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AbstrAct

This paper analyzes the Vietnam War through the lens of Hans urs von 
Balthasar’s “theological-drama.” According to Balthasar, the unfolding of 
God’s eternal self-giving illumines creaturely temporality as desperate when 
turned inward, no longer desiring its eternal fulfillment but rather idola-
trously grasping its own immanent meaning. By contrasting Balthasar’s 
portrayal of divine kenosis with American foreign policy and its “domino 
theory” view of Southeast Asia, this paper shows how desperation privatizes 
and colonizes temporal space.

Introduction

With the end of Christendom, time has assumed an increasingly critical 
role in compelling nations to war. America’s current war in Iraq has been 
explained almost exclusively in temporal language, articulating weapons 
of mass destruction or the harboring of terrorists as imminent threats 
that require immediate response. (Not surprisingly, as the war lingers on, 
Americans become increasingly impatient as the sites of imminent danger 
shift.) The end of Christendom and the emergence of time as an animating 
principle for war are not unrelated; the dissolution of history from what 
Hans urs von Balthasar termed “theo-drama” replaces divine redemption 
with human control as the action of history. In the same way that the pur-
posefully ambiguous “war on terrorism” necessitates violence, so too did 
the imminent threat of Communism require sacrifices in Vietnam. To be 
sure, Christendom had its own modes of temporal desperation; however, 
in the least it offered a modest check on the many excesses of war. With 
its demise, somehow the non-clandestine use of torture at the beginning 
of the twenty-first century and the intentional carpet-bombing of civil-

mailto:jonathan_tran@baylor.edu


320 Political Theology

© Equinox Publishing Ltd 2007.

ian populations in the 1960s have become morally feasible options for 
democracies like America. Estranged from the self-giving God, America, 
like all fallen humanity, is cursed to a purely immanent temporality that 
renders aberrant violence not only morally feasible but, indeed, coherently 
responsible.
 This paper relates the story of God’s self-giving as described by 
Balthasar, primarily in the fourth volume of his Theo-Drama, and then 
interprets moments of the Vietnam War as privation of divine kenosis. 
Post-World War II America conjoined its newly minted, but often 
ambivalent, status as world power, and all of the attending responsibili-
ties, with a view of the world as increasingly hostile; the more American 
power grew abroad, the more America imagined its interests threatened. 
In this paper, the violent desperation of America’s containment policy, 
its own version of a fall, will be read as emblematic of a vision of time 
cursed to dominate as a mode of securing and justifying meaning. The 
Americans in Vietnam, like many colonizing projects, warred with rival 
temporalities that challenged certain ways of keeping time. 
 The arguments of this paper unfold in three parts. In “The Divine 
Kenosis and Being-Toward-Death,” I first contrast kenosis with priva-
tion and show how the certainty of death, according to Balthasar, rather 
than invoking care for creaturely existence, emanates as desperation for 
control. In “‘Our Time’ in Vietnam,” I turn to America’s official record of 
policy during the Vietnam War and characterize that policy as, in contrast 
to self-giving, privation and desperation under the guise of “progress.” 
In “The Anti-Drama of Disincarnation,” I return to Balthasar and argue 
that American killing in Vietnam was not simply a possible outcome of 
usurping the divine drama but a necessary and, in many ways, inevitable 
consequence. Here, I relate what Winthrop Jordan calls the “burden” of 
hegemony in order to demonstrate how America’s war in Vietnam can 
be understood as the fate of privation: having replaced the saving drama 
of the slaughtered Lamb with an immanent temporal tragedy, America 
proscribed itself to securing its own existence over against temporal others 
who would challenge it. I conclude by briefly commenting on the current 
war with Iraq and the ways in which desperate temporalities continue to 
determine American foreign policy. 

