stated straight away: the source of radical 

problematicity is the only concept that - in the situation of open nihilism - can 

still be used when talking about God. For contemporary man who gives 

himself to reflection, God is no longer a supreme being, since reality as a 

whole has become problematic. For contemporary man who gives himself to 

reflection, God is no longer an absolute Spirit, since in radical questioning the 

spiritual nature of the ultimate principle has dissolved. For contemporary man 

who gives himself to reflection, God is not an absolute person, since the 

personal nature of the absolute has been consumed by the fire of radical 

questioning. None of the traditional concepts of God can therefore suddenly 

come into play. Instead, God must be considered only and exclusively from the 

perspective of the only thing that remains: the problematicity of reality. But in this 

case, God cannot be anything other than the "whence" of problematicity radical, 

of the oscillation of all reality between being and not being, between meaning 

and the absence of meaning."31 

 

In this direction, nihilism questions theology, which thus becomes a "theology of 

absence" and a "theology of ignorance", establishing relations between Heidegger and the 

tradition of negative theology32. God is no longer the foundation (grund) or the origin (Ursprung) of 

things, but the place from which the absolute problematicity of the real comes (Herkunft)33. 

The various forms of negative theology are a rejection of any attempt to objectify God, 

because they realise that simply naming God makes him an object at our disposal, losing his 

transcendence and otherness. In the strict sense, the commandment "not to name the name of 

God in vain" should be understood as "not to name the name of God" under any circumstances, to 

avoid any form of anthropomorphism or manipulation of God for our own ends. This is what 

all religions, especially fundamentalist religions, do daily a spectacle that is clearly blasphemous, 

turning God into an object that can be manipulated according to their own interests. 

Negative theology, on the other hand, is an intellectually refined response, but it's more 

like a form of embarrassed and ethically sterile atheism: what can we derive from the absolute 

problematicity of reality that gives our lives meaning? 
 

Alternatives that "take nihilism seriously" without taking refuge in apophatic theology 

are those that seek to valorise the meaning of religion as essentially an ethic, starting from the 

problem of absolute evil or radical evil, as the later Kant defined it. In this sense, Hans Jonas' 

proposal in his short book entitled: The Concept of God after Auschwitz. Faced with the existence of 

the moral and physical evil experienced in an absolute way in the Nazi extermination camps, 

the attribute of God's omnipotence is called into question34. 

 

 

29 WITTGENSTEIN, Ludwig. Tractatus lógico-philosophicus. São Paulo: EDUSP, 1994, p. 281. 

30This perspective includes Vattimo's proposals to recover the meaning of the Christian religion in the context of 

its "weak thought". VATTIMO, Gianni. Credere di credere, Milano: Garzanti, 1998; Dopo la cristianità, Milano: Garzanti, 

2002. 
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Divine omnipotence can coexist with God's absolute goodness only at the price 

of God's total incomprehensibility, in other words, of God's being understood as 

an absolute mystery. [...] Only from a totally incomprehensible God can it be 

said that he is absolutely good and co-originally and absolutely omnipotent and 

that, despite this, he endures the world as it is. The three attributes in question 

-  absolute goodness, absolute potency and comprehensibility - they are in 

such a situation that every relationship between two of them excludes the 

third". 

 

As an alternative to a God who is "totally other", to a totally mysterious Deus 

absconditus of whom we can neither say nor know anything except through the via negationis, 

Jonas proposes to save God's comprehensibility by presenting a God who is goodness, a God who 

suffers, a God who owes, a God who cares, but who is not omnipotent. But this is another way 

of affirming the fundamentally ethical value of religion: a "weak" God is the exact opposite of the 

pantocrator, cosmic, omnipotent God, Dominus Deus Sabaoth, God Lord of hosts. 

