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Disciplined Seeing: Forms of  
Christianity and Forms of Life

On How One Sees Things

 
“To work at seeing the world as though one were 
seeing it for the &rst time is to get rid of the con-
ventional and routine vision we have of things, 
to discover a brute, naïve vision of reality, to take 
note of the splendor of the world, which habitu-
ally escapes us.”' If Pierre Hadot’s meticulous, 
often poignant reconstructions of the philosophi-
cal traditions of antiquity have taught us noth-
ing else, it is that there was a time when what 
it meant to be a philosopher was to set oneself 
on the course o( becoming a certain type of per-
son. Beset with a kind o( blindness, stemming 
above all from our unregulated desires and exag-
gerated fears, philosophy’s charge was funda-
mentally that of a reeducation of the senses that 
would e)ect a “profound transformation of the 
individual’s manner of seeing and being,” a meta-
morphosis of personality and a thoroughgoing 
renovation of one’s mode of existence.* The 
ensemble of techniques deployed in this learning 
to live, the array of practices that unequivocally 
situated the philosophical act not merely on the 
terrain of theory and cognition but in the forma-
tion of a concrete attitude and a determinate life-
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style—these habits Hadot refers to as “spiritual exercises,” and they show 
us, he asserts, that philosophy at its inception constituted more than a spe-
ci&c way o( life; it constituted, necessarily, a therapeutics as well.+
 So it comes as little surprise that Hadot would discern in Ludwig Witt-
genstein, whose writings he was among the earliest French intellectuals to 
discover (and in reference to whom, incidentally, he would &rst use the term 
spiritual exercises), a modern articulation of a decidedly premodern view of 
philosophy’s curative function—even if, as Hadot rightly points out, Witt-
genstein believed that “the true philosophy would consist in curing itself of 
philosophy, in making every philosophical problem completely and de&ni-
tively disappear.”, For, like Hadot and the tradition he elucidates, Wittgen-
stein’s therapeutics were directed at the recovery of a distinctive mode of 
apprehension—as in his famous injunction, “To repeat: don’t think, but 
look!”-—where looking at the world means to see it di)erently, that is, natu-
rally, in all its “splendor . . . which habitually escapes us.” Or again: “Work 
on philosophy—like work in architecture in many respects—is really more 
work on oneself. On one’s own conception. On how one sees things. (And 
what one expects of them.)”. Far from insinuating a retreat from the ordi-
nary, Wittgenstein believed that the cultivation of a particular manner of 
seeing—here associated with the therapeutic “work” of a certain kind of 
philosophical training—might rather provide the conditions for our &nally 
acknowledging the strangeness, the beauty, even the terror o( it.
 The wonder correlative of this acknowledgment is an experience that 
su)uses the whole o( Wittgenstein’s output. But it is the shifting status or 
character of that wonder, as he moves from the Tractatus to his Investiga-
tions, that most clearly evinces the implications o( its eclipse by our desire 
for explanation. Hence, the loci of wonderment in his later philosophy are 
“small, local, various, and mundane” and reside in such commonplaces 
as this gesture or that /ower blossoming—a wonder, in other words, not 
at the existence of the world as such but at the “amazingly intricate ways 
in which we are interwoven with it.”0 And yet, Wittgenstein seems to say, 
it is precisely this practice of seeing that becomes less and less tenable as 
we progressively, habitually coast through the calculable currents of our 
modernity. Thus Wittgenstein writes of a person who “might admire not 
only real trees, but also the shadows or re/ections they cast, taking them 
too for trees. But once he has told himself that these are not really trees 
after all and has come to be puzzled at what they are, or at how they are 
related to trees, his admiration [bewunderung] will have su)ered a rupture 
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that will need healing.”1 At issue here is not puzzlement per se but rather 
that kind of puzzlement whose incapacity to sustain awe in the face of, say, 
a tree’s shadow betrays a style of “thinking” (or what Wittgenstein other-
wise refers to as a “scienti&c” or “causal” perspective) that searches for and 
invariably uncovers systematicity beneath the rough surface of things, and 
in whose characteristic pronouncement—“Of course, it had to happen like 
that”—lies the truth o( its peculiar sickness.2
 The political analogue of this will to mastery can be found in the ratio-
nality and structuring order of modern bureaucratic states, such that 
the abnegation or at least domestication of contingency—“the taming of 
chance,” as Ian Hacking would have it—becomes the critical precondition 
for a range o( legal and administrative capabilities.'3 “Could there be,” Witt-
genstein queries, “human beings lacking in the capacity to see something 
as something—and what would that be like? What sort of consequences 
would it have?—Would this defect be comparable to colour-blindness 
or to not having absolute pitch?—We will call it ‘aspect-blindness.’”'' 
Enabling human populations, their potentialities and pathologies alike, 
to be explained and managed with unprecedented e4ciency—and, when 
deemed unmanageable, to be e4ciently discarded—aspect-blindness turns 
out to encompass more than a debased ethical disposition; it turns out to 
name an indispensable modality of e)ective governance.

