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' THE ECONOMY OF THE GIFT
Paul Ricoeur’s Significance for Theological Ethics

John Wall

ABSTRACT

Paul Ricoeur’s understanding of the relations of faith, love, and hope sug-
gests a unique approach to theological ethics, one that holds fresh promise
for bringing together considerations of the good (teleology) and the right
(deontology) around the notion of an “economy of the gift.” The economy of
the gift articulates Ricoeur’s distinctively dialectical understanding of the
relation of the human and the divine, and the resulting dialectical moral
relation of the self and the other. Despite our fallen condition, Ricoeur sug-
gests, we are called by the divine to embrace the radical possibility of the
reconciliation of human goods under the requirement of accountability to
human diversity and otherness.
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PAUL RICOEUR IS NOT GENERALLY WELL KNOWN as a theological ethicist. He
is best known for his theories of evil, hermeneutics, and narrative. How-
ever, over the course of his long career, Ricoeur has formulated a series
of insights into theological ethics which, understood together and within
the context of his larger oeuvre, add up to a unique moral perspective.
Ricoeur’s understanding of the relations of faith, love, and hope sug-
gests an approach to theological ethics that holds fresh promise for
bringing together considerations of the good (teleology) and the right
(deontology). What is more, it does so on the basis of a uniquely dialecti-
cal understanding of the role of religion in ordinary moral experience
and understanding. This theological ethics can be summarized, I will
argue, in Ricoeur’s recurrent phrase “the economy of the gift.”
Unpacking the implications of Ricoeur’s work for theological ethics is
a worthwhile exercise for at least two reasons. First, Ricoeur’s contribu-
tions in this domain are by no means obvious. Although the notion of an
economy of the gift is found throughout his writings, it is not elaborated
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systematically. (It does not derive, for example, from Marcel Mauss’s
identical phrase [Mauss 1924/1990].) This problem is compounded by
the fact that over Ricoeur’s fifty-year writing career (from the 1950s to
the present), the focus of his theological ethical interests has shifted. Be-
fore the 1970s, he focused primarily on hope; then, in the late 1970s and
early 1980s, he developed a moral dimension to his understanding of
faith; finally, in the late 1980s and 1990s, he worked out a further ethics
of love. The phrase “economy of the gift,” construed in relation to his
threefold conception of radical evil, is the hermeneutical key that will
allow us to relate these terms to one another, even if Ricoeur himself
does not always make these connections clear.

Second, and more important, Ricoeur’s theological ethics, properly
understood, provides new resources for addressing the fundamental
conceptual problem of how to relate the good and the right. This problem
has become increasingly pressing today, as we confront a world in which
our power over one another is extended through new technologies and
our economic and social lives take on ever more global proportions. In
this context, we are faced with the task of understanding which images
of the human good—which ends and purposes (teloi)—should be af-
firmed to guide our new powers and possibilities responsibly. At the
same time, we need to know which, if any, notions of right—which
senses of necessary duty or obligation (deon)—should be held up in the
midst of increasing moral diversity. Are we forced to relativize our ideas
about substantive human goods in order to preserve a necessary mini-
mal respect for the diversity of persons? Or should we abandon the effort
to secure generalizable moral principles in order to reaffirm the particu-
lar contexts in which we can find human meaning and purpose?

The problem of the relation of the good and the right has occupied
recent theological (and philosophical) ethics with growing intensity.
Important work in deontological theories of love, human rights, and
the dignity of persons has increasingly been challenged by “post-
liberal” approaches that seek a return to teleological concepts like the
common good, the realization of traditional narratives, and the main-
tenance of historical communities. At the same time, these teleological
and communitarian perspectives have come under attack from libera-
tionist, some feminist, and other deontologically oriented approaches,
which reassert basic human obligations, such as enhancing equality
and protecting against oppression. Whereas once the distinction be-
tween teleological and deontological ethics coincided with a distinction
between premodern and modern moral thought, by the close of the
twentieth century, the relation of the two had become significantly
more complex.

I will argue that Ricoeur suggests a uniquely fruitful way to integrate
the teleological and deontological dimensions of theological ethics, one
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that challenges contemporary theological ethics to move beyond tradi-
tional disputes about the primacy of goods versus rights in moral life.
Ricoeur’s concept of the economy of the gift indicates an economy in the
sense of a dialectical exchange between the good and the right that is
never resolved but rather rendered more or less productive. This econ-
omy describes an ethics of unfolding human transformation in relation
to the divine. Out of faith in humanity’s ultimate teleological goodness
arises the deontological obligation to love one another. And out of this
deontological obligation of love arises, in turn, a critical teleological hope
for humanity’s ultimate reconciliation. This economy of faith, love, and
hope is a circular (or better, spiraling) exchange in which the good and
the right both presuppose and transform each other.

Yet this economy is of a gift. The good and the right are integrated
only on the theological grounds of humanity’s encounter with God. Faith
is the divine gift of our capacity to affirm our original created goodness
despite our actual fallen human condition. Love, in turn, is the gift we
are commanded and obligated to give to the other, even in the face of en-
mity. As Ricoeur puts it, “since it has been given you, give . . .” (Ricoeur
1991b, 198; 1987/1995b, 300). Finally, hope is the culminating divine
gift of the possibility for ultimate human reconciliation despite its
seeming impossibility. Hope is the teleological fulfillment of the faith
that despite human evil and conflict the world is finally good. And it is
at the same time an affirmation that love can ultimately be realized
among us. This economy of the gift is thus a kind of pilgrimage ethie, or
ethics of the way, that describes the radical nature of the human trans-
formation required by the ends for which humanity is ultimately given.

As I unpack and analyze Ricoeur’s diverse theological ethical writ-
ings, I hope to clarify his work in a way that will be helpful not only for
other interpreters of Ricoeur but also for ethicists not well acquainted
with his work. I will first examine the dialectical religious hermeneu-
tics on which Ricoeur’s economy of the gift is based. Then I will describe
how I think Ricoeur relates the three key terms in this economy-—faith,
love, and hope—and how these terms integrate the good and the right
into an ethics of human transformation and reconciliation. At the con-
clusion of this article, I will make some brief and tentative remarks
about how Ricoeur’s theological ethics might be situated with respect to
the major contemporary alternatives of communitarianism, love ethics,
and liberationism. My purpose is not to argue for the superiority of a
Ricoeurian view, but to survey the new horizons in the study of theo-
logical ethics that I believe Ricoeur’s writings helpfully and fruitfully
open up.
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1. A Dialectical Religious Hermeneutics

Ricoeur’s use of the term “dialectics” should be distinguished from
G. W. F. Hegel’s notion of the dialectical movement in history of the ob-
jective spirit. Ricoeur critiques Hegel’s dialectics as “absolutizing,” in
the sense that it raises finite human existence to infinite and universal
significance (Ricoeur 1986/1991a). Ricoeur’s is, instead, a dialectics be-
tween the complacent self-understanding of finite, fallen human beings
and the radical critique provided by God’s transcendent perspective.
Teleology and deontology, faith and love, stand in productive tension
with each other only because a dialectical tension already exists, in
Ricoeur’s view, between grace and humanity. Hope for human reconcili-
ation is an aspiration never fully realized for us. It enables human life
to be transformed in the direction of its ultimate possibilities, but it is
not fully realized in this world because humanity has fallen from the
original gift upon which the moral economy of the gift is primordially
based. Theological ethics is an effort to put this economy of the gift back
into motion in human affairs, all the while recognizing that humanity
remains deeply estranged from its origins in God.

