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The Hopeful Midwife: Facing Epistemic Limitations 

Bryan Tarpley  

Abstract: The project I undertake in this paper is two-fold.  First, to address 
postmodern disillusionment by providing the grounds for a special kind of  
hope legitimized within the Judeo-Christian canon and warranted by the 
Sublime.  Second, to answer Jacques Derrida’s call for the middle ground by 
engaging in what I call midwifery, which is a community oriented dialectic 
which relies on moments of epistemic transcendence.  Midwifery is dependent 
on hope, and for this reason I have combined them to form what I call the ethic 
of the hopeful midwife. 

 
Bernard Beckett’s novella Genesis is set in a distant, dystopian future. The 
novella’s protagonist is a historian, and she is asked to analyze the period in 
time contemporary to our own. She concludes that our greatest ailment, in the 
wake of postmodernism, is the shrinking of the human spirit. She defines 
human spirit as “the ability to face uncertainty of the future with curiosity and 
optimism. It is the belief that problems can be solved, differences resolved. It is 
a type of confidence. And it is fragile.”1 
  Beckett’s protagonist is correct: we are timid, if not paralyzed. In the 
past we were fairly certain words had meaning. As it turns out they are signs 
pointing to more signs, and the semantic cargo we ferried across with our words 
is no longer unassailable. We were fairly certain we knew about history. As it 
turns out stringing together documents and evidence is an act of narration no 
different than writing a detective novel. We thought we could write something 
new.  As it turns out the book of Ecclesiastes was right, and the only new things 
left under the sun are the old things invoked ironically. We thought science 
would save us. As it turns out we cannot determine the position and momentum 
of a single electron. Everywhere we turn we are faced with disillusionment, and 
for many, transcendent, universal meaning is out of the question. As Frank 
Kermode puts it, “[world] and book, it may be, are hopelessly plural, endlessly 
disappointing; we stand alone before them, aware of their arbitrariness and 
impenetrability, knowing that they may be narratives only because of our 
impudent intervention.”2 

In light of this, some of us are tempted to fold up our papers, place 

1 Bernard Beckett, Genesis. (New Zealand: Longacre Press, 2006), 7. 
2 Frank Kermode, The Genesis of Secrecy: On the Interpretation of Narrative. (Cambridge: Harvard Press, 
1979), 145.
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them gingerly in our drawers, turn off the light, and go home for good. Others 
are mesmerized by the endless possibilities, reveling in the free play of 
pluralism. Still others cling stubbornly to a kind of fideism legitimized by the 
words of Paul, who insists that faith is “being sure of what we hope for and 
certain of what we do not see,” that is, if indeed Paul wrote the book of 
Hebrews (Heb. 11:1).3 If we are honest, all of us will admit that we are 
nostalgic; we ache for truth; we long for home. We will also note, hopefully 
with a sense of wonder, that words still convey messages, and science still finds 
cures. We are caught between what Derrida calls the two irreconcilable 
interpretations of interpretation: “the one seeks to decipher . . . a truth or an 
origin,” “the other . . . affirms free play and tries to pass beyond…the 
reassuring foundation.”4 As Derrida notes, there is no question of choosing 
between them. “We must first try to conceive of the common ground, and the 
difference of this irreducible difference.”5 

The project I undertake here is twofold. First, I attempt to address 
postmodern disillusionment by providing the grounds for a special kind of  
hope legitimized within the Judeo-Christian canon and warranted by the 
Sublime. Second, I answer Derrida’s call for the middle ground by engaging   
in what I call midwifery, which is a community-oriented dialectic which counts 
on moments of epistemic transcendence. Midwifery is dependent on hope, and 
for this reason I have combined them to form what I call the ethic of the 
hopeful midwife. 

In providing the grounds for hope, I will begin by noting that one way 
to define being a Christian is the privileging of specific texts. Thus, in a quest 
for transcendent meaning, it only makes sense to consult the first 
hermeneutician within the Judeo-Christian canon: a man named Job from the 
land of Uz. At the outset of the book of Job, we find that Job’s herds have been 
carried off, his servants have been put to the sword, and a house has collapsed 
on all of his sons and daughters, killing them all. Job performs a reading of 
these events declaring that “[t]he LORD gave and the LORD has taken away” 
(Job 1:20). The Lord continues to take away, leaving Job without his health. 
Job again reads his afflictions, believing that “God's terrors are marshaled 
against [him]” (6:4). Job’s friends also attempt to interpret what has happened 
to Job, and as Marvin Pate points out, their speeches are “replete with language 
reminiscent of the [Deuteronomic] tradition” in which faithfulness to God is 