The Divine Kenosis and Being-Toward-Death

Christian theology, in an important sense, can be understood as ongoing 
reflections on time. Hannah Arendt likened Christian theology to a type 
of philosophy of time. An acute reader of Augustine, Arendt rightly 
understood Augustine’s Confessions as centering western theology on com-
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prehensions, or miscomprehensions, of temporality. From the Fathers, 
through Boethius, to John Howard Yoder’s appropriation of Oscar Cull-
mann, theological discourses of creaturely time, and their ethical-political 
implications, have significantly shaped the Christian imagination.1

 Hans urs von Balthasar, in his turn, situates time within a larger account 
of God’s drama of salvation. In the fourth volume of his Theo-Drama, 
“The Action,” Balthasar lays out his account of salvation, the “primal 
drama” of divine kenosis, thus grounding salvation within the Trinitarian 
life. The centrality of the Trinity inscribes salvation as a return to that life. 
According to Balthasar, the Father’s initial self-giving of divinity leads to 
a second moment of kenosis: the Son’s willful—sponte—obedience to the 
Father, where the Son surrenders himself in order to save humanity. The 
two moments of divine self-giving are not two separate dramas. Within 
the first is the second and the second fulfills the first; God’s self-giving 
within the Triune life overflows to the act of creation and consummates 
in cross and resurrection. The Son’s self-giving does not hold an external 
relation to the Father’s self-giving; rather, the second moment of kenosis 
follows the first by the very nature of Trinitarian eternality:

[The first moment of kenosis]: The Father, in uttering and surrendering 
himself without reserve, does not lose himself. He does not extinguish him-
self by self-giving, just as he does not keep back anything of himself either. 
For, in this self-surrender, he is the whole divine essence. Here we see both 
God’s infinite power and his powerlessness; he cannot be God in any other 
way but in this “kenosis” within the Godhead itself.2

[The second moment of kenosis]: It follows that the Son, for his part, cannot 
be and possess the absolute nature of God except in the mode of receptivity: 
he receives this unity of omnipotence and powerlessness from the Father. 
This receptivity simultaneously includes the Son’s self-givenness (which is the abso-

 1. See Hannah Arendt’s Between Past and Future: Eight Exercises in Political Thought 
(New York: Penguin Books, 1968), 52. Sheldon S. Wolin makes a parallel claim in Poli-
tics and Vision: Continuity and Innovation in Western Political Thought (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 2004), 111–15. Augustine ruminates on time in Books X and XI of the 
Confessions, but to the extent that he espouses a theology of desires within the narratival 
structure of Confessions, the entire work raises questions of temporality. Boethius’ figura-
tions of time are carried forth by Thomas Aquinas in the first volume of the Summa, pri-
marily articles 9 and 10, and Eleonore Stump lucidly articulates Aquinas’ conception of 
temporality in relation to eternality, itself derivative of divine simplicity, in Aquinas (New 
York: Routledge, 2003), 131–58. John Howard Yoder utilizes the work of Oscar Cullmann, 
with whom Yoder studied in Germany, though not explicitly Christ and Time, in order to 
posit a radical notion of patience that funds his christological pacifism in The Politics of Jesus 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1994).
 2. Hans urs von Balthasar, Theo-Drama: Theological Dramatic Theory. IV: The Action 
(San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1994), 325.
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lute presupposition for all the different ways in which he is delivered up to 
the world) and his filial thanksgiving (Eucharist) for the gift of consubstan-
tial divinity.3

 By “action” Balthasar means the action of kenosis, the Father’s self-
giving to the Son and the Son’s self-giving for the sake of creation. God’s 
self-giving from Father to Son to creation is activity from eternity toward 
temporality, for the sake of creation’s participation in eternity.4 Eternality 
and temporality constitute the scene of the drama of kenosis as well as 
the drama itself, since God in Christ assumes time in time. Accordingly, 
Balthasar begins the fourth volume on “The Action” with a rich descrip-
tion of temporality and the human condition as determined by time and 
death, from which sin enters the drama.
 Within Balthasar’s drama, death is an inexorable feature of creaturely 
being: “I am always thrown back into a fundamental solitude in which my 