It is generally agreed that Ricoeur’s dialectical religious hermeneutics
takes something of a mediating position between the two great Anglo-
European alternatives of the twentieth century, namely, Karl Barth’s
kerygmatic hermeneutics and Paul Tillich’s correlational hermeneutics.
As studies by Peter Joseph Albano (1987), David Stewart (1995), and
Mark I. Wallace (1986) have shown, Ricoeur combines Barth’s sense for
the radical nature of “the strange world of the Bible” with Tillich’s view
that Scripture’s meaning for us is shaped by the ultimate questions
raised in our particular historical situation. Ricoeur criticizes Barth for
insufficiently acknowledging that sacred texts, like all texts, are inter-
preted in relation to ordinary human understanding. The word of God
disrupts, but it also reorients, ordinary human meaning. Ricoeur (implic-
itly) criticizes Tillich for assuming that sacred texts do not disrupt and
disorient human understanding in strange, multiple, and radical ways.
Rather than responding to a single “ultimate concern” of an age, reli-
gious hermeneutics challenges an age with a strange gift that no age
can fully grasp.

According to Ricoeur’s kerygmatic-correlational religious hermeneu-
tics, the human understanding of the divine is at once a received response
to God’s prior gift of grace and a constructed interpretation of that
strange gift from the point of view of the self’s ordinary human world and
particular situation. The person does not merely witness to the divine.
The person also interprets the divine from the point of view of his or her
particular situation. At the same time, the divine is not just a response to
questions of human meaning. It is a gift that human meaning must
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account for and respond to. In this sense, the biblical message reniains,
as in Barth’s work, strange and particular, while also requiring, as in
Tillich’s work, interpretation into the person’s present situation.

To see this, it is important to recognize that, for Ricoeur, religious
hermeneutics is characterized by “limit-expressions” (Ricoeur 1979a;
1975/1991c; 1974/1995¢). Limit-expressions are forms of language that
evoke “limit-experiences” of the ultimate. As such, they radically disori-
ent ordinary human understanding and, in the process, reorient it in re-
lation to the mystery of the divine. Whereas philosophical hermeneutics
has to do with the formation of the interpreter’s own world of under-
standing (with what Hans-Georg Gadamer calls the “fusion of horizons”),
religious hermeneutics involves a specific encounter with what is wholly
other than the human—with a divine, rather than merely human, word
(Gadamer 1960/1989, 306—7, 374; Ricoeur 1974/1995c¢, 59). A hermeneu-
tics of limit-expressions is possible in Ricoeur in ways that a strictly
Gadamerian hermeneutics does not as easily capture. Unlike Gadamer’s,
Ricoeur’s hermeneutics—philosophical and religious alike—involves
the “distanciation” of the interpreter’s understanding through a struc-
turally differentiated “world of a text” (Ricoeur 1975/1981, 141-44).
Human understanding is constituted, Ricoeur claims, only insofar as
prior understanding (or pre-understanding) passes through the “detour”
of the hermeneutical arc of distanced textual structures. Here “textual”
means any written, spoken, painted, or ritualized structure of language.
The otherness of expressions of the divine is a radical and disorienting
extension of Ricoeur’s more general theory of the ontological otherness of
the world of the text.

Ricoeur typically -illustrates the radically dialectical nature of reli-
gious limit-expressions and limit-experiences by using Jewish and Chris-
tian Scriptures. For example, God commands Abraham to sacrifice his
son Isaac, despite having promised Isaac to Abraham as his long-awaited
heir. Jesus counsels his disciples to “turn the other cheek” even in the
face of injustice. Christ is murdered on the cross and yet returns to life,
resurrected. These and other limit-expressions found in sacred texts
“transgress” and “rupture” ordinary human understanding with various
kinds of “paradoxes and hyperboles” (Ricoeur 1974/1995c, 60). The Scrip-
tures’ stories, parables, and sayings are not meant, according to Ricoeur,
to add up to some grand and unifying narrative of God’s plan for the
world. On the contrary, they “dissuade hearers in some way from forming
a coherent project of their lives and from making their existence into a
continuous whole” (Ricoeur 1974/1995¢, 60). If anything, the Scriptures
point to God’s otherness and to the profoundly fallen state of ordinary
human understanding. Here, one is reminded of Sgren Kierkegaard’s ex-
istential theology of “crisis and decision” and Karl Jaspers’s transcenden-
tal theological experience of “distress” (Ricoeur 1970, 58; 1974/1995¢, 61).
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However, if, for Ricoeur, religious limit-expressions and limit-
experiences disrupt and disorient, they also reorient human under-
standing toward its own ultimate possibilities. This does not mean that
the divine is incorporated into a coherent world of meaning. Rather, it
means that, on some level, religious hermeneutics succeeds in what
Ricoeur calls “the naming of God” (Ricoeur 1979b, 220, 225-26), that is,
it articulates the experience of that to which fallen humanity is primor-
dially related. Naming God “dislocate[s] our imagination” so as to reori-
ent it toward “the Wholly Other” (Ricoeur 1979b, 223; 1975/1991c, 99;
1974/1995d, 46). It raises the radical possibility of our own “new being”
(Ricoeur 1975/1991c, 96—97). Examples of this kind of reorientation of
human experience include Friedrich Schleiermacher’s “feeling of abso-
lute dependence” and David Tracy’s “basic confidence and trust in the
meaningfulness of existence” (Tracy 1975, 103), as well as, Ricoeur him-
self adds, a “culminating [experience of] supreme joy” (Ricoeur 1974/
1995¢, 61).

What is essential and unique to Ricoeur’s theory of religious herme-
neutics is that limit-expressions draw the interpreter into a dialectical
relation to the divine. This dialectical relation is radically transforma-
tive of human understanding and experience. It ruptures and disorients
ordinary human understanding through the appearance of grace in the
world, but it also reorients human understanding around a closer sense
for the person’s own ultimate origins.