3 Holy Bible. New International Version. (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Press, 1978). Hereafter, all scriptural 
references are from the NIV translation.  
4 Jacques Derrida, “Structure Sign and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences,” in The Critical 
Tradition. 2nd ed. (New York: Bedford/St. Martin’s Press, 1997), 961. 
5 Ibid.
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met with blessing and sins are punishable by death.6 Job, however, insists     
that he is innocent and faithful, and by doing so he “calls into question the 
notion of retributive justice and the mechanistic worldview that it creates.  Job 
ultimately challenges the [Deuteronomic] view, his friends, and even God.”7 
Knowing that he has done nothing to deserve the pain he is suffering, Job looks 
at the boils on his skin, and though he attributes them to God, he is unable       
to decipher what they mean. Much like the postmodern temptation to  
surrender, Job is tempted by his wife to “curse God and die” (Job 2:9). Job 
refuses to give up, but he also refuses to succumb to fideism by blindly 
accepting his fate.  He boldly lays his case out before God: “If I have walked in 
falsehood or my foot has hurried after deceit—let God weigh me in honest 
scales and he will know that I am blameless . . . I sign now my defense—let the 
Almighty answer me” (Job 31:5-35). 
 The Almighty answers, “Who has a claim against me that I must pay? 
Everything under heaven belongs to me” (Job 41:11). His answer is 
unsatisfactory. It is not an answer—only another question whose implications 
highlight the insignificance of Job, and renders his suffering cruel and 
unwarranted. Though Deuteronomic theology has been debunked, nothing has 
replaced it.  Job’s hermeneutic question, his plea which can be summed up with 
an anguished why, is left hanging: God has avoided providing Job with an 
interpretation of the boils on his skin. Job is positioned to become the poster-
child for postmodern disillusionment: now that Deuteronomic meta-narratives 
have fallen away, nothing is left but nostalgia for a time when the world was 
much simpler, when the world was a text that held meaning. 
 This pattern of asking why and receiving no satisfactory answer from 
God is repeated throughout the Gospels as well. Consider this passage in Luke: 
 

Now there were some present at that time who told Jesus about the 
Galileans whose blood Pilate had mixed with their sacrifices.  Jesus 
answered, “Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than 
all the other Galileans because they suffered this way?  I tell you, no! ... 
Or those eighteen who died when the tower in Siloam fell on them—do 
you think they were more guilty than all the others living in Jerusalem?  
I tell you, no!” (Luke 13:1-5) 

 
Here again we find pointless suffering:  murder and accidental death. The 

6 Marvin C. Pate, J. Scott Duvall, J. Daniel Hays, E. Randolfph Richards, W. Dennis Tucher, and Preben 
Vang. The Story of Israel: A Biblical Theology. (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2004), 80. 
7 Ibid., 81.

9007108_Text_Journal.indd   409007108_Text_Journal.indd   40 9/30/10   7:24 AM9/30/10   7:24 AM



Volume II • Number 2 • Fall 2009 41

 

tendency to rationalize is met with an emphatic no: for Christ there is no 
Deuteronomic theology, no cosmic balance sheet maintaining a karmic 
economy. In John, the pattern is repeated: “As [Christ] went along, he saw a 
man blind from birth. His disciples asked him, ‘Rabbi, who sinned, this man or 
his parents, that he was born blind?’ ‘Neither this man nor his parents sinned,’ 
said Jesus” (John 9:1-3). But no episode so powerfully echoes Job’s anguished 
why like the one which occurs at the climax of the Christian narrative. After 
having been betrayed, arrested, beaten, brutally whipped, and forced to carry 
his own crucifix before being affixed to it with nails until the ninth hour, Christ 
calls out: “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” (Matt. 27:46). Here 
is the same Christ who so emphatically denied that suffering had any 
connection with the sufferer, screaming with his last breath the same why 
muttered by Job. 

At first blush, it appears that God avoids the question yet again. Upon 
closer examination, however, a curious synchronicity arises between the 
anguished why of both Job and Christ: a theophany occurs after both instances. 
Whereas in Job God appears as a storm, in Matthew, God rips the temple 
curtain and shakes the earth. We also learn that the author of the synoptic 
gospels directly quotes the first verse of Psalm 22 in conveying Christ’s 
anguished why.  Later in the same psalm, we read: 

 

O my God, I cry out by day, but you do not answer . . . [They] have 
pierced my hands and my feet . . . . They divide my garments among 
them / and cast lots for my clothing . . . . But you, O LORD, be not far 
of . . . praise him! . . . For he has not despised or disdained / the 
suffering of the afflicted one; / he has not hidden his face from him / 
but has listened to his cry for help (Ps. 22:2-24). 

