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Please note: when I wrote this comment, I did not have access to Professor Martin’s or 
Professor Clooney’s papers. I will post a revised version that includes their presentations after 
the holiday. Robert Orsi 
 

First, a note of gratitude: I am deeply grateful for the generous gift of sustained, critical attention 

Professors Martin and Dempsey, Advanced Graduate Student Law, Professor Clooney, and 

Lekshe La gave to my work. I wrote History and Presence as a thought experiment, as an 

invitation to think with me about the question of real presence in the study of religion, in the 

spirit of serious play as British psychoanalyst, D.W. Winnicott, called children’s engagement 

with their imaginary friends. This session is very much an author’s dream come true, with a truly 

distinguished team of interlocutors. So, thank you all very much. Likewise, thank you all for 

being here to participate in what I hope will be a productive conversation. 

 

I want to address each of the papers in turn, sequentially, to lift up some points for our 

consideration. Professor Dempsey opened the session by offering the beginnings of a typology of 

real presences: the encounter with extra-human others, which she calls “classical presence”; 

“rescue presence,” which is the arrival of angels and other helping spirits in times of need; and 
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the major focus of her paper, “frameless presence,” by which she means “a type of 

presence…devoid of frameworks of meaning.” Experiences of “frameless presence” are 

emotionally intense; existentially consequential; and memorable. Professor Dempsey’s 

interlocutors look back at these experiences as formative across long and eventful lives of more 

than eighty years. About Professor Dempsey’s rich paper, I want respectfully to ask three 

questions: first, does the term “classical presence” not replicate the exile of the gods from 

modernity by relegating this way of being religious to the always already past of the other-than-

modern? It is useful to mark this as one form of presence among others, but why “classical,” a 

word that evokes images of ruins and dead languages and of vanished ways of being in the 

world, or at least ways of being that are out of place in modernity. Second, several of the 

instances of “frameless presence” Professor Dempsey describes take place in nature, “frameless” 

does not for me fully capture this dimension of the category. These seem to me to be experiences 

of real presence in the natural world, as well as of nature itself as an extra-human real presence; 

such an experience of nature may be one of the existential roots of the human experience of real 

presence. I wondered if by transposing real presence in and of nature into “frameless presence,” 

Professor Dempsey does not risk secularizing such experiences, although this is not her 

intention. The secularization of the natural is one of the things that brought us to the current 

climate crisis of the Anthropocene in the first place and I rest much of my waning hope of 

surviving it on the human rediscovery of the abundant presences in nature. Hence my concern 

about the perhaps implicit secularizing impulse of “frameless presences.” Finally, the wonderful 

story Professor Dempsey tells about the little girl moved to embrace a lone tree on the landscape 

raises the issue of the poetics of theorizing presence and the importance of enchanted narrative to 
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it. It seems we must tell stories about presences as we theorize it. This may be a matter for us to 

think about in our discussion. 

 

Easten Law, who studies contemporary China, calls our attention to the centrality of the denial 

and repression of real presence—of “classical presence” in Professor Dempsey’s typology—as a 

foundational strategy of modern totalitarianism. But real presences have not disappeared—

modern repressive regimes have generally not been very successful at this—and so Law asks, 

“How do Chinese Christians live in between absence and presence?” His response is the notion 

of abductive experiences,” by which he means encounters with real presence that serve to lead 

practitioners “out of one world view into another.” In such experiences, real presences, as agents 

of abduction, escort humans back and forth across ways of being in the world (and I would love 

to hear some stories about how this happens). My question here is whether real presences are 

subversive agents in such contexts, figures of resistance in some way or other? Or do repressive 

regimes find ways of suborning presences—I think of fascist Italy here. Law goes on to ask 

whether “experiences of God’s presence” hold the potential of opening up to experiences of 

other presences.” This suggests a kind of growing attunement to real presence, a gradual re-

orientation of consciousness, which introduces an important and specific dimension of 

temporality into experiences of presence, resonating with the role of memory in Professor 

Dempsey’s presentation. What are the temporalities of real presence, in and over time; what 

becomes of the linear arrangements of past/present/future from the perspective of such 

experiences? 
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This leads directly into Lekshe La’s paper on the “extraordinary presence of the ordinary.” The 

focus here is on the Buddhist disciplines of mindful attention to existence in the present. 

Describing one of the tantric visualization practices that “invoke the presence of buddhas and 

bodhisattvas” in order to “emulate their qualities and receive their blessings,” Lekshe La points 

out that, at the same time, “the practitioner must understand the emptiness of true existence, of 

the practitioner, of the practice, and [of] the awakened being invoked.” I spent a long time 

thinking about this interplay of presence and absence as a human experience. It seemed to me—

and I would like to invite Lekshe La to think with us about this—that in this reflection on the 

discipline and aims of tantric meditation we were being offered a kind of sonogram of the 

cognitive and existential processes of what goes on in the minds of humans encountering the 

radical abductive other. I have focused consistently on the external prohibitions—political, 

aesthetic, cultural—that work against the experience of real presence, on the assumption that 

humans are hard-wired to experience presences. But maybe there is something internal going on 

as well, a turning away, maybe even a revulsion, at the excesses of real presence, a self-

protective shielding against the encounter with radical alterity. Is this possible? 

 

I want to make two overarching observations in closing. First, I noted that most of the papers 

alluded in one way or another to the prohibition against speaking of the gods really present 

against which they were writing. This prohibition is deeply internalized in the modern study of 

religion; it may be said that in large part, the modern study of religion is built upon this 

prohibition. The killing of the gods is religious studies’ original sin. Our session today has had 

something of a feel of transgression about it. We have met in the metaphoric shadows to do this 

unwelcome work of reengaging the gods really present. I welcome your company! Second, let 
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me say that I do not see what we have attempted here today to fall under the rubric of 

“reenchantment.” I do not believe the world was ever disenchanted, or rather let me put it this 

way: disenchantment was not a global achievement, as the story of modernity sometimes had it; 

rather, disenchantment was always a matter of local skirmishes, this forest, that road, that part of 

the city not this, and so on. In that sense, what we are doing is not reenchanting, but 

reconfiguring the givens of the story of our times. I look forward to our conversation.  

 


