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We tend to think of technology as a way of producing this or that.
Simple technologies produce obvious results: a match produces
fire. More complicated technologies, such as computers, also pro-
duce things, though sometimes it is less obvious what they pro-
duce. Our messages may get lost in the ether, but that metaphor
recognizes that I produced something using my computer, what-
ever it was that got lost. There are good reasons to understand
technology in terms of production.

Martin Heidegger argued however that technology is less a
matter of production than it is a matter of revealing: technology
reveals something as this or that.1 Heidegger uses Aristotle’s ex-
ample to make his argument that technology is essentially reveal-
ing: the craftsperson producing a silver cup.2 He or she does that
by revealing what is in silver and in this particular social and polit-
ical context through smelting and pounding and carving and pol-
ishing. Through the work of the craftsperson, the cup appears. It
is revealed, not only by the craftsperson, but also by the material
from which it is made, the shape that changes in the process of the
revelation of the thing, and personal and social needs that partic-
ular objects fulfill.

But, Heidegger argues, modernism has shown us that technol-

159

Mormon Scholars in the Humanities Conference*

*Since 2007, Mormon Scholars in the Humanities has sponsored an an-
nual conference for the exchange of ideas and collegial fellowship
among LDS scholars in humanistic disciplines. These papers were pre-
sented at the 2012 Conference, held on the campus of Southern Virginia
University in Buena Vista, VA, and organized around the theme of
“Economies and Humanities.”



ogy goes farther than it might have seemed to go anciently. It not
only reveals things like the cup, the ends of production. It also re-
veals the world itself in a particular way, namely as powers in re-
serve available to be used,3 powers waiting to be ordered (un-
locked, transformed, stored up, distributed, switched about). Tech-
nology reveals nature as a storehouse of energies.4 From the begin-
ning technology reveals things in the world as good for something
and ready to be used for that something. The match reveals sulfur
and wood as good for lighting fire. The river is a reserve of raw
power, a reserve revealed by its dam. The dam’s turbines produce
electricity that is circulated in a distribution system, another re-
serve. My computer draws on that system and uses the switching
properties of electricity to perform a variety of acts. It too is a re-
serve, a potentiality to be used in the circulation of powers, each a
thing that is good for producing some other thing. Each is a link in
a continuing chain of production with no ultimate end but further
production.

Not only tools and materials, but also the acts done with those
tools and materials, such as the messages sent from my computer,
are what they are within an economy of circulating powers of pro-
duction, such as work management and arranging for confer-
ences. My department and the conferences that I take part in are
both products of production and parts of further productions.
And that goes on, with each production from a reserve showing it-
self as a reserve for the next thing to be produced: everything is al-
ways good for something—something else. To be is to be in reserve
for production.

This understanding of the world as powers in reserve for use
in an economy of production isn’t the result of some perversity
on our part. It isn’t a defect in our psyche, something to be
changed by a change of attitude or by psychological or social ther-
apy. Understanding the world as a resource to be used to produce
other things and acts, things and acts that themselves then be-
come a further resource, is a genuine way in which the world re-
veals itself.5 In our lives within the world, we find the world that
way. We don’t impose on the world its being as Heideggerian re-
serve. It presents itself to us with that character. In fact, it presents
itself to us as if being a reserve for resources is its only real state:
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nature as storehouse. The world itself brings us to see and use it as
essentially a reserve.6

That is a fact with which we live. In itself the being of the
world as reserve is not a problem. In fact, it is not only not a prob-
lem, it is part of what makes human life possible. The problem is
that the more we live in the world technologically—with the natu-
ral world revealing itself as energies in reserve to be manipulated
for production—the less we are able to see that world and the
things we encounter in it in any other way. The multiple ways in
which things can show themselves (their truth, we could say7) are
reduced to one: reserve. The truth of technology threatens to
cover over any other truth of appearing. If it were finally to do so,
then things would cease to be unique things, becoming instead
merely entities replaceable for one another in the circulation of
production. In a technologized world each thing tends toward be-
ing merely good for something else.