 

Given the lack of answer from God, the piercing of feet and hands, and 
the dividing up of his garments, Christ’s crucifixion clearly enters into a 
conversation with Psalm 22. The psalmist insists that even though God refuses 
to answer, God has not hidden his face. Though God refuses to answer why, 
through theophany He makes it clear that He is not ignoring the question. 
 A framework for understanding this mysterious exchange can be found 
in the work of theologian Jürgen Moltmann. To begin, Moltmann does not 
believe that scripture provides a definitive answer to the problem of evil: “Guilt 
remains guilt and suffering remains, even for the believer, a cry to which there 
is no ready-made answer.”8 For Moltmann, the key to moving forward is to 

8 Jürgen Moltmann, Theology of Hope: On the Ground and the Implications of a Christian Eschatology. 
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fully acknowledge that while “[there] are many answers to the question of 
‘why,’ none of them [are] completely adequate.”9 In fact, what Moltmann finds 
in the biblical text is not a solution but rather a response to the problem of evil: 
“The question of ‘where’ [this response is located] is more important; its 
answer is Christ himself.”10 For Moltmann the resurrection of Christ does not 
give “a theistic answer to the question of suffering,”11 but rather it exists as a 
kind of contradiction to suffering, a signal flair of hope fired off to assure that 
help is coming. 
 

[This] infinite contradiction is theologically understood as an event of 
Identification, an act of the faithfulness of God. It is this that forms the 
ground of the promise of the still outstanding future of Jesus Christ. It 
is this that forms the ground of the hope which carries faith through the 
trials of the god-forsaken world and of death.12 

 

Moltmann here reveals the linchpin: the cross is a down-payment for 
the future promise that though the current state of affairs appears to be 
untenable, all things will be made well in the end. God has provided no proof 
that this will be the case, but he has revealed his character in the cross, which is 
ultimately an act of identification. Man justifiably asks why, and God can only 
respond with where, can only give us grounds for hope. 
 At the end of the book of Job, Job's health, wealth, and family status is 
restored. While this could never atone for the suffering Job endured—how does 
one replace a dead child?—it acts as a down-payment, a reason to trust that in 
the end all will be well. In John, Christ heals the man born blind. While this 
does not compensate for the years this man spent visually impaired, it is a 
gesture of hope. Christ's resurrection does nothing to offset the systematic 
dehumanization and slaughter of Jews at Auschwitz. For Christians, however, it 
is a reason to suspend their desire to abandon God in light of suffering, to 
maintain hope that all things will be explained in time. 
 It is in this way that the ethic I am constructing addresses the human 
spirit: by giving it a line of escape, by providing it grounds for hope. Hope is 
the first component of this ethic, but before moving on to the second 

(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1993), 18. 
9 Jürgen Moltmann, “The Passion of Christ and the Suffering of God.” The Asbury Theological Journal. Vol. 
48, no. 1 (1993): 24. 
10 Ibid.
11 Moltmann, Hope, 253. 
12 Ibid., 85.
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component, it is important to distinguish hope from fideism.  While both hope 
and fideism are a kind of faith, fideism considers all matters settled, and   
results in a passive posture. It replaces the anguished why with indifference, 
and is content to merely wait. Hope on the other hand, does not consider the 
question of meaning to be settled, but rather remains vigilant, examining all 
possibilities. In fact, hope fully validates free-play and irreverence by seeing 
them as part of a process, as part of a self-correcting system that celebrates 
provisionality, but is not paralyzed because of uncertainty. Hope is like the 
hunter who has lost sight of the deer, yet patiently searches for deer sign, 
refusing to become disillusioned. 