Seeing Christianity

It is no doubt strange that we should begin our contribution to a volume 
titled “Global Christianity, Global Critique” by calling attention to the 
insights o( Wittgenstein and Hadot. What, after all, might their e)orts at 
disentangling us from “the chains of our bewitchment and from being cap-
tured by images,” as Stanley Cavell once described the Wittgensteinian 
task, and the seductions they identify as causing such enthrallments to 
seem necessary if not inescapable, have possibly to do with the intellec-
tual developments with which the present volume is concerned?'* Ours, 
admittedly, is an oblique way of approaching these concerns. Yet we want 
to suggest that the vocabularies by which the objects of our inquiries are 
conceived and apprehended are themselves manifestations o( historically 
speci&c pedagogies connected, so Wittgenstein might say, to “how one sees 
things”—and, in seeing them, intuiting how properly to live with them.'+
 Of course, the “thing” in question here is Christianity: on the one hand, 
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a Christianity whose rapid proliferation throughout the Southern Hemi-
sphere has brought it under increasing scholarly as well as public scrutiny 
(“global Christianity”), and on the other, a Christianity now taken by a 
heterogeneous grouping of philosophers and social theorists to contain 
resources that might revivify political projects once animated by avow-
edly non- or even antireligious political desires and teleologies (“global cri-
tique”).', Needless to say, our own disciplinary itineraries have given us a 
stake in how such developments play out and are understood. Yet while it 
is indeed noteworthy that so many academics have thought it worthwhile 
to take Christianity as a topic of research—or even, as it were, a prototype 
of political militancy—we recall that the secular university, much like the 
secular state, has tended to be less concerned with banishing “religion” from 
its domain than with probing, circumscribing, recalibrating, and at times 
reactivating and mobilizing it (be it an abstract “religion” or speci&c “reli-
gions”) to its various purposes.'- So although it has become common among 
anthropologists, for instance, to narrate the emergence of an anthropology 
of Christianity in terms of a return of the repressed, where Christianity—or 
a “fundamentalist” version o( it—stands as the apotheosis of that “repug-
nant cultural other” through which the anthropologist’s own sensibility has 
in no small measure come to be constituted, it is not at all evident that 
such a repression ever took the form of any but the most super&cial of 
absences.'. In fact, one might pro)er a history of anthropology in which the 
discipline’s energies were from the very beginning galvanized in an attempt 
not simply to distance itself from but to re/ect on and, more signi&cantly, 
rearticulate Christianity—and concurrently “religion”—in ways commen-
surate with the moral and political determinants of a given moment.
 Is positing the current preoccupation with Christianity as something 
new a means of evading that history? Perhaps not. But to the extent that 
scholars have failed to confront the myriad ways in which the Christianity 
they now seek to take seriously has itsel( been inscribed in, read through, 
and thereby refashioned as the result of such processes, there is no reason 
to suppose that these latest objecti&cations of Christianity will not simi-
larly yield images of a religiosity made uncannily legible to the logics and 
circumscriptions of the disciplinary formations—and not only professional 
formations but political and economic ones as well—occupied by those who 
study it. Put somewhat di)erently, our worry is not (or not only) that this 
burgeoning interest across a range of scholarly orientations will inevitably 
engender explanations of Christianity foreign to the self-understandings 
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of Christians themselves; it is that a long series of contingently linked 
intellectual, legal, and political developments have already rendered Chris-
tianity, as with everything else, translatable into a lexicon—what Alasdair 
MacIntyre once referred to as an “internationalized language”—in which 
the conditions for explaining, repudiating, or, as the case may be, instru-
mentalizing “Christianity” have been &rmly secured.'0 (That dominant 
strands of Protestantism played no small part in shaping that lexicon is 
surely cause for further consideration.)
 Thus, judging from the title of this issue of SAQ, it is not Christianity 
in and o( itself that we are being asked to address. It is something called 
“global Christianity,” which is to say, a purportedly historico-empirical phe-
nomenon locatable in time and space (i.e., the time-space of a globalized 
world) that social scientists, religious studies scholars, and others can iden-
tify and interpret as an object of theoretical analysis. So that Christianity, as 
we understand it, has already been converted into a particular idiom: the 
idiom of the global.'1 Whether and to what extent the notion of a “global 
Christianity” captures something real is beside the point, as is the pano-
ply of questions—regarding the disparate archives from which this cate-
gory emerges, its historical and conceptual antecedents, its relation to a 
discourse on “world religions,” and so forth—that one might easily pose of 
it.'2 Likewise, although an explication of what exactly “global Christianity” 
does (or is taken to do) for those scholars who invoke it—the avenues of 
debate and research it occludes and opens up, the assumptions it forti-
&es and contests, the constraints it responds to and reproduces—would 
undoubtedly prove instructive, our intention here is to pursue a di)erent 
route. We want to ask what it would mean to approach Christianity other-
wise: to work, following Hadot, at seeing it, if not “as though one were see-
ing it for the &rst time,” then at least in such a way that the questions we 
have grown accustomed to asking o( it, and the words with which we have 
grown accustomed to answering those questions, might be subjected to the 
shock of other questions, di)erent words, ones arising from the materiality 
o( life-worlds not easily made available to the insatiable, ever-appropriating 
curiosity typical of our regnant intellectual practices.*3 And so, in the spirit 
of unpredictable outcomes (and perhaps ill-advised beginnings), we have 
decided to make our entrée into this terrain via a confrontation with what 
Kavin Rowe, whose recent book we will be dependent upon in the follow-
ing pages, refers to as “a highly charged and theologically sophisticated 
political document that aims at nothing less than the construction of an 
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alternative total way o( life”: namely, that composed by Luke in his Acts of 
the Apostles, the &rst e)ort at depicting authoritatively the birth and char-
acter of the early community of Christians.*'
 Why Acts? Why, of all places, turn to a biblical text, and a notoriously con-
tentious one at that? Our engagement with Acts may well seem arbitrary 
and misguided, a cheap shot that, not unlike the philosophical aloofness 
that appears to have provided a tacit impetus for the present issue, willfully 
ignores the messiness and ambiguities of “real” (we ask again: “global”?) 
Christianity in favor of a biased and idealized, even pristine account. 
Furthermore, we could rightly be accused of facilitating the collapse of the 
anthropological/historical into the theological (here leaving aside the irony 
that it is only recently that theologians have begun to rediscover the value 
of scripture) and thus o( blurring the line between interpretation and asser-
tion, dispassionate analysis and motivated confession. It is our contention, 
however, that a descent into the rough texture of Luke’s narrative, a narra-
tive that has long instructed Christians as to what it looks like to be sent out 
into the world as witnesses to the reality they call gospel, might at the same 
time provide a model of—or failing that, a way of exposing the limits to—
what, on the one hand, is increasingly being taken up as an anthropology of 
Christianity and, on the other, has in recent years become an e)ort to envis-
age a novel political subjectivity derived from Christianity. As such, our 
purpose is less to dismantle than to interrogate and sharpen the prospects 
of taking Christianity as a focus of study, be it as the site of ethnographic 
investigation or the source of a critical register. But in doing so it is neces-
sary to ask: what kind of Christianity are we dealing with? After all, it is one 
thing to study a Christianity whose theology tells us that it can be studied 
unproblematically, that is, by recourse to the same methods and conceptual 
discriminations that would be employed in the examination of any social 
fact. But it is, we imagine, quite another thing to study a Christianity whose 
theology asks us to consider the possibility that what we &nd in Acts might 
actually be true. It is a commonplace among anthropologists that taking the 
questions that concern their subjects “seriously” is a vital means of gaining 
access to the cultural-discursive milieu to which that subject belongs. What 
Acts shows us is that there might be questions that in order to ask them, 
or to ask them competently, may well require a transformation of the agent 
o( investigation. A disquieting thought: that attending the current “turn to 
Christianity” might be a problem involving not so much how we make our 
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objects o( inquiry, than o( how—and if so, in what ways—our objects of 
inquiry make us.
 Involved, we want to suggest, in seeing Christianity otherwise, in 
“get[ting] rid of the conventional and routine vision we have of things,” as 
Hadot would have it, must be a willingness to submit oneself to the train-
ing necessary to acquire the ability to read felicitously its de&ning texts. 
As his framing of Acts attests to, Rowe’s defamiliarizing book is as good a 
place as any to initiate such a training. For it is in Acts, according to Rowe, 
that the appearance of the church as the novum of God’s apocalypse testi-
&es to the contingent nature of all that is, thereby conferring on the world, 
coterminous with the reality of resurrection, the possibility of a people in 
whose deeply speci&c language, “full to bursting with meaning,” the world 
itsel( is both refracted and made—that is to say, fabulated—afresh.** But it 
is also in Acts that the learning of such a language, and the seeing of such a 
world, is revealed to be indistinguishable from an ongoing habituation into 
the emplaced yet perpetually dislocated community of the radically dispos-
sessed: dispossessed not simply o( land and money, prestige and so forth, 
but of the requisite knowledges by which one could explain and thereby 
manage the surrounding world; what, for lack of a better term, we might call 
epistemological dispossession; or, better still, humility.*+ If Acts has anything 
to teach us, it is that the world to which such a condition gestures cannot be 
known, indeed might be said to not even exist, absent the lives of the people 
who enact it. The theological politics that emerges from Acts, therefore, is 
decidedly not one of a “plurality of viewpoints on the same world or object”; 
instead it is a matter of “each viewpoint . . . opening on to another world that 
itself contains yet others.”*, This is a world that must be believed in order to 
be seen; in the terminology of Acts, it is a world that must be witnessed to.*-