In this possible world, the pen with which I love to write, the
mug from which (as a convert who loved his coffee) I drink my
roasted barley or ginger tea, the f lowers in my garden, all these
would lose their identity as individual things. They would become
merely one more thing essentially like another in being a reserve,
however different they might appear to the eye or the hand. They
would differ in their materiality and shape, but they would be the
same in that the being of each would be that of readiness-for-pro-
duction: readiness to produce notes, or hold my drink, or deco-
rate my home. And those notes, my drink, and the act of decorat-
ing my home would themselves merely be further material in re-
serve for more production.

The further problem is that if ever the things that appear were
to concern us only as powers in reserve, then human beings them-
selves would also appear only as things in reserve.8 We would join
the rest of the world as something to be held in reserve and or-
dered in chains of cause and effect in order to produce some-
thing. Sometimes that something would be material. We might be
assembly line workers. Sometimes that something would be so-
cial. We might be good citizens of the putatively perfect state. In
any case we would cease to be human.

The problem of technology, then, is two-fold: on the one
hand, the natural world presents itself technologically; on the
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other hand, the more we encounter it that way, the more we and
the world are in danger of disappearing.

It is not difficult to see the danger of a completely techno-
logized world looming ahead of us. Movie makers have often
taken advantage of our ability to envision that danger. But the an-
swer is not an anti-technology. No candidate for government of-
fice or program, whether conservative, moderate, or liberal, can
undo this threat. No mythical power wielded by a superhero come
to save us will do the job. Nor will we rid ourselves of the danger
by donning our lederhosen or bib overalls and returning to the pri-
meval forest or to the organic farm.

Indeed, the attempt to undo the danger of technology with an
anti-technology (perhaps some as-yet unimagined invention, of-
ten some older but now outmoded technology) is not anti-techno-
logical at all. It is just one more technological move, governed by
the same understanding of the world as ultimately a storehouse of
manipulable, interchangeable entities ready to be used to produce
another interchangeable entity. In an anti-technology, the choice
of tools and powers may be different, but the world still appears as
technological.

Heidegger points out, however, that the essence of technology
is not, itself, something technological.9 The happening of tech-
nology is not itself a reserve ready for production. That means
that the essence of technology—revealing—contains not only the
threat I have been describing. It also contains the possibility of
saving us from that threat. If we can see, Heidegger argues, that
every instance of revealing is revealing “in one way or another”10

rather than just in one way, then we find ourselves already in prin-
ciple outside of the threat we fear. Even if the revealing of modern
technology shows us things as merely standing in reserve, the
openness that is necessarily part of any revealing means that they
also appear as possibly otherwise. That openness may allow us to
see things not as merely standing in reserve.11 Quoting Hölderlin,
Heidegger says, “Where danger is / grows the saving power
also.”12

However, as much as Heidegger wants us to recognize that the
resources for denying technology its revelation of everything as
resource are part and parcel of the essence of technology, he sug-
gests that there is something even better for avoiding calamity. He
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says that the aesthetic offers an even “more primally granted re-
vealing”13 than the revealing that can occur with the essence of
technology. Through art we see not only that things can be other
than standing reserve. We see a revelation of appearing itself.14

The givenness of the world shows itself, not as stuff for something
else, but as itself in a world of things and non-productive powers:
color as color and as revealing the light of day; granite as hard,
smooth, and cool, but also as revealing the power and powerless-
ness of the wind against it; sound as sonorous as well as over-
whelming.15 As an aesthetic object, the painting shows us color
that has no further purpose than its own appearing. The painting
is, strictly speaking, good for nothing. It is not what it is merely in
virtue of the fact that it is good for producing something else.