 

We don't know to what extent we can still define these attitudes as religious, insofar as the 

God they present loses his traditional characteristics and becomes more than anything the 

symbol of ethical values that "humanity" needs to worship to preserve itself. The legacy of 

religious tradition is thus "purified" of any "mythical" component, to the point where God 

appears as the essence of humanity itself, as Feuerbach had brilliantly intuited, saying that 

atheists were not those who denied God, but those who denied humanity the attributes that 

tradition (alienatedly) projected onto God. Feuerbach writes in the chapter dedicated to the essence 

of religion in general: 

 
This is why the following principle applies without any restriction: the object of the 

subject is nothing other than the objectified essence of the subject itself. Just as man is 

an object for himself, so God is an object for him; just as he thinks, just as he feels, so 

is his God. The value that man has is the value - and no more - that his God has. The awareness 

of God is man's awareness of himself, the knowledge of God is man's knowledge of himself. Through his God 

you know man and, vice versa, through man you know his God; both are the same thing. 

What is God for man is his spirit, his soul, and what is his spirit, his soul, his heart for 

man is his God: God is the inner self revealed, the expression of man's self, religion is 

the solemn revelation of man's hidden treasures, the confession of his innermost 

thoughts, the public proclamation of his secrets of love35. 

 

 From a different perspective, which emphasises the kenosis of a weak God who manifests 

himself in Jesus Christ, but with his own originality and strength of thought, come the reflections of 

Simone Weil, a Christian philosopher and mystic, among the greatest thinkers of the 20th century. 

She advocates the notion of "de-creation", already proposed by Isaac Luria in the 16th century: 

God does not create the world, but "withdraws" so that there is something other than God, in other 

words, the world itself. In this world, marked by the absence of God, force or blind need would 

reign, to which God - incarnate as Christ, God of love - could only return as a beggar, weak and 

suppliant. In this sense, there is a unique metaphysical and religious explanation for divine 

weakness, but it doesn't imply any nihilism or weak thinking36. 
31 WEISCHEDEL, Wilhelm, Il Dio dei filosofi, Il Melangolo, Genova 1994 (1971), Vol III, p. 278 (my translation). 

32 YANNARÀS, Christos. Heidegger and Dionigi Areopagita. Rome: Città Nuova, 1995 (1967). 
33 See WEISCHEDEL, Wilhelm, Il Dio dei filosofi. Genova: Il Melangolo, 1994 (1971), Vol. III, p. 278. CARACCIOLO, 

Alberto. Nichilismo e scetticismo. Il problema di Dio nel pensiero scettico" di W. Weischedel. In: Nichilism and 

ethics. Genova: Il Melangolo, 1983, p. 179-195. 
34 JONAS Hans, Il concetto di Dio dopo Auschwitz. Una voce ebraica. Genova: Il Melangolo, 1995 (1987), p. 33. 

35 FEUERBACH, Ludwig. The essence of Christianity. Petrópolis-RJ: Vozes, 2007, p. 44 
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4 CONCLUDING 

 

During my holidays in Europe, I went on pilgrimage to many Romanesque churches and 

Gothic cathedrals in Italy, France and Spain with the spirit of a tourist and a pilgrim. The 

impressions I had were strong and contrasting. On the one hand, these immense and beautiful 

buildings brought back the memory of an entire civilisation that had materialised its deep faith 

in them and crystallised the meaning of life for an entire community for millennia: it was hard not 

to feel the weight of this tradition and belonging to this immense "communion of saints". On 

the other hand, faced with the silence and "emptiness" of these spaces, Nietzsche's terrible 

words echoed in my mind: "What are churches if not places where the unburied corpse of God 

is still worshipped?". In the end, the feeling was of being in front of a world that is no longer 

ours, to which we no longer belong, which is historical in the sense of "past". 

 The possibility of "talking about God in the age of nihilism" is closely linked to the 

survival of religion. I believe that religious sentiment is an original dimension of the human 

condition, and that religion can be transformed, but not extinguished, because the religious 

demand is born out of surprise, admiration, astonishment at the mystery of the world in its totality 

and is linked to a demand for meaning that man cannot help but ask himself, to which science 

and technology cannot respond37. And with religion there must also remain the need of a logos¸ of a 

language, of some kind of rationality, to express and justify it, to "give the reasons for our faith". 