Becoming-Witness; or Luke: Anthropologist of Christianity?

All of us, even when we think we have noted every 
tiny detail, resort to set pieces which have already 
been staged often enough by others. We try to repro-
duce the reality, but the harder we try, the more we 
&nd the pictures that make up the stock-in-trade of the 
spectacle o( history forcing themselves upon us. . . . 
Our concern with history, so Hilary’s thesis ran, is a 
concern with preformed images already imprinted on 
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our brains, images at which we keep staring while the 
truth lies elsewhere, away from it all, somewhere as 
yet undiscovered.
—W. G. Sebald, Austerlitz

To be sure, it was not the interpretation of scripture that Sebald had in mind 
when he penned these remarks—the Hilary alluded to is André Hilary, a 
secondary school teacher in the Welsh countryside, and the impetus for 
his thesis is an inability to recount adequately a particularly gruesome 
battle in the Napoleonic Wars—but it may as well have been. They are, 
after all, literally set pieces that Alain Badiou resorts to when, taking a cue 
from Pier Paolo Pasolini’s un&nished screenplay Saint Paul, he juxtaposes 
what he considers to be the radical temperament of the latter’s Epistles 
with “the pro-Roman benevolence harbored by the author of the Acts.”*. 
Apart from the sheer novelty of Pasolini’s transposition of Paul into con-
temporary Europe, which &nds the Pharisee-turned-apostle now portrayed 
as a leader in the anti-Fascist Resistance, what is especially pertinent for 
Badiou’s purposes is the fact that it is not the tyrannical dictator that is &g-
ured as the villain in Pasolini’s script but instead the internal enemy who 
would write history in such a way as to eradicate from the movement any 
trace of genuine revolutionary potential. Thus, against the militant “saint-
liness” exempli&ed by Paul and his comrades, Luke is exposed as a traitor, 
an agent of the devil, bent on domesticating the Resistance and therefore 
on making of Paul “a man of the institution,” a “saint erased by the priest,” 
or, closing the analogical gap entirely, “not so much a theoretician of the 
Christian event as the tireless creator of the Church.”*0 To a large extent, 
it is this contrast e)ect—between Luke and Paul, accommodation and 
&delity, sanctioned discourse and singular truth—that will supply the dra-
matic thrust of Badiou’s own study. Indeed, one could suggest that Badiou’s 
“startling reinterpretation” of Paul, and Pasolini’s as well, premised as they 
are on an explicit disavowal of what Badiou will elsewhere refer to as Luke’s 
“retrospective construction whose intentions modern criticism has clearly 
brought to light,” &nally end up reproducing what, among New Testament 
scholars at least, has been a 300-year-old habit of reading Acts as little more 
than an apologia for political quietism fashioned to appear as “uniform, 
organizational, and ‘Roman’ as possible.”*1
 Such is the hermeneutical consensus that Rowe’s World Upside Down: 
Reading Acts in the Graeco-Roman Age sets out to unsettle. And yet, as Rowe 
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makes clear from the outset, his counter-reading cannot proceed merely 
by way of a more precise exegetical style, but must concurrently take stock 
of the numerous, often inchoate ways in which the concepts and classi-
&cations endemic to modern life have imposed themselves on the social 
vocabularies of the ancient world—and that involves breaking not only 
with interpretations of Acts that view it as politically “conformist” but from 
those that consider it “revolutionary” as well. Tempting though it may be 
to read Acts through the later vicissitudes of Constantinianism, Luke’s por-
trait of the early church—he calls it “the Way”—is emphatically not that of a 
people whose desire it is to take the state. Christians do not want to replace 
the emperor, nor do they want a Christian to be the emperor. That would 
be a far too conservative politics. Instead, recounted in Acts is the cease-
less, exuberant, often grueling dissemination of a “good news” that, rest-
ing as it does in the a4rmation of a break between God and the gods of the 
pagan cosmos, the peace of Christ and the Pax Romana (the former consti-
tuting a “subversion and rearrangement of the very notion of peace”; World, 
35), threatens to unravel the very fabric of the entire order of things—or so 
Rowe wants to suggest. Displaying a methodological acuity reminiscent of 
that advocated by R. G. Collingwood, whose “logic,” as he called it, of “ques-
tion and answer” held that a proposition can be properly grasped only when 
the question to which it forms an answer is &rst identi&ed and articulated, 
Rowe begins with the basic observation that “Luke does not have a di)erent 
opinion on the question of religion and politics from many modern think-
ers, he has an entirely di)erent question” (ibid., 9; emphasis added).*2 We 
need not go far in Acts to discover what that question is. After his cruci-
&xion, we are told, Jesus ordered the disciples