While both fideism and hope count on the promise found in the biblical 
narrative, hope is also warranted by other means. Along the edges of the 
epistemic expanse, a certain phenomenon occurs; it is an emotive response that 
is potentially evoked when witnessing a flash of lightning or the thunderous 
pounding of an enormous waterfall. It is what Longinus and Edmund Burke 
refer to as the Sublime, what Kant describes as a response to boundlessness:  to 
that which cannot be encompassed by the human mind. The Sublime is the 
emotive response to the gulf that separates socially constructed reality from the 
Real. It is a form of radar that confirms the Real is out there, that even though 
all of our knowledge is subjective and inevitably value and theory laden, there 
exists an ontological reality quite independent of our perceptions. The very fact 
that we can confirm that something lies beyond our ability to understand gives 
us hope for transcending those limitations. 
 Indeed, the second component of my ethic concerns the transcending of 
epistemic limitations. It is my contention that the West’s reliance on scientific 
rationality to the exclusion of any other epistemological model has engendered 
a kind of blindness. Perhaps there was a similar blindness during the first 
century which prompted Paul to write: “Where is the wise man? Where is the 
scholar? Where is the philosopher of this age? Has not God made foolish the 
wisdom of the world?” (1 Cor. 20-21). Imagine the same hunter envisioned 
earlier tracking deer through the woods with indefatigable hope, but with 
eyesight alone. He could only track so far, for eventually he would need to hear 
twigs snap, feel the direction of the wind, and smell fresh dung on the forest 
floor. Scientific rationality does not account for what John Henry Newman calls 
illative sense, what Michael Polanyi calls tacit knowledge, what George 
Lindbeck calls experiential expressivism, or what the ancient Greeks call 
kalokagathia—that which is self-evidently good because it is also beautiful. 
Each of these unaccounted-for methods of arriving at knowledge describe 
moments when the human mind makes intuitive leaps over epistemic chasms 
by paths that are not immediately traceable, setting the epistemic boundary 
forward. Knowledge is legitimized under scientific rationality via reproducible 
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experiments; but how do you formulaically reproduce a flash of insight? What 
are the criteria for detecting an eloquent and beautiful hypothesis? There are no 
formulas or criteria, because these experiences and sensibilities are inherently 
subjective—they are products of the uncanny genius of the human mind. For 
this reason, the second component of my ethic demands a community of 
interpretation in order to mutually share such moments of transcendence. 

It is important, however, that this community not be homogeneous—
that it be comprised of representatives from both sides of Derrida’s divide. This 
is crucial because as an implication of the possibility for transcendence, the 
nature of dialectic is changed. The back-and-forth polemic of debate is 
inefficient because it further entrenches its participants. Nor should dialectic be 
seen as merely a way to compromise or synthesize two disparate points of view. 
Instead, dialectic ought to be seen as an opportunity to transcend both positions, 
to arrive at a third point of view which subsumes the other two.  C.S. Lewis 
provides a simple example of this dialectic resolved via transcendence: 

 

[Reality] always escapes prediction by taking a line which was simply 
not in your thought at all. Imagine oneself as a flat earther questioning 
whether the Earth was endless or not. If you were told ‘It is finite but 
never comes to an end’, one w[oul]d seem to be up against nonsense. 
Yet the escape (by being a sphere) is so easy—once you know it.13 

 

Remaining true to the spirit of Derrida, who, in describing the work of 
finding the common ground, does so “with a glance toward the business of 
childbearing,”14 I call the second component of my ethic midwifery, because it 
involves the act of giving birth to the third, subsuming point of view in an 
otherwise binary dialectic. Rather than the analogy of pregnancy, however, in 
which the burden of interpretation is placed on a single interpreter, midwifery 
places an emphasis on facilitating the birth of transcendent interpretation 
through mediation, through an ethical dialectic. 
 By the end of Beckett’s novella, we learn that in the face of postmodern 
disillusionment, humanity circled its wagons, became defensively 
fundamentalist, and ultimately imploded altogether. Instead of aborting this 
“non-species, [this] formless, mute infant,”15 we must face the future with hope 
that is legitimized within our privileged texts and warranted by the 

13 C. S. Lewis, The Collected Letters. Vol. 2. Edited by Walter Hooper. (New York: HarperCollins, 2004), 
369. 
14 Derrida, “Structure Sign and Play,” 961. 
15 Ibid.
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phenomenon of the Sublime. We must learn to recognize and be vigilant for 
moments of transcendence. We must build ideologically heterogeneous 
communities of interpretation for the purpose of engaging in a dialectic which 
gives birth to transcendent, subsuming points of view. To put it more 
succinctly, we must become hopeful midwives in order to help humanity 
navigate these birth pains; we must help bring the middle ground into the    
light of day. 

Bryan Tarpley is a recent masters degree graduate in English  from Stephen F. 
Austin State University 
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