To use a word that is lately fashionable in French philosophy,
art interrupts technology. It allows us to see the openness of the es-
sence of technology and, thus, to see that there is something other
than the technological. But surely a religious attitude toward the
world is as interruptive of modern technology as are poetry and
art. Heidegger insists on the beautiful as the savior of the true.
Those of us with religious sensibilities are probably willing to
agree with that insistence, but perhaps not on the limitation that
Heidegger may implicitly impose. At least not at first.

In religious experience the world appears as ultimately more
than resource for production because it comes, ontologically, be-
fore all production. We find ourselves in an already existing
world, a world given to us by God. As a gift of God the world is ir-
reducible merely to a storehouse of powers. Even when it is a re-
serve, it is also a gift. Appearing as a gift, the world shows itself as
coming from somewhere else. The created world bears the mark
of something more than itself. And if it appears with that mark of
something more, as it often does when we are enthralled with the
beauty of nature, then it cannot at the same time appear as merely
a reserve waiting to be used.

The Mormon belief that the world was not created ex nihilo
means that the world is also more than the gift of God. In some
sense things give themselves to us, though what that sense is re-
mains largely unexplored except perhaps by the Pratt brothers.
But we can at least say that stuff gives itself as resistant. (The word
“stuff” is particularly appropriate as a technical term for Mormon
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thought because it doesn’t carry the metaphysical, scientific, or
common-sense baggage of words like matter or substance.) No state
of what-is is reducible either to our will or God’s. No process of
production can keep things from returning toward mere stuff. En-
tropy is unavoidable; contingency cannot be permanently over-
come. This aspect of the existence of things, often conf lated with
materiality, is that which resists any reduction to a reserve. The
stuffness of things guarantees that there is no pure economy of
production.

However one parses the teaching of eternal stuff theologi-
cally, for Mormons things have their own power to appear within
the divine gift of God’s creative work. That power is prior to any
power of the world to reveal the things within it as standing in a
reserve waiting to be used. In fact, it is prior to any power of the
world to reveal things within it as any particular thing or for any
particular end. The power of stuff to appear is power to be good
for nothing.

I once referred to Heidegger’s so-called paganism with tenta-
tive approval.16 He is accused of paganism because he takes
what-is to be of import in itself and not only because it has been
given value by God or is given value by us. Stuff has being apart
from either our or God’s valuing of it. It cannot be reduced to
value, whether that value is temporal or eternal. But that means
that Heidegger’s appeal to the aesthetic can be understood as not
only an appeal to fine art, but (more so) as an appeal like ours to
the obdurate character of things. (His two ways of overcoming the
technological turn out really to be one.) In recognizing the eter-
nally obdurate character of things, Mormons too might be ac-
cused of paganism.

Except for the rhetorical difficulties that accusation will get us
into, rhetorical difficulties that I don’t underestimate, I have no
problem with seeing a connection of Mormonism to paganism.
After all, as President Hinckley said, “We say to people [presum-
ably including pagans], in effect, you bring with you all the good
that you have, and then let us see if we can add to it.”17 To take
what-is as having being in itself, apart from any production or val-
uing, whether by God or human beings, is of course to deny cre-
ation ex nihilo. But it is not to deny the inestimable gift of God in
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bringing the elements together in creation. As Mormons we can
have our Christian cake and eat our pagan one too.

Of course, in Abrahamic religions and western philosophy
other persons also give themselves to us, and in doing so they in
particular can appear as prior to the technological. Philosophers
from Plato to Paul Ricoeur and Jean-Luc Marion have thought
about this “prior to.” They have often disagreed about its particu-
lars, but few have disagreed that human beings cannot be under-
stood merely technologically. Kant expressed the point by saying
that we should always treat other persons as not only means, but
also ends.18 In the terms I have been using, he tells us that human
beings are ultimately good for nothing. Others may disagree with
Kant’s formulation or his arguments for the point, but they rarely
disagree with the thought that imbues it: being human is a good
rather than a good-for-something. Human relation itself can open
a view of the world as nontechnological. And in its view of human
beings, Mormonism could once again be accused of a kind of pa-
ganism since human beings do not owe the entirety of their being
to God.