not to leave Jerusalem, but to wait there for the promise of the Father. 
“This,” he said, “is what you have heard from me; for John baptized 
with water, but you will be baptized with the Holy Spirit not many days 
from now.” So when they had come together, they asked him, “Lord, is 
this the time when you will restore the kingdom to Israel?” He replied, 
“It is not for you to know the times or periods that the Father has set 
by his own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit 
has come upon you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all 
Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” When he had said 
this, as they were watching, he was lifted up, and a cloud took him out 
of their sight.+3
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What does it mean to be a living body of witnesses to the reality of the risen 
Christ? This, above all, is the question that animates Luke’s account. Yet it is 
exactly this question that seems to have escaped several generations of New 
Testament scholars, whose uniformity of opinion as to (what Badiou calls) 
the “pro-Roman benevolence harbored by the author of Acts,” and the non-
threatening political imaginary thought to accompany it, can only be attrib-
uted to a profound misrecognition of the irreducibly particular question 
to which Luke’s narrative was crafted as a response and in isolation from 
which the actions o( its protagonists are divested of their original sense.
 This is not to say that the question is original to Acts. For inasmuch as 
the dominant motifs of that book are pre&gured by an assortment of epi-
sodes depicted earlier in Luke’s Gospel as well as the Old Testament, what 
emerges is an intricate pattern of promise and ful&llment—a salvation his-
tory—that by necessity gestures beyond the con&nes of any single text.+' 
Conceived fundamentally as a continuation of the biblical narrative, Luke 
arranges his literary project through a succession of echoes, allusions, and 
anticipations—some overt, others remarkably subtle—whose implications 
for the present take shape in their orientation to a past that is itself altered 
in the course of Luke’s narrative redeployment.+* It follows that the appre-
hensibility of Acts must be built on a prior familiarity not only with the cir-
cumstances of Jesus’ life and ministry, passion and resurrection, but with 
the larger yet startlingly parochial story that, then as now, enables Jesus 
to be called the Christ: the story, in other words, of God’s enduring cove-
nant with the Jews. It is no accident, for instance, that whereas Mark’s Gos-
pel places Jesus’ appearance in his hometown synagogue at Nazareth well 
after his public ministry has already commenced, reporting only that Jesus 
“began to teach” and that “many who heard him were astounded” (Mark 
6!1–6a), Luke moves the episode to the very beginning of Jesus’ ministry 
and provides a detailed description of what transpires therein (Luke 4!16–
21). According to Richard Hays, what Jesus’ subsequent recitation from the 
prophet Isaiah amounts to is “nothing less than a public announcement of 
his messianic vocation,” for by evoking these texts at the outset o( his min-
istry, Hays writes, “Luke’s Jesus declares himself as the Messiah who by the 
power of the Spirit will create a restored Israel in which justice and compas-
sion for the poor will prevail.”++ As the scene in the synagogue continues 
to unfold, as the crowd is “&lled with rage” at Jesus’ suggestion, made by 
way of a reference to the prophets Elijah and Elisha, that God’s favor would 
extend to the Gentiles (Luke 4!25–30), we are at once clued in to how the 