 3. Ibid., emphasis added. In his earlier A Theology of History (San Francisco: Ignatius 
Press, 1994), Balthasar writes, “To have time means, for him, to have time for God, and is 
identical with receiving time from God. Hence the Son, who has time, in the world, for 
God, is the point at which God has time for the world. Apart from the Son, God has no 
time for the world, but in him he has all time. In him, he has time for all men and all crea-
tures: in relation to him it is always Today” (40–41).
 For an insightful account of christological kenosis, see Sarah Coakley’s “Kenosis and 
Subversion: On the Repression of ‘Vulnerability’ in Christian Feminist Writing” in her 
Powers and Submissions: Spirituality, Philosophy, and Gender (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002), 3–39. 
As an alterative to recent feminist critiques of kenosis, that its vision of vulnerability con-
tinues masculine domination, Coakley makes the bold claim, “there is another, and longer-
term, danger to Christian feminism in the repression of all forms of ‘vulnerability’, and in 
a concomitant failure to confront issues of fragility, suffering or ‘self-emptying’ except in 
terms of victimology. And that is ultimately the failure to embrace a feminist reconceptual-
izing of the power of the cross and resurrection. Only, I suggest, by facing—and giving new 
expression to—the paradoxes of ‘losing one’s life in order to save it’, can feminists hope to 
construct a vision of the Christic ‘self ’ that transcends the gender stereotypes we are seek-
ing to up-end…this special ‘self-emptying’ is not a negation of the self, but the place of the 
self ’s transformation and expansion into God” (ibid., 33, 36).
 4. Balthasar carefully delineates the return of man to the eternal life as constituted 
by divine self-giving rather than divine intrusion by way of incursion of eternity into time: 
“If the analogy between Christ’s uniqueness and mankind in its multiplicity is not to annul 
the identity of their nature, then the ascent of human nature into God must be more deeply 
grounded in the descent of God into human nature. Only then does the inclusion of the 
redemption of the many within the uniqueness of Christ become intelligible… It is evi-
dent that if ‘one of us’ is existentially one with God’s Word and God’s redeeming act, he is 
thereby, in his uniqueness, raised to become the norm of our being and the norm of our 
concrete history, both that of the individual and that of the race” (Balthasar, A Theology of 
History, 17). The problem of multiplicity and uniqueness, for which philosophy is unable 
to imagine a resolution, finds its “solution” in the incarnation of the Word, which by its 
descent draws the multitudes into its unique being.
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death—my very own death—is unavoidably getting nearer and nearer.”5 
Creatures conscious of death speak of its impending reality in the language 
of time. “Time” ensues as various local ways of speaking about human 
being-toward-death. Time signifies humanness as provincial, habituated, 
and social in the same way that death marks createdness as finite. Time 
denotes locality whereas death denotes embodiment. Humans age toward 
inevitable death; time signifies different ways of talking about that inevita-
bility. This is what Balthasar means by “the givenness of time.” Creatures 
conscious of their deaths interpret their lives “in time” to the extent that 
they understand themselves as oriented toward death. By making a dis-
tinction between time and death, Balthasar is not denying all creaturely 
existence as fundamentally temporal, but instead he is encouraging care 
for difference and laying the groundwork for a type of ethics of death. 
Like Martin Heidegger or Jacques Derrida, Balthasar admonishes tempo-
ral authenticity rather than lament of finitude. For Balthasar, death names 
contingency as gift: “The individual lives in finite time. This is not some-
thing he takes; it is given him. This, perhaps more clearly than anything 
else, shows him that his very existence is gift.”6 Since creatures are created 
in time for the sake of participating in God’s eternal life, it is critical to get 
one’s discourse about time right, to describe being-toward-death within 
the drama of God’s self-giving. 
 For Balthasar, there is “our time” to the extent that everyone is dying. 
The “givenness of time” speaks not only of one’s being-toward-death, but 
to the extent that for Balthasar the “thou” precedes and realizes the “I,” 
selves discover themselves situated toward death amidst others so situated, 
the “totality of human destiny.”7 Humans share languages of time because 
they, collectively capable of self-consciousness, share a sense of death. 
Death happens to the individual—“Every man dies alone, even if he dies 
at the same time as another”—but dying is not an isolated experience; all 
humans die.8 Thus the common language of time—“our time”—speaks 
to a form of life that all humans practice: being-toward-death.
 Since “our time” connotes this being-toward-death as the possibil-
ity of authenticity and care, then “time” as a habituated way of speaking 
necessarily indicates limitation but not desperation, frustration but not 
panic. All will die and the “pathos” of desiring the eternal always meets 
its limit in death. According to Balthasar, human desires are immanently 
unfulfilled, and in this sense human existence is frustrated. However, 