2. Faith as the Originary Affirmation of Goodness

This dialectical religious hermeneutics is the basis for various tra-
jectories in Ricoeur’s work on religious, spiritual, and sacred themes.
One could even argue (though I do not have the space to do it here)
that Ricoeur’s view of the dialectical nature of our relation to the
divine informs the dialectical character of his hermeneutical philoso-
phy as a whole. With respect to ethics in particular, Ricoeur consis-
tently suggests—despite frequently bracketing theological issues—that
moral life and norms cannot finally be understood apart from their rad-
ical religious origins. It is this disorienting and reorienting dimension
of moral life that Ricoeur’s phrase “economy of the gift” attempts to
capture (Ricoeur 1979a, 1985, 1990c, 1991b, 1987/1995b, 1974/1995d;
LaCocque and Ricoeur 1998).

It is because our relation to the divine is dialectical and disruptive
that theological ethics, according to Ricoeur, rests upon a certain kind of
moral faith. In using faith as a moral term, Ricoeur is indicating that
Christian ethics, for him, is not contained wholly in the command to
love, even though love remains an important second moment. Nor does
Ricoeur follow Immanuel Kant in limiting the theological dimensions of
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ethics to hope (Kant 1788/1956, 128-36). That Ricoeur’s theological eth-
ics is primarily Kantian is commonly assumed in the secondary litera-
ture (Albano 1987; Dauenhauer 1986; Schweiker 1993; Vanhoozer 1990;
Leeuwen 1981). However, a closer look suggests that love and hope are
both contextualized within a more originary moral faith.

2.1 Rethinking radical evil

Moral faith, in Ricoeur, is, in fact, a teleological term. It is a response
to a kind of “radical evil” in the human will that is more primordial than
the deontological “radical evil” to which this phrase was first applied
in Kant. According to Kant, radical evil explains the “inscrutable”
[unerforschbar] nature of the “bad will” (Kant 1793/1960; Ricoeur 1985,
645). It is the nonrational origin of the human agent’s tendency to fall
short of the moral law despite being necessarily and essentially a mor-
ally rational creature. Ricoeur, however, follows the critique of Kant’s
understanding of the will made by the phenomenological tradition of
G. W. F. Hegel, Edmund Husserl, and Martin Heidegger. He interprets
the human “will” as primordially teleological, in the sense that it is ori-
ented toward realizing human freedom in concrete intentional projects
(Ricoeur 1950/1966; 1985, 647; 1995f, 569). The will, for Ricoeur, is not
an abstract noumenal entity, but a concrete “capacity” to form one’s vari-
ous biological drives, affective desires, social contexts, and historical sit-
uations into aims and ends that have a coherent meaning and purpose
(Ricoeur 1950/1966; 1995f). As Ricoeur put it in his early work, the will
forms the fallible self’s “disproportionality to itself” into a meaningful
sense of personal direction and wholeness (Ricoeur 1965/1986, xlvii, 1).

For Ricoeur, the radical evil at the origin of our teleological capacities
can be described only in the negative sense of a human teleological “in-
capacity” (Ricoeur 1990c; 1995f; 1999). Despite being capable of achiev-
ing many aims and goods in the world, the human being remains, at
bottom, a fallen creature wracked by a fundamental incapacity to fully
realize his or her teloi. The most basic fact about fallen human nature
is not that we do not follow rational moral maxims (Ricoeur 1987b;
1990/1992b, 171). Rather, it is that humanity’s God-given ends and pur-
poses can never, in this world, be completely understood or realized. “]
now see evil,” Ricoeur writes, “as the incapacity belonging to the capable
man, the incapacity that does not abolish capability but presupposes if
as the very thing that has ceased to be available to man as we know hir
historically” (Ricoeur 1995f, 569, emphasis added). We remain capable
of making progress toward important human ends like happiness, socia
harmony, and communion with the divine, but this capacity in humar
history brings with it a corresponding incapacity to achieve those ends
completely or fully.
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Ricoeur relates this teleological radical evil to the fact that the
human being is both an agent and a sufferer in human history. Whereas
Kant was able to envision radical evil only as a dimension of human
agency, Ricoeur argues that radical evil presupposes also a certain
human passivity. Humanity’s incapacity to fulfill its proper ends de-
rives, in part, from “having been seduced by overwhelming powers
and, consequently, . . . belonging to a history of evil, which is always
already there for everyone” (Ricoeur 1985, 636--37). We are not just pro-
ducers of evil but also “sufferers” in a vast historical cycle of failing to
realize the fullness of humanity (Ricoeur 1969/1974b, 436). The human
incapacity for self-realization includes the passive “nonpower of power,
the nonfreedom of freedom” (Ricoeur 1969/1974b, 436). Radical evil is,
in fact, more “inscrutable” than Kant imagined. It involves a lack at the
very heart of human striving, desire, and existence.

2.2 Faith as a response to radical evil

How, then, does faith respond to this radical evil of the human inca-
pacity for teleological realization? Faith is the limit-experience of an
“originary affirmation” of one’s capability in the face of one’s fallen inca-
pability (Ricoeur 1955; 1978b; 1990/1992b). Faith, as originary affirma-
tion, is “the joyous affirmation of being-able-to-be, of the effort to be, of
the conatus at the origin of ethics’ very dynamic” (Ricoeur 1978b, 178).
Subjectively speaking, faith is an “élan” or “desire to exist” that is
experienced as more primordial than even the most overwhelming real-
ity of incapacity and suffering (Ricoeur 1990a). Faith serves “to liberate
(délier) freedom . . . and as a consequence to put freedom back into
motion, to restore its original dynamism to it” (Ricoeur 1978b, 189-90).

Theologically, faith is a divine gift. It is the gift of the experience of
one’s ultimate created goodness. This experience cannot be constructed
by finite human understanding itself. Instead, faith is the acceptance of
one’s “radical dependence” on an “originary giving of existence” (Ricoeur
1991b, 197). This original gift is symbolized in Genesis 1:31: “And
God saw everything that he had made, and behold, it was very good”
(Ricoeur 1991b, 197; 1987/1995b, 298). Faith is the limit-experience of
God as the very source and origin of our humanity. “In the end I do not
know what man is. My confession to myself is that man is instituted by
the word, that is, by a language which is less spoken by man than spo-
ken to man. . . . Is not The Good News the instigation of the possibility of
man by a creative word?” (Ricoeur 1978a, 237). The Creator God is not
just a judge who rewards our adherence to duty, but, more primordially,
“the source of everything that is good in creation, including our indig-
nation against evil, our courage to bear it, and our feeling of sympathy
towards victims” (Ricoeur 1985, 647).
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Faith, in the end, affirms human beings as radically capable—despite,
in this fallen world, being also incapable—of participating in God’s pur-
poses for humanity. Faith places ordinary human ends and aims within
the larger dialectical context of the ultimate goodness of God’s creation.
God’s gift of faith “reanimates this whole dynamism [of human life] be-
ginning from its point of departure . . . [so that] the strategic level where
the evangelical morality operates is precisely that of the [teleological]
ethical intention” (Ricoeur 1978b, 189-90, emphasis in original). Faith
reveals to us the primordial teleological capacity from which human
goods originate. Faith opens up a “movement between naked and blind
belief in a primordial ‘I can,” and the real history where I attest to this
‘T can™ (Ricoeur 1978b, 177).