Disciplined Seeing%775

prophetic tradition has been recast in Jesus’ inhabitation o( it and at the 
same time o)ered a foretaste o( issues that will persist into the &nal pages 
of Acts: speci&cally, those having to do with “the extension of God’s grace 
beyond the boundaries of Israel and the hostility of many in Israel to this 
inclusive message of grace.”+,
 If a key to understanding the signifying power of the inauguration of 
Jesus’ public ministry lies in its embeddedness in and consummation of 
the deepest yearnings of Jewish law and prophecy, so, too, does Jesus’ part-
ing address at his ascension resonate with a promise that both presages and 
exceeds the advent of the apostolic commission. Indeed, it is a promise that 
spans the entirety of the biblical record: from God’s pledge to make of Abra-
ham the father of a nation that will be a blessing to all nations (Gen. 17!1–
27) to the angel’s stunning proclamation in the &nal pages of Revelation 
(“He will dwell with them as their God; they will be his peoples”; Rev. 21!3), 
the reality of a God who moves in history is consistently shown to be depen-
dent upon the existence of a people whose lives bespeak the truth o( his 
sovereignty and provision. It is, moreover, a promise that is made when, at 
the beginning of Luke’s &rst volume and prior to the birth of Jesus, Gabriel 
appears to Zechariah and announces that his unborn son—John the Bap-
tist—will have as his task to “make ready a people prepared for the Lord” 
(Luke 1!17).
 But a promise, it ought to be stressed, is not a precedent; while it is not 
the case that “there never was a Jewish mission of any kind prior to Chris-
tianity,” it is no less the case, Rowe argues, “that what we see in Acts—taken 
as a whole—&nds no counterpart anywhere in the Jewish world prior to the 
end of the &rst century” (World, 119). What may appear here to be histori-
cist quibbling becomes a prelude to a crucial theological point: when Jesus 
says to his disciples that they will be his “witnesses in Jerusalem, in all 
Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1!8), he is describ-
ing for them a mode o( being in the world that cannot arise naturally out 
of any “type” or “model.” Instead, springing as it does from his death and 
resurrection, what Jesus enunciates at his ascension is the composition of 
a radically new creation, the very embodiment, socially and materially, of 
the fact that death no longer marks the boundary o( human life. To the con-
trary, as Rowan Williams suggests, it is through this death that “a new and 
potentially in&nite network of relations is opened up.”+- The resurrection 
miracle, the miracle of miracles—not because a dead man has been resur-
rected, but because Israel’s messiah has been resurrected—soon gives way 
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to the miracle of a church whose literally limitless mission, as Rowe puts it, 
“actively socializes the salvi&c reality that attends Jesus’ universal Lordship” 
(World, 124).
 Luke, however, has little interest in “proving” the resurrection—or, 
better, the proo( he o)ers, the only proo( he can o)er, is that of a people 
whose lives (and, in many cases, whose deaths) would be unintelligible 
had Jesus not been raised from the dead. Put in slightly di)erent terms, 
Luke is concerned to demonstrate that those who will follow Christ will be 
unable to “explain” his resurrection. The resurrection will explain them. 
And it is this impossibility of disentangling the event of the resurrection 
from the shape of the lives of the people who declare it that de&nes the wit-
ness announced in Acts. Of the apostles—that is, those who have been sent 
out to witness—depicted in Acts, it is Paul, the primary human protago-
nist in the book’s second half (the book’s principal actor, of course, is the 
Holy Spirit), who best exempli&es the necessary interconnection between 
the resurrection of Jesus and the subsequent biographies of the men and 
women who are to serve as witnesses to it. Yet it seems strange that, of all 
people, Paul would be appointed a “witness to all the world of what [he] 
has seen and heard” (Acts 22!15), for, unlike many o( his fellow apostles, 
he neither knew Jesus during the Messiah’s lifetime nor was he present at 
Jesus’ resurrection and ascension—nor, for that matter, and again unlike 
the other apostles, was he there for the arrival of the Holy Spirit on the day 
of Pentecost (Acts 2!1–4). In short, what he has actually “seen and heard” 
is, it would appear, far less impressive than we might have expected of this 
paragon of apostleship. To what, and in what particular manner, is Paul a 
witness?
 Perhaps a brief detour into some prevailing conceptions of witnessing, 
particularly among contemporary anthropologists, will allow us to better 
address this question. In his Remnants of Auschwitz: The Witness and the 
Archive, Giorgio Agamben observes that in Latin there are two words for 
witness: “The &rst word, testis, from which our word ‘testimony’ derives, 
etymologically signi&es the person who, in a trial or lawsuit between two 
rival parties, is in the position of a third party (tersis). The second word, 
superstes, designates a person who has lived through something, who has 
experienced an event from beginning to end and can therefore bear witness 
to it.”+. Commenting on this double meaning, anthropologist Didier Fassin 
explains:
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In the &rst case the witness was external to the scene, but observed it: 
to be more precise, he has no vested interest and it is this supposed 
neutrality that is the grounds for hearing and believing him, includ-
ing in legal proceedings. In the second case, the witness lived through 
the ordeal, and su)ered it: it is therefore because he was present, but 
as a victim of the event himself and hence a survivor, that his word 
is listened to. One testi&es on the basis o( his observation, the other 
on the basis o( his experience. The truth of the testis, expressed in the 
third person, is deemed objective. The truth of the superstes, expressed 
in the &rst person, is deemed subjective. The latter has merit by virtue 
of the a)ects it involves, the former by virtue of those it eliminates.+0

Fassin’s purpose here is to trace the emergence within the domain o( inter-
national humanitarianism and human rights discourse of what he calls 
the “key political &gure of our time”: namely, the humanitarian worker-
cum-“witness” whose aim it is to give voice to the unarticulated or unrep-
resented traumas visited upon those subjected to various forms of vio-
lence and catastrophe. While he does not mention it here, the mounting 
e4cacy of this &gure correlates with the contemporaneous reimagining 
of the anthropologist’s task as being fundamentally one of “bearing wit-
ness,” such that one well-known anthropologist can suggest, in a formu-
lation whose banality is o)set only by its surprising parenthetical adden-
dum, that “the work of witnessing is what lends our work its moral (at 
times its almost theological) character.”+1 Less a matter of supplanting the 
discipline’s signature method of “participant observation” than o( imbu-
ing it with an ethico-political mandate, a growing number of anthropolo-
gists have taken to conceiving of their work and, speci&cally, their writings 
as “powerful spaces in which to authorize and legitimate the painful and 
often devastating histories that we anthropologists are allowed to listen to 
and sometimes see with our own eyes.”+2 Hence the salience, for Fassin, 
of the distinction between testis and superstes: the humanitarian worker, 
like the anthropologist, does not live the “painful and often devastating his-
tory” in question but rather observes (or otherwise hears about) it; both are 
witnesses exactly to the extent of their remove from the event to which 
they testify and, in an important sense, from those—as Fassin would say, 
those superstes—whose su)erings and resultant a)ects they seek to con-
vey. The juridi&ed world to which such testimonies are addressed, in other 
words, demands that the self of the witness be wholly separable from that 
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which has, according to the aid worker or anthropologist, so indelibly left its 
mark on the psyche of the victim. And presumably, moreover, their identity 
qua aid worker or anthropologist, or whatever other name they may wish 
to assign themselves, will, barring some breach of professional conduct, 
endure independently of their work o( bearing witness, for the latter task, 
though likely assumed in a moment of perceived necessity, was not after all 
essential to their capacity to go on.
 The witness of Paul, in contrast, derives not from observation, nor even—
and here we need to challenge the usefulness of the testis/superstes opposi-
tion—from experience, but instead from recognition, an initial lack of which 
takes the form of Paul’s remarkable bewilderment in the famous story of 
his conversion. “Now as he was going along and approaching Damascus,” 
we are told in Acts 9!3–5, “suddenly a light from heaven /ashed around 
him. He fell to the ground and heard a voice saying to him, ‘Saul, Saul, why 
do you persecute me?’ He asked, ‘Who are you, Lord?’” The incredulity of 
the question indicates that Paul must lose his vision before he will see, and 
that he will testify to what he has seen only when he has been able to iden-
tify the voice that summons him, and the light that blinds him, with the 
one who came to the people of Israel preaching peace, who healed the sick 
and fed the hungry and was later put to death on a tree. Against the Pauline 
event postulated by Badiou, the ostensible locus of which is the ex nihilo, 
“absolutely aleatory” moment of subjective “caesura,” Paul is to become a 
witness not to the experience of a light blinding him on the road to Damas-
cus but to the actuality of the resurrected Christ embodied in the corporeal 
existence of, among others, those who have fallen prey to Paul’s repressive 
violence.,3 The witnesses exhibited in Acts are not merely those who have 
observed or experienced something and then gone on to tell others about 
it. Paul is a witness because his very life, a life of rejection and persecu-
tion, has been made a testimony to the inauguration of a kingdom that, 
“against every Gnosticizing impulse,” is not merely “spiritual” but is also 
practical and material—a kingdom, in short, “that takes up space in public” 
(World, 101). Accordingly, in line with what Douglas Harink characterizes 
as the determinatively apocalyptic vision that runs throughout his writings, 
Paul “does not see in Christ one religious option among others. He sees in 
Christ nothing less than the whole of creation and all o( humanity under 
God’s &nal judgment and grace. . . . Paul is uncompromisingly focused on 
a single, incomparable, &nal, and exclusive theological reality which consti-
tutes, includes, and determines all other reality: Jesus Christ.”,' And just as 
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Paul’s eyes have been opened to a new reality, so, too, has he been called to 
open the eyes of the Gentiles “so that they may turn from darkness to light” 
(Acts 26!18, 23). Here, then, is apocalyptic at its most basic and compre-
hensive. “The resurrection of Jesus actually creates a new mode of seeing—
‘light.’ To miss the resurrection of Jesus, therefore, is to forfeit the ability to 
see” (World, 86).
 Hardly a matter o( brute facticity or abstract truth, the reality enunciated 
by the resurrection is one that is inseparable from—indeed, more often 
than not, is literally written on the bodies of—those who have assumed the 
task, however painful or demanding, of proclaiming and thereby partici-
pating in it. Now it may seem that this reality enunciated by the resurrec-
tion is by de&nition a happy one, a triumphant one, a reality whose unend-
ing reenactment in the life of the visible church, far from necessitating 
painful or demanding practices of discipleship, might just as easily lend 
itself to assumptions such as those that, according to scholars of the Roman 
imperial church, served to underwrite that institution’s consolidation of 
power both within and beyond its borders: namely, the assumption that 
“the power o( heaven and of the age to come had, in a sense, been domes-
ticated and made available here and now.”,* In Acts, however, we discover 
that to partake of the body and blood of Christ is to be transformed into a 
community of cruci&xion—with all of the uncertainties and discomforts 
(to put it blandly) that implies—even and at the same time as the resur-
rection remains its inescapable telos and condition of possibility. For what 
Acts shows us is that the resurrection can only be accessed and encoun-
tered once the believing community has learned to live not simply after but 
through the experimentum crucis, the experience of the cross. This is the case 
not only with the apostles and Paul, who, “captive to the Spirit,” is persis-
tently led “to testify to the good news of God’s grace” in cities where only 
“imprisonment and persecutions are waiting for” him (Acts 20!22–24), but 
also with Stephen, at whose lynching Paul makes his &rst appearance in the 
New Testament text.
 Indeed, it is with Stephen that another, maybe paradigmatic meaning 
of witness comes sharply into view: that of the martyr, whose faithfulness 
even to the point of death simply denotes the more acute form, the inten-
si&cation, of what Luke suggests will be the typical Christian mode of act-
ing and being in the world. The signi&cance of Luke’s conferral on Stephen 
of the appellation “witness”—as in Paul’s speech to the angry Jerusalem 
crowd in Acts 22, where he relates how he said to the risen Jesus that “while 
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the blood of your witness Stephen was shed, I myself was standing by, 
approving and keeping the coats of those who killed him”—cannot, accord-
ing to Rowe, be overestimated:

Whether or not Luke was here consciously forging the &rst explicitly 
verbal link between “witnessing” and becoming a “martyr” in the later 
Christian sense of the term, the text doubtless draws clearly the line 
between the mission of witnessing to the risen Jesus and the reality 
of trial, su)ering, and death. In so doing, it elevates for clear inspec-
tion what it means to be a witness in the missionary theology of Acts. 
It is, in fact, to reenact the life-pattern of the su)ering Christ . . . , to 
su)er for his Name . . . , to be put on trial . . . , to face the possibility 
of death . . . , and to proclaim the resurrection . . . . In short, it is to 
embody the cruciform pattern that culminates in resurrection. (World, 
121)

In marked contrast to the constellation o( images that we tend to asso-
ciate with martyrdom, images that have been &ltered through entrenched 
ideologies of nationalism and warfare, masculinity and individualism, 
the violent deaths of Stephen and, soon thereafter, countless others are 
profoundly misconstrued when they are regarded as instances of coura-
geous heroism or self-abnegating sacri&ce. Such renderings threaten to 
extricate martyrs like Stephen from the narrative frame that alone makes 
their deaths intelligible, a narrative, Rowan Williams contends, in which 
the narcissistic drama o( heroism has been eschewed in favor of freedom 
from the imperatives of violence.,+ Inhabiting this freedom means &nding 
oneself most fully at home in a world that is no longer ruled by the specter 
of death—and yet, precisely to that extent, it also means &nding oneself 
most fundamentally at odds with how the world runs itself. In this way the 
remembrance of martyrs becomes a radical political act: in so remember-
ing, we are reminded of the possibility of an alternative to the economies of 
fear and mastery that so unremittingly compel us.,,
 At this point we may return to the accusation of accommodationism that 
has long in/ected interpretations of Acts (among which, as we mentioned 
at the outset, Badiou’s is merely symptomatic). How can we continue to 
evoke an alternative politics in light of what appears to be such a seemingly 
insurmountable consensus? One of the foremost contributions of Rowe’s 
book, it seems to us, /ows from his assertion that the demarcations that 
populate our language—such as that of “religion” from “politics”—render 
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it di4cult to comprehend the far-reaching implications of the church’s 
claim to be the social and material embodiment of the lordship of Christ. 
That modern readers would fail to recognize the nature of that claim is not 
the least bit surprising, for a great deal of Luke’s account is given over to 
showing the multifarious ways in which the message of the early Chris-
tians could be misunderstood by their contemporaries, often violently 
so (although, as we have seen with Stephen, and as we shall see below, 
it is also when their message is perfectly comprehended that violence can 
ensue). Rowe’s method of enumerating the distinctive contours of Chris-
tian mission, and hence its relation to the prevailing political structures of 
the period, is to unpack what he considers to be a profound, even constitu-
tive tension at the heart of Acts. This tension (or “dialectic,” as Rowe calls 
it) is not an accidental or inadvertent but a necessary dimension of Luke’s 
theological and political vision, which means that the point is not so much 
to resolve it as to understand how exactly it is produced and to exactly what 
ends. Here is the tension as Rowe presents it:

On the one hand, Luke narrates the movement of the Christian mis-
sion into the gentile world as a collision with culture-constructing 
aspects of that world. From the perspective created by this angle of 
vision, Christianity and pagan culture are competing realities. Inas-
much as embracing the Christian call to repentance necessarily 
involves a di)erent way o( life, basic patterns of Graeco-Roman cul-
ture are dissolved. The pagans in Lystra, Philippi, Athens, and Ephesus 
are understandably riled: the Christians are a real threat . . . .
 On the other hand, Luke narrates the threat of the Christian mission 
in such a way as to eliminate the possibility of conceiving it as in direct 
competition with the Roman government. Of all forms of sedition and 
treason, Luke says, Christianity is innocent. Paul engenders consider-
able upheaval as a part o( his mission, but time and again—in Corinth, 
Jerusalem, Caesarea, and Rome (so the reader understands)—the 
political authorities reject the accusations o( his opponents: Paul is 
!"#$%&' [righteous, or innocent]. The Christians are not out to establish 
Christendom, as it were. (World, 91)

Nowhere, Rowe suggests, is the complex political disposition of Acts more 
explicitly elaborated than in the manner in which Luke recounts the charges 
brought against Paul and Silas in Thessalonica (Acts 17!1–9); indeed, it is 
clear that an elucidation of what transpires in that city is the fulcrum around 
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which the thrust of Rowe’s argument stands or falls. The scene opens with 
Paul in the Jewish synagogue at Thessalonica, trying to persuade his audi-
ence (“as was his custom”), composed o( both Greeks and Jews, that “it was 
necessary for the Messiah to su)er and to rise from the dead” (Acts 17!3). 
Here again we are given a glimpse, one of countless such glimpses in Acts, 
not only of the fundamentally Jewish self-understanding of the commu-
nity to which Paul belongs but of the ways in which that community is 
seriously countercultural in relation to the prevailing forms of Judaism.,- 
The rejection of messianic violence as a means of national liberation in 
favor of a su)ering and servant Messiah, the expansion of the elect commu-
nity to include uncircumcised Gentiles, and most contentiously for some, 
the ascription of divine identity and lordship to the human Jesus—all this 
comes together to constitute a minority people among a minority people, a 
subculture within Israel that hermeneutically rede!nes Israel.
 However, it is not only in relation to Israel that Paul and his fellow Chris-
tians are deemed a subversive force; they must, crucially for Luke, defend 
themselves against allegations of sedition against the empire as well. Envi-
ous of their initial missionary success (Luke reports that some of the Jews 
“were persuaded and joined Paul and Silas, as did a great many of the 
devout Greeks and not a few of the leading women”; Acts 17!4) and deter-
mined to rid Thessalonica of the Christian disturbers, a group of Jews orga-
nized a mob and attacked the house of Jason, presumably the local host 
of the Christians. When their search for Paul and Silas proved unsuccess-
ful, they dragged Jason and some other believers before the city authori-
ties, alleging, “These people who have been turning the world upside down 
have come here also, and Jason has entertained them as guests. They are 
all acting contrary to the decrees of the emperor, proclaiming that there is 
another king named Jesus” (Acts 17!6–8). The people and the magistrates 
were “disturbed,” we are told, and the hearing rather abruptly concludes 
with Jason and the others being released on bail.
 Much turns on how this scene is read, on where the narrative stress is 
seen to lie, and on the sort of evidence that is brought to bear. Depending 
on one’s orientation, the events in Thessalonica can be—and have been—
taken to con&rm the suspicion of a Lucan apologetic on behalf of a harmless 
church vis-à-vis the Roman order or, alternately (and far less commonly), 
the view that Acts’ political imagination announces an emphatic summons, 
not to revolt, but to a style o( life that entails a thoroughgoing antagonism 
with regard to the present powers. Interestingly enough, exegetes from 
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across the interpretive spectrum have long regarded these few verses as 
providing a window into the proper construal of Luke-Acts as a whole, with 
the central question being whether the accusation against the believers is to 
be understood as a false charge—thereby buttressing Luke’s ostensible con-
cern to demonstrate that Christians are innocent of the charges of stirring 
up trouble—or whether the hostile crowd, as Hays puts it, “rightly discerns 
something true about the impact of the gospel in the Roman world.”,. Con-
ventionally, the critical reception of the episode in Thessalonica has tended 
to gravitate toward the former perspective; as has been maintained by New 
Testament scholars such as Hans Conzelmann—whom Badiou likely has 
in mind when he speaks of Acts as “a retrospective construction whose 
intentions modern criticism has clearly brought to light”,0—Luke’s project 
is to portray the Christians as docile subjects whose loyalty to the state is 
called into doubt only when the Jews manage to rouse the populace with 
baseless accusations against the church.,1 And, as a way of narratively pre-
empting any further misgivings, it is argued, Luke places the most famil-
iar, popular charge against the Christians—namely, that there is “another 
king” to whom they are subservient—onto the tongues of the Thessalonian 
mob, only to subsequently, unambiguously write this possibility out of the 
picture. Fortunately for the Christians, as this dominant line of reasoning 
wants us to believe Luke is trying to suggest, the Roman authorities have 
the good sense to see through the jealousy-inspired tricks of the Jews and, 
therefore, to release Jason and his friends without further delay.
 However Luke’s vision of the church’s mission—o( becoming-witness—
and, ultimately, the social and political coordinates of the messianic com-
munity are &nally to be understood, it must come down to this: is Jesus 
a king who claims a de&nitive allegiance that supersedes the jurisdiction 
of all other kings? Based on what we have already related of Rowe’s defa-
miliarizing account, it will come as little surprise that what he discovers 
in Luke’s writings is a resounding, unmistakable “yes.” What’s more, and 
here against the more politically progressive readings of Christian witness, 
Jesus does not challenge Caesar’s status as lord (#()%&') (as if, Rowe says, 
Jesus were somehow originally subordinate to Caesar in the order o( being). 
Instead, because “of the nature o( his claims, it is Caesar who is the rival; and 
what he rivals is the Lordship of God in the person of Jesus Christ” (World, 
112; emphasis added). It is Caesar, not Jesus, who bears the burden of proof; 
Caesar, not Jesus, who has pretentiously usurped the title of “king” for 
himself. Here we cannot wander into the dense thickets of Rowe’s exegeti-
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cal strategy or, indeed, into each of the myriad references he mobilizes 
in making his case, so two particularly apt passages, both located within 
Luke’s &rst volume, will need to su4ce.
 At the very beginning o( his Gospel, Luke’s readers are made aware that 
Jesus is destined to reclaim the sovereignty that the emperor has seized 
for himself when the angel Gabriel declares that “the Lord God will give to 
him the throne o( his ancestor David. He will reign over the house of Jacob 
forever, and o( his kingdom there will be no end” (Luke 1!32–33). With 
ascriptions such as these interspersed throughout each of Luke’s texts, it 
is scarcely possible, Rowe avers, “that a Christian reader in the late &rst or 
early second century would not know that Christian claims about Jesus’ 
identity as the Christ entailed royal claims as well, or that the advent and 
resurrection of Jesus was the coming of the Kingdom of God” (World, 100).
 The second example is even more striking. Luke’s account of Jesus’ post-
baptismal temptation in the desert is in many respects similar to Matthew’s, 
but there is one point at which Luke quite drastically goes beyond him. 
After showing Jesus all the kingdoms of the world, the devil says, “To you 
I will give their glory and all their authority, if you will worship me” (Luke 
4!6). The words are nearly identical to those spoken in Matthew 4!9; it is 
what the devil says next that is unparalleled in the Matthew’s Gospel: “For 
it has been given over to me, and I give it to anyone I please” (Luke 4!6). The 
rami&cations of Luke’s political theology, as it were, could not be more 
conspicuously displayed: the emperor possesses authority because it has 
been given him by the devil.,2 The powers of this world, the world of the 
imperium, are said to emanate from Satan. So that when we move to Acts, 
we &nd the disciples portrayed not as revolutionaries but as emissaries of 
an emergent order in which Jesus has upended kingship to re/ect the inver-
sion prophesied in Mary’s song at the outset of the Gospel: “He has brought 
down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly” (Luke 1!52).
 To turn again, then, to the tension Rowe perceives to be running through-
out the book of Acts and, thus also, to the fundamental question of whether 
the charges leveled against the Christians in Thessalonica—in contrast to 
the charges leveled against Luke by the New Testament scholars—are war-
ranted: they are false, Rowe says, inasmuch as they attempt to place Jesus 
in competitive relation to Caesar, as well as to the forms, presuppositions, 
values, and sensibilities that “Caesar” represents. To posit such a relation 
would be an ontological mistake. The accusations are true, however, in that 
Christian mission entails a call to another way o( being, “one that is—on 
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virtually every page of the Acts of the Apostles—turning the world upside 
down” (World, 101–102).
 Church is the name of this form o( life.