 5. Balthasar, Theo-Drama, 96.
 6. Ibid., 95.
 7. Ibid., 100.
 8. Ibid., 97. I recognize Balthasar’s terminology as insufficiently inclusive. However, 
I am attempting to stay close to his language and, where appropriate, offer alternatives.
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this conception of finitude can also gesture to human existence as given. 
Finitude, rather than being tragic, helps humans to recognize and embrace 
their deaths, leading to authentic existence and care for selves; embracing 
one’s mortality postures one toward ethical participation in the “totality 
of human destiny.” Thus “our time” is not only a social designation but 
also a political claim: to the extent that I understand myself as situated 
along with others toward a common destiny, practicing a common lan-
guage-game about death, I can see myself as “coresponsible” for how we 
live toward that destiny. Because creaturely “pathos” takes place within 
the larger drama of divine kenosis for the sake of creaturely return to 
God’s eternal life, return made possible by paschal self-giving, “pathos,” 
following Augustine, evokes eros, desire for God’s life. Human longing, 
then, quickened by consciousness of death, seeks authenticity in time and 
return to the eternal, which itself remains accessible in time by care for 
death as the marker of givenness. Balthasar writes in A Theology of History,

Hence the importance of patience in the New Testament, which becomes 
the basic constituent of Christianity, more central even than humility: the 
power to wait, to persevere, to hold out, to endure to the end, not to tran-
scend one’s own limitations, not to force issues by playing the hero or the 
titan, but to practice the virtue that lies beyond heroism, the meekness of 
the Lamb which is led.9

The entry of the God-man into “our” time and death intensifies and 
reveals divinity within the given boundaries of createdness; self-emptying 
kenosis circumscribes time and death in the eternal life and affirms their 
ethical possibilities.
 However, death and time can also bring about desperation and panic. The 
“pathos” of human existence, the privative desire to possess the absolute in 
the relative, leads to what Balthasar calls “gestures of existence.” As stated, 
for Balthasar finitude and death can lead to authentic care for “our time,” 
ways of conceiving God in the midst of finitude. However, the “pathos” of 
human being tends to distort finitude. The combination of frustrated desire 
for the absolute and a rebellion against one’s being-toward-death provokes 
forms of violent grasping, where time and eternity, humanity and God, are 
presumed co-equal. Rather than wait patiently for the fulfillment of divine 
kenosis, desperate creatures fashion instead idolatrous “pseudo-solutions” 
to what is now considered a fundamental crisis:

There is a wealth of theoretical and practical possibilities of establishing 
a relationship, or even a “balance”, between the absolute and the relative; 
there is plenty of scope for tying down this fluid relationship to a particular 
religious Weltanschauung or letting it petrify into a hostile ideology. Even in 

 9. Balthasar, A Theology of History, 36–37, emphasis original.
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the most diverse forms, however, it will always be a case of manifesting the 
absolute in some relative shape, be it in symbols of power and palaces—or 
in absolute ethical and religious demands—that is, “leaving everything” and 
concentrating on the thing necessary.10