The answer to this second charge of paganism is less philo-
sophical or theological than it is scriptural, from scriptures that
we share with other non-pagans. For example, in Judaism and
Christianity the biblical story of Adam and Eve teaches us the
“more than” of humanity without the technical terminology of
philosophy. It approaches the charge of paganism from a differ-
ent direction.

Our creation accounts report God saying of the first couple,
“Behold the man is become as one of us” (Gen. 3:22; Moses 4:28).
We read this as implying that human beings have the same ulti-
mate ontological status as the Father and the Son. Whatever else
is true of us, we are also made in God’s image (Gen. 1:27), eikon in
the Septuagint. We are icons of God. There is some sense in which
others ultimately reveal themselves to us as God reveals himself.
So mortal persons also come before us and reveal something
other than a world of mere resource.

What we see, then, is that in Mormon belief there are at least
three ways in which technology can be interrupted: when the
world reveals itself as God’s creation, when something reveals it-
self as uniquely itself, and when I encounter another person as
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both other than me and a person. By revealing a God beyond our
mortal world and yet in some way the same as us, and by showing
us ourselves in a world of other eternal things and eternal per-
sons, Mormonism shows the possibility of these three interrup-
tions.

Perhaps put too simplistically but in more traditional terms,
Heidegger’s answer to the problem of technology is the beautiful.
If we can be saved, it is the beautiful that can save us from a world
that threatens to annihilate humanity, whether by nuclear burst,
by environmental disaster, by turning us all into things in reserve
for use in circulating powers, or by some combination of those
possibilities. Traditionally Jews and Christians reply that not only
the beautiful can interrupt the truth of technology to reveal a
prior, deeper truth. The tradition responds that salvation from
the danger of technology comes in the conjunction of the true,
the beautiful, and the good—types of the True, the Beautiful, and
the Good. Both type and antitype are ultimately good for nothing.

Many Mormons will respond sympathetically to that Abraha-
mic response to Heidegger. My suspicion, however, is that if we
take seriously the idea that there is eternal stuff, what-is in itself as
well as what-is as valued by a person or Person, and therefore that
nothing comes from nothing, then we come to a radical conclu-
sion. If there is that kind of eternal stuff, then the good amounts
to the true (the appearing of things themselves) and the beautiful
(coherent appearings; at least some of them awe-ful events), taken
together. And coherent appearing amounts to a particular kind of
appearing.

If stuff is eternal, then neither the beautiful nor the good is a
fundamental category. Truth is the appearing of what-is, stuff
showing itself. The beautiful is the coherent self-showing of stuff.
The good is the valuing of those appearings. This makes neither
the beautiful nor the good merely subjective, for there can be nat-
ural coherence, like the nautilus shell, and natural valuings, such
as life.

In response to the traditional triumvirate of truth, beauty,
and goodness, Mormons propose instead that the true is suffi-
cient to interrupt technology, without referring immediately to
the beautiful or the good. But that takes us back to something like
Heidegger’s position: things and persons give themselves, and
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that giving makes it possible for the interruption of the drive to
order everything as only good for something. Often things and
persons give themselves within the order of technology. They ap-
pear covered over by technology in Heidegger’s broad sense of
that term. But sometimes they also give themselves as beautiful,
and sometimes they give themselves as good—or in the horror of
evil.

Grace, the appearance of stuff that is good for nothing but it-
self, is the word that Heidegger has overlooked but that we must
remember. And we remember it not merely by keeping it in mind,
but by instantiating the recognition of its appearance in the world
through our lives as God’s children. On many occasions we do
that by living merely technologically. Other times we discover
more than the sameness of technology when we are overcome by
the beautiful. And sometimes we are brought to our knees out-
side technology by things or persons giving themselves as over-
whelming good or in overpowering evil.