Ricoeur believes that this grounding of theological ethics in a teleo-
logically oriented faith is required by the dialectical nature of the rela-
tion between grace and humanity. Theological ethics cannot grasp God’s
telos for humanity in any direct and unmediated way. Even the Christ,
who is God become human, is not a blueprint or narrative model for
human life, since the divine can only enter our fallen world as a rupture
and disorienting critique. My own view is that Ricoeur could do more to
explain what kinds of goods an encounter with the divine throws before
us. A dialectical relation to the divine should not so completely rupture
our human sense of the good as to leave us drifting aimlessly. Neverthe-
less, Ricoeur performs a valuable service both in bringing the issue of
radical evil back to the center of theological ethics and in insisting that
the proper response to radical evil is a dialectical one of faith in the
originary teleological goodness of humanity. From here, it seems to me,
a new vision of theological ethics can be constructed that neither re-
duces religion to “the limits of reason alone” nor searches undialectically
for direct knowledge of some ultimate divine plan.

3. Love as Command

If faith is the starting point of Ricoeur’s theological ethics, it remains
only the first moment in a larger moral economy of the gift. Faith in
one’s own given goodness is the occasion for the further possibilities of
love and hope. Faith, love, and hope are not, for Ricoeur, elements in a
grand Christian narrative into which we ought to fit our lives. Although
faith points to a past gift of creation and (as we will see in section 4) hope
points to our greater future possibilities, this does not mean that Chris-
tian life is first defined by participating in some world-historical story.
Nor are faith, love, and hope intended to represent cardinal theological
virtues, that is, expressions of true Christian character. Rather, they are
three connected limit-experiences of our radically dialectical relation to
the divine. Faith, love, and hope function to disrupt and disorient fallen
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human understanding so that we may be liberated in the direction of
our ultimate human possibilities.

Love arises out of faith, for Ricoeur, as a secondary deontological
limit-experience. Love, in its distinctively theological sense, is strangely
commanded. It is the command to give to others, just as one’s own exis-
tence has been given as a gift from God. Ricoeur describes this new mo-
ment in the economy of the gift as a “logic of superabundance” (Ricoeur
1979a; 1990c, 395; 1991b, 198-200; 1987/1995b, 300~302; LaCocque and
Ricoeur 1998, 124-33). The gift that has been given by God instigates a
theological economy in which the self is then obliged to pass on this gift
superabundantly to others. Far from being an impetus or permission for
self-denial and self-mortification, the love command is a further expres-
sion of the faithful acceptance of the ultimate goodness of human exis-
tence, an affirmation of the self’s primordial capacity to participate in
God’s radical superabundance.

3.1  Deontological radical evil and the logic of equivalence

To understand the logic of Ricoeur’s treatment of the theological con-
struct of love, one must understand that he posits a second form of per-
vasive radical evil. Although this form of radical evil is conceived in
deontological terms, it still differs somewhat from the conception of
radical evil developed by Kant. Whereas faith responds to our ultimate
incapacity to realize our own teleological good, love responds to a cor-
responding radical deontological incapacity to respect others in their
“genuine otherness” (Ricoeur 1990/1992b, 223-25, 339). On some level,
despite even our best intentions, we never entirely escape using others
for our own utilitarian interests. All our efforts to respect others are
prey to a nondeontological “logic of equivalence” in which we calculate
the “return” our actions will bring back for ourselves (Ricoeur 1979a, 4;
1990c¢, 395; 1991b, 198-99; 1987/1995b, 300). This utilitarian logic that
undermines genuine respect is occasioned, not by a Kantian “bad will,”
but by our fallen human finitude. In our fallen state, we are incapable
of grasping the full “singularity and nonsubstitutability of persons”
(LaCocque and Ricoeur 1998, 131).

Although I cannot explore the argument fully here, Ricoeur criticizes
the deontological ethicist John Rawls for failing to grasp the depths of
this fallen human incapacity to overcome our utilitarian tendencies
(Ricoeur 1990b). Rawls claims that we can move beyond utilitarian eth-
ics by imagining ourselves in a fictional “original position” of impartial-
ity toward others (Rawls 1999). According to Ricoeur, Rawls’s project
does not succeed because no such “original position” is humanly possi-
ble. The problem is not simply that human beings do not, in fact, gener-
ally manage to put aside their own interests; Rawls acknowledges this
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in saying that the original position is a hyperethical construct. More
profoundly, the problem, according to Ricoeur, is that human beings are
radically and unalterably finite. We are simply not capable, by our own
powers, of imagining all the relevant goods (particularly, but not only,
those that conflict with our own) that should be considered from an
impartial perspective.

This new deontological radical evil takes various concrete forms. In
its starkest form, the logic of equivalence appears as vengeance or retri-
bution: an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. Vengeance is an “original
violence” that attempts to “equalize” a prior violation of goods with a
calculated violence to the goods of the offender (Ricoeur 1992a, 23-24).
Ricoeur argues that vengeance is a sign of radical evil even when the
act avenged is the most violent of crimes. Thus, Ricoeur places in the
category of radical evil even the understandable desire for vengeance
against the Nazis after World War II (the same Nazis who, incidentally,
held Ricoeur himself captive). The problem with vengeance as a basis for
justice is that it obscures the need to recognize the Nazis’ victims, espe-
cially the Jewish victims of the Holocaust, as “bearers of a lamentation
that no explanation is able to mitigate” (Ricoeur 1989, 4). Vengeance
purports to right the wrongs of the past by calculating an equivalent re-
turn of harm for the harm that has been done. But this derails the true
task of justice, which is to restore the victims’ dignity and singularity.
The task of justice for the victims of the Nazis was (and is) to “reveal the
murderers as murderers and the victims as victims” (Ricoeur 1989, 4).
The desire for vengeance is human, but it obscures this more important
task. “Are we not invited,” Ricoeur asks, “to discern even in the most
just punishment, the disquieting countenance of wrath and vengeance?”
(Ricoeur 1979a, 6).