A Brief Concluding Postscript

“That’s it?” some readers may ask. “You’ve taken us through all this only to 
conclude with ‘church is the name of this form o( life’?” But we ask you, the 
reader, frustrated though you may be, to think again. Description is every-
thing. And by calling attention to Luke’s account of the birth and spread 
of what came to be referred to as the church, we have tried to suggest that 
knowing how to describe that reality is anything but a straightforward pro-
cess. Christianity did not spring from the head of Zeus readily identi&able. 
Indeed, as Luke makes clear, followers of Christ were &rst simply known 
as those who followed “the Way.” It was their detractors who labeled them 
“Christians.” The label turned out to be a useful description, but, as we 
hope our brief rendering of Acts has shown, the church names an ongoing 
narrative which is itself a politics and a habit of sight. In an odd way, the 
story Luke recounts allows us to see that Christians are a people who may 
never quite know who and where they are. That means descriptions are 
never settled. We hope, therefore, that our attempt to help readers see 
Christianity through Luke’s account has made it apparent that any Chris-
tianity abstracted from /esh-and-blood manifestations of the lordship of 
Christ embodied in concrete communities of witness would, in fact, no 
longer be recognizable to those whose lives Luke sought to narrate—that 
is, to Christians.
 We began this essay by calling attention to the philosophical therapeutics 
o( Wittgenstein and Hadot—a therapeutics, we observed, oriented above 
all toward a reeducation into a distinctive manner of apprehension, or what 
we have called a disciplined seeing—and it is to their sense of the central 
threat to, but also promise of, that peculiar mode of philosophizing that 
we now return. To frame our re/ections in such a way is not to imply that 
there is some disguised metaphysical infatuation that has been confronted 
only to be eschewed (as a self-congratulatory deployment of the Wittgen-
steinian motto “What we do is lead words back from their metaphysical 
to their everyday use” might risk insinuating), nor that we have detected 
some unjusti&able “arrogation of voice” to which our own contribution has 
been an antidote.-3 It is only to follow an inclination that, far exceeding the 
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precision or plausibility of a speci&c argument, at stake in the current pre-
occupation with Christianity is a deeper, more intractable problem having 
to do with how we perceive, name, explain, possess—in short, create—what 
we endeavor to know, and also with recognizing when the objects of such 
endeavors cannot (or perhaps should not) be known in quite the manner we 
wish to know them.-' And so we have raised the question of what it might 
mean for those intellectual currents whose scholarly energies have been 
directed at enumerating the lineaments of various renderings of Chris-
tianity, “global” or otherwise, to grapple with the existence, so far as Luke 
has shown us in Acts, of a people whose attitudes and behaviors, passions 
and disputes, signal the ineluctably speci&c aftere)ects o( having been 
woven into a story not of their own design. In fact, it is our contention that 
what Acts shows us is that to “see something as something” is, in large mea-
sure, already to have been made by it—or, at the very least, to &nd oneself 
journeying down a path where the potentiality for such reordering is ubiq-
uitous. Yet aspect-blindness might well be our normal condition.
 This takes us to a &nal thought. Is it possible, or desirable, that an 
encounter with the life-worlds that comprise the focal points of our inquiries 
might make a claim not only on the certainties by which they are appre-
hended but on the life of the student who apprehends them? That retain-
ing “what may be a discomforting—even scandalous—presence within our 
receiving languages” might reveal as slightly more tentative or provisional 
the assumptions that subtend them?-* We cannot pretend to have avoided 
the tendencies that militate against such a possibility. We only hope that a 
modicum of what we have learned from Wittgenstein and Hadot has been 
made manifest in the preceding pages.
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