From this perspective, nihilism can leave some "lessons" for religion. The first, as Franco 

Volpi says, is that this language should avoid dogmatism and maintain a reasonable prudence 

in the face of the world: 

 
Nihilism has eroded truths and weakened religions, but it has also invalidated 

dogmatisms and discredited ideologies, thus teaching us to maintain a reasonable 

prudence of thought, an oblique and prudent paradigm of thought, which makes us capable 

of navigating the pitfalls of the sea of precariousness, in the journey of becoming, in the 

transition from one culture to another, in the negotiation between various interest 

groups38. 
 

Faced with the complexity and problematic nature of the world, we are obliged to take 

a more prudent stance (in the sense of practical wisdom, the phrônesis of the ancients) against 

dogmatism, fanaticism, intolerance and violence39. 

The other lesson that nihilism leaves for religions is that every religious discourse is 

inevitably and necessarily a human discourse, produced by men trying to decipher the mystery 

of the world, but no one can arrogate to themselves the right to speak in the name of God, even 

more so of the one true God. It is in this pretence that blasphemy and idolatry consist, which turn 

God into an object that can be manipulated by men according to their interests and can lead to 

intolerance, fanaticism and fundamentalism. 

 

 

 

 
36 WEIL, Simone. Oeuvres, Gallimard, 1999. VETO, Miklos. Simone Weil's religious metaphysics, Paris, Vrin, 1971. 

CANCIANI, D. Tra sventura e bellezza. Riflessione religiosa e esperienza mystica in Simone Weil, Ed. Lavoro, 1998. 

GABELLIERI, Emmanuel. Être et don - Simone Weil et la philosophie. Louvain-la-Neuve, Institut Supérieur de 

philosophie ; Louvain / Paris, Peeters, 2003. DOERING, E. J. SPRINGSTED, E. O. The Christian Platonism of Simone 

Weil, Univ. Notre Dame Press, Indiana, 2004. I owe these precious pointers to the friendly insistence of two colleagues, 

Emília Mendonça de Morais from UFPB and Fernando Rey Puente from UFMG, whom I thank. 
37 Kant, who was a critic of metaphysics, admits, however, that there is a metafisica naturalis that poses supreme questions 

from which reason cannot free itself, although it cannot give them a cognitive answer. 
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 Historical religions will also continue to exist for another, more "earthly" reason, because man 

is a social being and needs institutions to celebrate the collective rites that strengthen his bonds of 

identity and organic solidarity and provide security in the face of fear and the dangers of the world: 

the Church finds its original meaning precisely in being an ekklesia, that is, a community of the 

faithful gathered in a certain physical space and who maintain these bonds of symbolic 

communion even when there is no longer this physical presence. 

In this sense, Christianity may still have a future, not the "sociological" Christianity that 

gave an integral and totalising meaning to people's lives, which is perhaps coming to an end and 

with it the Christian era. The second millennium celebrated by Christianity could also be the last 

Christian millennium, but a Christianity that is capable of renewing and updating the great and 

unsurpassable ethical-religious legacy. Christ's message is so sublime that there will always be 

someone willing to take up the cross and follow him, and in this sequence give meaning to their life 

and to the existence of the world, even if it is no longer the absolute "meaning". 

But in this case, more than orthodoxy, orthopraxis is relevant, perhaps the most 

promising way to "talk about God in the age of nihilism". 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

38 VOLPI, F. Op. cit., p. 142. 
39 In this perspective, we can cite the Declaration for a World Ethic, proclaimed by the Parliament of World Religions 

in Chicago in 1993. It is inspired by the work of some ecumenical theologians, such as Hans Küng, whose central thesis 

is that "there will be no peace in the world unless there is peace between religions". Religions, which have been 

and continue to be the cause of war and conflict, could thus contribute to the process of peace-making and 

understanding between peoples. See: KÜNG, H. Projeto de uma Ética Mundial. Uma moral ecumênica para a 

sobrevivência humana. São Paulo: Paulinas 1992. KÜNG, H. Uma ética global para a política e a economia mundial. 

Petrópolis-RJ: Vozes, 1999. 
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