The logic of equivalence can also, more subtly, take the form of a cal-
culated balance not of violence but of goods, what Ricoeur calls a “de-
mand for reciprocity” (Ricoeur 1989, 4). In this case, justice is reduced to
doing good “only for the sake of receiving a reward in return” (Ricoeur
1989, 4). Although gaining rewards is not wrong in itself, entering into
exchanges for this purpose signals our incapacity to respect others '
fully as ends in themselves. The danger of justice devolving into a de-
mand for reciprocity is contained, in Ricoeur’s view, even in the classic
deontological ethic of the Golden Rule: “Do to others as you would have
them do to you” (Luke 6:31). The Golden Rule could be interpreted to
recommend a mercenary calculation of the form, “I give so that you give”
(Ricoeur 1990c, 395, emphasis in original; 1987/1995b, 300). It could be
viewed as advice about getting ahead in this world. The problem turns
on the meaning of the key word “as”: “Do to others in the same loving
manner as you would have them do to you” or “Do to others because you
would have them do to you.” As we will see, a utilitarian interpretation
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of the Golden Rule is prevented in the Bible only by its being placed im-
mediately after the radical command to “love your enemies” (Luke 6:27).

According to Ricoeur, the logic of equivalence takes two general forms
in modernity. First, it shows itself in the philosophy of “utilitarianism”
that has gained increasing acceptance in contemporary economics, law,
and culture. At its worst, utilitarianism opens the door to a “process of
victimization” in which “the maximization of the average advantage of
the greatest number [comes] at the price of the sacrifice of a small num-
ber” (Ricoeur 1991b, 201). Economic life distorts justice when it becomes
a network primarily for taking as much advantage of each other as we
can. Criminal law degenerates into a “vengeance of society” when it
turns its back on the “rehabilitation of the culpable” (Ricoeur 1979a, 6).
The media are reduced to using consumers for their own gain when they
are driven simply by commercial profit.

Second, modernity also witnesses to the calculating logic of political
and cultural totalitarianism. Ricoeur offers totalitarianism as the stron-
gest sign of the human tendency to make calculated use of other persons
for aims and ends those persons themselves may not accept: “The true
evil, the evil of evil, shows itself in false syntheses, i.e., in the contempo-
rary falsifications of the great undertakings of totalization of cultural
experience, that is, in political and ecclesiastical institutions. In this
way, evil shows its true face—the evil of evil is the lie of premature syn-
thesis, of violent totalizations” (Ricoeur 1969/1974b, 439). The starkest
examples one might cite of totalitarianism today are fascism, certain
forms of fundamentalism, Stalinism, tribalism, and nationalism. How-
ever, a calculating totalitarian logic is also implicit even in the most
well-intentioned of social projects, such as welfare reform and the world-
trade movement. This radical evil at the heart of moral life results from
our finite incapacity to respect everyone’s genuine otherness.

3.2 The gift that engenders obligation

The proper response to this logic of equivalence is not cynicism or self-
ishness. The Christian response ought rather to be a renewed commit-
ment to a contrasting logic of superabundance, a commitment grounded
in the personal limit-experience of divine love. Any concern for others’
genuine otherness has to rupture and disorient our ordinary finitude
and partiality. Christian love ought not to be understood as an emotion
or a virtue, or in any other way confined within ordinary human exper-
ience or understanding. It must, instead, be understoed to radically
reorient our fallen logic of equivalence around the more primordial logic
of God’s superabundant gift.

Theological love is able to disorient our ordinary tendency toward
utilitarianism because, according to Ricoeur, it is not a good to be
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pursued (as is love in the ordinary meaning of the term), but a command
to be obeyed. Theologically understood, love is not an emotion or a dispo-
sition, but an obligation. That love is commanded is attested to deci-
sively in the Bible by what immediately precedes the Golden Rule: “But
I say to you that hear, Love your enemies, do good to those who hate you,
bless those who curse you, pray for those who abuse you” (Luke 6:27-28,
cited in Ricoeur 1991b, 197-98). This “hyperethical” command “tran-
scends” ordinary morality by demanding that one recognize and respect
the otherness of others in the most extreme possible way (Ricoeur 1990c,
395; 1991b, 197-98; 1987/1995b, 300~-302). The command to love your
enemies is a “corrective” to the Golden Rule. It insists that treating oth-
ers as one would like to be treated means affording them the same “gen-
uine otherness” one demands for oneself (Ricoeur 1990c, 395-97; 1991b,
197-98; 1987/1995b, 300). This deontological logic requires, Ricoeur
argues, a “superabundance” akin to that expressed in Jesus’ parable of
the mustard seed that grows into a tree, Jesus’ commands to “turn the
other cheek” and to “be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect,” and
Paul’s claim that “where sin increased, grace abounded all the more”
(Ricoeur 1987/1995b, 300; 1979a, 4; 1990c, 396; Rom. 5:20, cited in
Ricoeur 1990c, 396).

Love of others is commanded, not because it will bring a future equiv-
alent reward, but because all human beings—even one’s enemies—are
originally created good. The love command raises to a deontological level
the prior teleological experience of faith in humanity’s primordial good-
ness. The specifically deontological moment in this economy of the gift
rests upon the “anterior gift” of God’s affirmation that all of humanity is
part of God’s creation (Ricoeur 1987a, 24). “Because [existence] has been
given to you [by God], give in turn” (Ricoeur 1991b, 198; 1987/1995b,
300-302). The logic of superabundant love toward the other rests upon
the prior logic of the always already superabundant gift that one has
already received oneself. As Ricoeur puts it, “it is the gift which engen-
ders the obligation” (Ricoeur 1987a, 24).

Our fallen incapacity for respecting genuine otherness is therefore
resisted and turned around, Ricoeur argues, only through a still more
primordial capacity for superabundant love. Through the radical limit-
experience of God’s love for us, we are able to catch the glimmer of a
divine economy that reverses the ordinary devolution of human rela-
tions into utilitarian exchange. One could say, to speak metaphorically,
that what Jesus reveals is the possibility of overturning the tables in
the marketplace. The love command challenges ordinary deontological
respect (as in the Golden Rule) to live up to the radical vision of genu-
ine love for others in all their infinite otherness. “However difficult
and interminable [a task] it may be,” Ricoeur claims, love reorients
human relations toward “a tenacious incorporation, step by step, of a
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supplementary degree of compassion and generosity” (Ricoeur 1987/
1995b, 300).

4. Hope as the Possibility for Reconciliation

If faith is the originating grounds of Ricoeur’s theological ethics
and love is the command to which these grounds give rise, then hope,
according to Ricoeur, is theological ethics’s culmination or final end.
Ricoeur’s conception of hope shares certain traits with the familiar
Kantian postulate that we can hope for happiness in the afterlife as
God’s reward for obeying duty in this world (Kant 1788/1956, 128-36).
It does synthesize teleology and deontology. However, Ricoeurian hope
is not a philosophical postulate concerning what must be the case
“within the limits of reason alone.” Rather, it is the culminating limit-
experience in the radical and disorienting economy of the gift. Spe-
cifically, hope establishes as the horizon of human moral experience the
apparently impossible possibility that diverse and conflicting human
goods can ultimately be reconciled.