Such lives of grace are seldom the lives of superheroes, politi-
cal prodigies, or authors of new technological marvels. Instead
they are the everyday lives of ordinary people. They are village
and ward lives.19 The lives of God’s children are lives in a carpen-
try shop or on the job site in Sepphoris (Matt. 2:23). They are lives
in which we comfort our friends faced with the death of a friend
(Jn. 11:1-3, 17-44). In these lives we feast and celebrate marriages,
and run out of food for our guests (Jn. 2:1–10). We get exasper-
ated with our family (Jn. 2:4) and with co-workers (Matt. 16:5–11).

Of course there are transcendent moments in religious lives
(Matt. 17:1–3), moments in which something outside the daily or-
der of the ordinary reveals itself. But such moments are what they
are only within a life that is not filled with them (2 Nephi 2:11).
And if there is eternal stuff, then not every moment of transcen-
dence is good. Transcendent evil exists as well as transcendent
good.

Without the mundane, any transcendent would be meaning-
less. But the mundane is not merely counterpoint to the transcen-
dent, the necessary background against which transcendence ap-
pears. Joseph Smith’s vision of the eternities suggests that life, in
this world and the next, is essentially constituted by the mundane,
by a physical world of real family, friends, and work, a world in
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which the good transcends the mundane, but a world that cannot
escape evil. Thoughtful Mormons like Eugene England and
Terryl and Fiona Givens take us back to our peculiar scriptures
(Moses 7:29) and remind us that even God weeps.20

Taken together, the gift of God, the gift of things, and that of
other persons—their grace—turns out to be the mundanity of the
world as much as or more than it is the joy and surprise of the
work of art or the sublime spiritual experience. Heidegger has
forgotten both grace and the mundane. But grace and mundan-
ity, in particular the grace of mundanity, reveal the world as more
than a standing reserve of materials for production. The true and
the beautiful, the experience of the good, and even the experi-
ence of evil, with and in the mundane, interrupt any possible
totalizing world if we can allow them to.

That could easily stand as my conclusion, but at least two ques-
tions remain. First: suppose that we make this Heideggerian dis-
tinction of stuff before any appearing, on the one hand, and the
event of appearing of the world, on the other, and then we locate
the possibility of salvation from the possible doom of technology
in that difference. Can we see stuff or its possibility of appearing
anywhere but in an event of appearing? Presumably not. But if we
cannot, then how do we see the difference between the potentiality
to appear and the appearing? Where do we see the Kantian/Ro-
mantic “sublime” and its difference from everything else? The
thinker who has done the most to consider this question is proba-
bly Jean-Luc Marion, in his discussions of the gift and of what he
calls the saturated phenomenon.21 Perhaps we can find at least
the sketch of an answer there, but that remains to be seen.

The second question, one introduced in Jacques Derrida’s in-
terrogation of Emmanual Levinas22 and continuing in David
Bentley Hart’s recent interrogation of postmodern thought:23 can
we think that difference without understanding the appearing of
a thing or the appearing of a world as a kind of unavoidable pri-
mal violence? Is the difference between stuff and its appearance
necessarily violent? Most postmodern thought says it is. Are the
later Levinas, with Derrida, Gilles Deleuze, and others right about
that? If so, what does that primal violence mean for a Mormon un-
derstanding of the world? Is primal violence perhaps the same as
primal chaos, for example?
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As a Mormon I accept that Joseph Smith’s insertion of the
mundane into religion reveals the truth of our existence. But we
need to think more deeply about that insertion and its implica-
tions without taking automatic recourse to the terms of the
Abrahamic theological tradition, and we need to be able to an-
swer questions like the one about the possibility of seeing or say-
ing what comes before appearance, as well as that about meta-
physical violence, if we are going to theologize that insertion. The
stuff(s) of the universe demand(s) our thoughtful response.
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