4.1 Radical evil as moral tragedy

Ricoeur is not as clear as he could be about what it is in fallen human
existence to which hope in fact responds. Faith, as we have seen, re-
sponds to the radical evil of our incapacity for ultimate goodness, and
love, to the radical evil of our incapacity for genuine justice. Arguing by
analogy, I would suggest that hope, as Ricoeur develops it, is best ex-
plained as a response to a third appearance of radical evil in the world,
namely, our entrapment in moral tragedy. Ricoeur’s understanding of
moral tragedy is developed most systematically late in his career in
Oneself as Another. Here, Ricoeur argues that the conflict of the good
and the right places humanity in a tragic situation. In the book’s single
direct reference to religion, moral tragedy is referred to as a “theology of
divine blindness” (Ricoeur 1990/1992b, 242, which also refers the reader
to his much earlier Symbolism of Evil [Ricoeur 1960/1967, 218-26]). The
moral tragedy is that human life has “mysterious depths of motivations
that no analysis of moral intention can plumb” (Ricoeur 1990/1992b,
242). What we are tragically blind to is any convincing way in which the
conflict of human aims and purposes may ultimately be overcome. We
appear in this sense to be the mere playthings of the gods (Ricoeur
1960/1967, 218-26).

This tragedy of the radically conflicted nature of human life is the im-
petus for our need for moral hope. It is illustrated, according to Ricoeur,
in Sophocles’ play Antigone, in which the tragedy hinges on the major
characters’ all too human incapacities. Neither Creon nor Antigone is
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finally capable of escaping the prison of their own “onesidedness,” their
“narrowness of angle of commitment” (Ricoeur 1990/1992h, 243, 249).
Creon, King of Thebes, refuses to bury Antigone’s dead brother because
he was a traitor to the city; Antigone insists on her brother’s proper
burial because this is what one should do for members of one’s family.
Thus, while Creon pursues an end that he rightly believes serves the
well-being of the city, Antigone pursues a directly conflicting end that
she, also rightly, believes to be best for her family. The play would not be
a tragedy if one or the other of these ends lacked merit; it would be a
simple tale of good against evil. It is a tragedy because Antigone is
driven by her best intentions to eventual suicide, and Creon is driven
by his responsibilities as king to the point of his final lament: “O crimes
of my wicked heart” (Sophocles 1990, line 1261; quoted in Ricoeur
1990/1992b, 242).

Antigone speaks to us not only because it is a dramatic and well-told
story but also because it illustrates something tragic at the heart of
human existence. Because Sophocles did not write within the context of
Christian theology, he understood the fallen human condition as the
human condition as such. However, from Ricoeur’s perspective, the tragic
dimension of human life, so effectively imaged in Antigone, represents a
third form in which radical evil appears in a fallen world. Moral tragedy
signifies the human incapacity to reconcile fully the conflict of human
goods. No one person’s view of what is good can claim the total perspective
required to harmonize all legitimate but conflicting moral ends.

Ricoeur could have made this third appearance of radical evil clearer
if he had connected it to radical evil in its two prior forms. In the first
place, moral tragedy appears to rest upon a prior teleological incapacity
in persons to know and realize their created human good. After the fall,
persons lack the ultimate created perspective from which conflicting
human goods may fully be judged. In the second place, tragedy appears
to rest upon the further deontological incapacity to respect other per-
sons in their full, genuine otherness. After the fall, persons lack the en-
compassing moral imagination to comprehend the vast and seemingly
infinite diversity of human ends. The true depth of the tragedy of the
human condition is, in the end, both teleological and deontological at
once. It is the radical incommensurability of the fallen goods of persons
estranged by their otherness.

4.2 Hope and possibility

The appropriate response to this desperate human tragedy, according
to Ricoeur, is hope. Hope has to be more than a philosophical postulate
because human understanding alone cannot draw us beyond the cap-
tivity of our onesidedness. For the same reason, hope should not be
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reductively understood as a human virtue or emotion. Instead, hope con-
stitutes a new kind of radical theological limit-experience. It escapes the
ordinary and human through a disorienting and transformative encoun-
ter with the divine. At the same time, it replaces the “divine blindness”
of Greek tragedy with the gift of a new divine teleological vision.

Hope responds to the profound tragedy of the conflict of human goods
by reorienting ordinary human understanding toward the possibility
of ultimate human reconciliation. Hope is the limit-experience, given
by God, of the possibility for a greater purpose to fallen human conflict.
Ricoeur describes hope by saying that it names God not only as the
origin of created goodness and the giver of the command to love but
also as “the source of unknown possibilities” (Ricoeur 1991b, 197-98,
emphasis in original; 1987/1995b, 299). This “unknown possibility” is
actual human reconciliation. It remains “unknown” because from our
one-sided point of view, reconciliation appears to be an impossible
possibility. Only the gift of hope makes this possibility real. It infuses
human life with the “anticipation of a liberated and revived humanity”
(Ricoeur 1979b, 227; see also 1991¢, 101), a humanity “liberated” from
one-sidedness and finitude and “revived” from incapacity. However
impossible the reconciliation of conflicting goods may seem, we ought
still to seek it.

The limit-experience of hope cannot be understood apart from the
prior limit-experience of faith in the goodness of creation. The object of
hope is not just any reconciliation of human ends, but the “restoration of
a bond” among persons that will draw us toward our “new creation”
(Ricoeur 1969/1974b, 438; 1985, 645; 1987/1995b, 299). On this level,
hope is a teleological term that reconstitutes humanity’s past created
goodness as an “origin to be discovered” (Ricoeur 1985, 645).

[In hope] the symbol of creator is “repeated,” but from the angle of antici-
pation and not just from that of rememoration. The God of beginnings is
the God of hope. And because God is the God of hope, the goodness of cre-
ation becomes the sense of a direction. The predicate “good” attached to the
process of creation returns enriched by the symbols of the gift of the Torah
and the gift of the remission of sins [Ricoeur 1987/1995b, 299, emphasis
added].

One illustration that Ricoeur provides of hope understood as a new
“sense of direction” is the biblical exodus, where the wandering Israel-
ites reconstitute their faith in the Creator God into a new sense of ulti-
mate purpose and sacred community (Ricoeur 1974/1995d, 47).

At the same time, the limit-experience of hope also cannot be under-
stood apart from the prior limit-experience of love. Hope is not just hope
for a reconstituted teleological sense of human direction but also for a
direction that is deontologically inclusive of genuine human otherness.
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Hope is the experience of the radical possibility that love will give rise
to a universal human community, despite the tragedy of human singu-
larity and one-sidedness. Hope “aims at two opposed things: human
totality and human singularity. I want both [in] their full and non-
contradictory realization” (Ricoeur 1974¢, 166). For Ricoeur, the para-
digm that comes closest to this deontological dimension of hope is the
Abrahamic covenant, which symbolizes, among other things, that God
“has approached, has been revealed as He who is coming for all” (Ricoeur
1969/1974a, 404-6, emphasis added). The covenant is a sign of a new
humanity in which all are included in a single redeemed nation. This
possibility is given by God in the face of our and Abraham’s actual situa-
tion of social fragmentation and discord. It is the promise of a possibility
that, to us, appears impossible.

Ricoeur holds that hope finds its fullest expression in the symbols of
the resurrection of Christ and the kingdom of God. Ricoeur considers
Christ’s resurrection to be less a historical event than a disorienting
limit-expression. The significant “event” here is not in the past but in
the present, in the “unknown possibilities” revealed to us.

It may be that Jesus himself does not know that he was the Christ. And it
is the community that recognizes this and states it, established as it is on
this nonknowledge. This brings me to say that I do not finally know what
happened between the Cross and the Pentecost. . . . Does not the empty
tomb signify the gap between the death of Jesus as elevation and his effec-
tive resurrection as the Christ in the community? [Ricoeur 1995/1998, 154]

Christ’s resurrection symbolizes a radical new possibility for human life.
It is “a new creation ex nihilo, that is, beyond death” (Ricoeur 1969/
1974a, 406). Christ is the limit-experience par excellence of the possibil-
ity of God’s return to earth.

According to Ricoeur, Christ’s resurrection raises the radical possibil-
ity, specifically, of hope for the kingdom of God. In moral terms, the
kingdom of God symbolizes the impossible possibility of reconciling
genuinely other human ends and purposes. It draws the one-sidedness
or singularity of human beings into a reconciled human totality (Ricoeur
1974c¢, 166). This is not a kingdom that Ricoeur believes can be fully
realized on earth. Ordinary human relations remain fallen and finite.
However, the kingdom of God can be realized in this world insofar as it
transforms human relations under the limit-experience of hope. Despite
the impossibility of our bringing all human goods into an inclusive social
order, we can be moved by the radical experience of hope to transform
human relations in the direction of ever greater reconciliation. (As
Johannes van der Ven points out, the hope for reconciliation, in Ricoeur,
implies also a kind of “forgiveness” [Ven 1998, 282, referring to Ricoeur
1995e)).
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Finally, hope, as symbolized in the resurrection and the kingdom of
God, draws together teleological faith and deontological love. Hope is
teleologically oriented because it follows from faith in humanity’s origi-
nal created goodness. The resurrection and the kingdom of God signify
the possibility that God’s good creation will be realized despite the
fallenness of ordinary human life. The kingdom of God, in particular, is
the radical vision of a harmonious humanity united around its primor-
dially given aims and purposes. But hope raises faith to a critical moral
level by including, also, the deontological requirement of love. One
hopes not just for one’s own entry into God’s kingdom but also for the
realization of God’s kingdom among all of God’s creatures. One hopes
for the reconciliation of human difference, the synthesis of human other-
ness, in a universally inclusive human community. The good and the
right can be realized together only insofar as we take up the radical task
of human reconciliation.

5. Ricoeur and Contemporary Theological Ethics

To support my thesis that Ricoeur presents us with a powerful theo-
logical ethics that relates the good and the right around a divine econ-
omy of faith, love, and hope, I will close by briefly situating his work in
relation to some significant theological ethical options available today.
The purpose of this concluding exercise is not to demonstrate Ricoeur’s
superiority over other contemporary views (such a task is obviously
beyond the limits of this article), but only to show how contemporary
moral theology might benefit from Ricoeur’s new way of addressing the
question of the relation of the good and the right. It will also be possible
to raise some critical questions about Ricoeur’s own project.

5.1 Communitarian ethics

In the first place, Ricoeur’s theological ethics shares several traits
with the diverse recent movement sometimes referred to as commun-
itarianism. According to Stanley Hauerwas, a preeminent commun-
itarian theological ethicist, “the individual Christian’s character is
formed by his association with the community that embodies the lan-
guage, rituals, and moral practices from which this particular form of
life grows” (Hauerwas 1975, 210, emphasis added). Hauerwas is a par-
ticularly interesting writer to compare with Ricoeur because Hauerwas
also rests theological ethics upon a divine gift. “To learn to be God’s
creatures means we must learn to recognize that our existence and the
existence of the universe itself is a gift” (Hauerwas 1983, 27). Ricoeur
and Hauerwas further agree that the proper starting point of theologi-
cal ethics is the person’s finite historical and communal situation, and
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that ethics ultimately rests on faith—faith in the created goodness of
our given forms of human life and community.

From a communitarian point of view, Ricoeur could in fact be accused
of paying insufficient attention to the development of the Christian
church as an ongoing witness to faith, including the church’s particular
historical and theological development beyond the Scriptures them-
selves. By understanding faith as a limit-experience, Ricoeur may over-
emphasize the disorienting function of Scripture and de-emphasize the
ways in which the Christian traditions have reoriented human life to-
ward the divine in consistent and historically coherent narratives. It
is left somewhat to the imagination what Ricoeur believes the gift of
faith concretely adds up to in terms of specifically Christian goods and
practices.

However, Ricoeur makes the important point that whatever specific
forms of community the Scriptures give rise to, these communities can
represent only finite and provisional understandings of God’s ultimate
intentions. Christian narratives and communities should remain always
open to the divine gift in its capacity to radically disorient us. The “evil
of evil,” according to Ricoeur, lies in the creation of “false syntheses” or
“totalizations” of the meaning of human life (Ricoeur 1969/1974b, 439).
No community of persons, no matter how close they believe themselves
to be to expressing God’s intentions in their lives, can legitimately claim
sufficient perspective to know God’s narrative or plan as such.

This claim is the force of Ricoeur’s insistence, in contrast to
Hauerwas, that faith requires a secondary deontological moment of love
for all of humanity in its diverse and unfathomable genuine otherness.
Human finitude, for Ricoeur, does not suggest only our situatedness
within particular historical communities, but also, and more radically,
our obligation to be open to genuine otherness. The Christian commu-
nity, on Ricoeur’s account, is less the expression of God’s kingdom in
the narrative of the church than the place where hope for God’s king-
dom is kept alive despite humanity’s fallen conflict and estrangement.
This is why Ricoeur insists that faith in the goodness of God is not,
alone, sufficient for human reconciliation in God’s church. It is the sup-
plementary command to love that prevents us from absolutizing any
particular historical community. Our fallen condition requires a deon-
tological element in theological ethics: a demand that we ever more rad-
ically love humanity in its diverse and unfathomable genuine plurality.
Our sacred obligation is to generate human narratives that will be ever
more inclusive of the miraculous diversity of human life. The Christian
narrative must remain perpetually open to radical transformation in
the face of the other.
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5.2 Ethics of love

This openness to the other in Ricoeur’s theological ethics brings
Ricoeur close, also, to a tradition of reflection that has centered on the
ethics of love. This tradition has had diverse manifestations in the past
century, emphasizing such things as sacrificial love (Niebuhr 1949;
Nygren 1930/1982), equal regard (Janssens 1977; Outka 1972), and fem-
inist notions of mutual responsibility (Andolsen 1981; Gudorf 1985).
Ricoeur shares with this tradition the conviction that each and every
person must be respected because each possesses radical dignity as a
creature of God. In contrast with communitarian ethics, this deonto-
logical love ethics more carefully accounts for the genuine singularity of
each person. Perhaps its most radical form—which Ricoeur explicitly
affirms—is found in Emmanuel Lévinas’s ethics of the command of the
face of the other (Lévinas 1947/1987). .

Here again, one finds reasons to be critical of Ricoeur’s project. Al-
though some feminists have found in Ricoeur an ally in the search for an
egalitarian deontological ethics (Anderson 1993; Nussbaum 1999), one
is struck by Ricoeur’s failure to use the term “equality” (and, indeed, by
his labeling of the radical evil at the heart of deontological ethics a “logic
of equivalence”). As we have seen, Ricoeur believes that a radical love
for genuine otherness is necessary in order to resist the fallen human
tendency to reduce equality to a mere utilitarian exchange. Neverthe-
less, as some feminists have argued, fallen human beings might also
have the problem of putting others’ goods too much ahead of their own.
In this case, love for the genuine otherness of every member of humanity
should clearly and explicitly include love for the genuine otherness, also,
of oneself. Ricoeur’s ethics might better acknowledge this two-sided na-
ture of love if he affirmed not only genuine otherness but also genuine
equality.

Despite this, Ricoeur’s contribution to love ethics is to insist that the
deontological norm of respect for genuine otherness (or genuine equal-
ity) can arise only out of a prior teleological affirmation of humanity’s
radical goodness. By treating love as a secondary moment in a larger
economy of the gift, he shows that theological ethics can address the
problems of inequality and domination only by also addressing the
deeper problem of what constitutes the human good. Ricoeur thus pro-
vides a way of addressing a standard critique of the deontological point
of view. Any norm for adjudicating conflicts of goods, as Hegel classically
points out in his critique of Kant, must presuppose a prior vision of the
good as such. For Ricoeur, the problem of love is not just inequality, but,
more profoundly, our incapacity to affirm the good beneath all human
strivings, no matter how fallen and imperfect those strivings may be.
Moreover, love implies a further teleology of hope. Love is not fulfilled
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in merely respecting others in their differences or treating everyone
equally, but in the unfolding task of working to bring about an ever more
radically reconciled humanity.

5.3 Liberation theology

The culmination of Ricoeur’s theological ethics in hope suggests, fi-
nally, a certain congruence with liberation theology. Ricoeur can join
Gustavo Gutiérrez in affirming, as theology’s true task, the cultivation of
“the openness of humankind and history to the future promised by God”
(Gutiérrez 1971/1973, 173). Like Ricoeur (and Hauerwas), Gutiérrez
bases moral life on a “gift of God” (Gutiérrez 1971/1973, 3). More specifi-
cally, he, like Ricoeur, views hope as a radical demand from God for
the disruption of ordinary human praxis. It reorients the fallen human
situation around “a new, just, and comradely society . . . [namely] the

- Kingdom of God” (Gutiérrez 1971/1973, 12). Indeed, Ricoeur echoes liber-

ationist themes explicitly in defining the object of hope as a “liberated
and revived” human order (Ricoeur 1979b, 227; 1991c¢, 101) and in claim-
ing that working in hope toward the kingdom of God is the only way,
finally, to fulfill the command to love.

Liberation theologians like Gutiérrez might well criticize Ricoeur for
disregarding the sense in which hope is a response to structured politi-
cal oppressions. Although Ricoeur does argue that hope is a response to
a radical evil in fallen humanity, he construes radical evil as the tragedy
of the ultimate incommensurability of finite human goods. In contrast,
liberation theology is oriented around the political problem of social pov-
erty and oppression (Gutiérrez 1971/1973, 29-33). Ricoeur does not ade-
quately recognize that the radical evil to which hope is a response may
not be just the tragedy of human difference but also the fact that human
difference gives rise to marginalization and the abuse of power.

In return, however, Ricoeur suggests that hope should rest on a prior
affirmation of humanity’s created goodness. It is impossible to hope for a
liberated kingdom without having faith that, despite our fallen condi-
tion, we are all ultimately created good. Liberation theologians do not
deny this. However, they tend to define the human good from the point of
view of the kingdom to come, thus suggesting that the present human
condition can tell us little about what the future kingdom of God should
actually look like. Once the liberation arrives, what are the goods around
which human life will concretely be organized? Like communitarians,
Ricoeur can provide something of an answer to this question by affirming
that the accumulated goods of one’s traditions—such as, in the West,
peace, meaningful work, and marriage—contain a certain wisdom in
which it is legitimate to place some faith. Our accepted intuitions con-
cerning the human good should be trusted as ethics’s proper point of
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departure. Ricoeur will always qualify such goods with the deontological
requirement of love for persons’ genuine otherness. However, unless we
take such goods as starting points for moral discourse, the hoped-for
kingdom of God will not find concrete expression. What is radical about
hope is not just that it overturns the structures of our fallen world, but,
more profoundly, that it demands the transformation of these structures
in the direction of humanity’s ultimate reconciliation.

These reflections on Ricoeur’s relation to other positions remain cur-
sory and in need of much further development. They are intended only
as starting points for constructive conversation. However, I hope I have
been able to indicate both what makes Ricoeur’s position distinctive and
what particular theological ethical tools Ricoeur may provide for the
task of relating the good and the right. A renewed conversation about
the possibilities for critical human reconciliation is much needed in ad-
dressing today’s issues of globalization, cultural pluralism, and the ex-
pansion of technological and economic power. Ricoeur suggests that we
can tackle these issues with both an appreciation for existing human
ends and forms of community and a commitment to the ever greater in-
clusiveness of genuine human difference. In a time when the project of
modernity has failed in its promise to defeat poverty, exploitation, and
war, and has given rise instead to both moral cynicism and savage uto-
pian social impulses, Ricoeur refuses to join the prevailing Jeremiahs
who denounce moral fragmentation, and instead offers us a thoughtful
and critical vision of hope. The economy of the gift promises a way to
move beyond putatively competing moral logics toward a more highly
inclusive moral vision characterized by the larger task of radical human
reconciliation.
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