Secularism, the result of a humanly posited antinomy, amalgamates these 
pseudo-solutions into increasingly nihilistic and destructive modes of 
grasping. Rather than authentic care, Balthasar recounts how being-toward-
death becomes “pure resignation in the face of the prison of finitude; or 
more profoundly, with a despairing skepticism about the task of our exis-
tence.”11 Shared human existence, “our time,” no longer imbibes finitude as 
gift discovered by ethical communities. Rather, “our time” gets proclaimed 
as struggle, the attempt to affix idols amidst tragic existences; “these harden 
into ideologies, giving substance to the view that ‘conflict is the father of all 
things.’”12 Terrified of death, frantic creatures craft ontologies of violence, 
envisaging the world as necessarily and inherently desperate. “Our time” 
writ large gets shipped abroad because now “coresponsibility” means that 
humanity, at least those so enlightened, must alert the world to the crisis of 
frenetic existence and the ferocity of shared being.13 Rather than articulat-
ing the telos of creaturely existence (participation in God’s peaceable life), 
“time” now implores desperation.
 Privatized time, ironically, spreads outward, colonizing as assertions of 
autonomy grasp and swell collaterally. Severed from eternal being, creaturely 
positivity thrashes about for meaning. Desperation now becomes not only 
“ours” but, indeed, “humanness itself ” because self-certainty must secure 
recognition upon the “world-stage.” The history of western colonization, 
including Vietnam, is to some degree an imposition of western temporal-
ity upon other ways of keeping time.14 By grounding time within totalities 

 10. Balthasar, Theo-Drama, 105.
 11. Ibid., 106.
 12. Ibid.
 13. Aidan Nichols in his commentary on the Theo-Drama writes, “Owing to original 
sin, man’s natural desire for God is crossed by a negative desire to be for himself. As a result 
of this distorted solidarity in which we now find ourselves in the first Adam, the form of 
the grace God offers is no longer based on the Son’s mediatorship in creation. Rather is 
that grace’s fashion as agonal, as much of a struggle, as fallen existence itself; it comes now 
through the Cross, so that only by dying to self with the Second Adam can fulfillment be.” 
Aidan Nichols, No Bloodless Guilt: A Guide Through Balthasar’s Dramatics (Edinburgh: T&T 
Clark, 2000), 155.
 14. The global spread of western market capitalism is one of the most potent forms of 
this imperialism. Subsuming the world under a single clock is not simply the spread of one 
form of economics, but rather the obliteration of traditional cultures. Western conceptions 
of time derive from market capitalism and its central principles of competition and scarcity. 
Creation under capitalism is understood as fundamentally insufficient. In capitalism, this 
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such as market capitalism, travel schedules, the Internet, and so on, time 
is no longer predicated as a local form of life but rather as Aufklarung itself, 
unity that no longer requires translation and care for difference. Indeed, 
the history of “civilization” has often been mythologized as the spread of 
technologies that allow for greater efficiency and control of the unexpected. 
In the material instantiations of its so-called “manifest destiny,” the West has 
too often viewed itself as offering the world a more productive temporal-
ity. To be sure, within Balthasar’s drama, all sinful humans, not exclusively 
westerners, remain vulnerable to such desperation. Still, because its brand 
of efficiency emanated from nihilistic presumptions and practices, western 
ways of keeping time could not help but be productive in peculiarly gro-
tesque ways. Balthasar writes, “The fundamental human paradox, namely, 
the need to write the absolute upon the relative, to put some ultimate mark 
upon fleeting time, can be expressed in various wars at different periods.”15 
The Vietnam War is a privative instance internal to the larger story Balthasar 
is telling regarding the “pathos of the world stage” in response to God’s self-
giving. The Vietnam War was yet another “pseudo-solution,” one among 
many, to the “pathos” of human finitude, another example of an unwilling-
ness to construe “our time” as gift and its insistence that the world submit 
to temporal impositions. 

“Our Time” in Vietnam

In the 1950s, America changed its long-term policy of non-involvement 
with French colonialism in Southeast Asia. The Communist takeover in 
China precipitated great alarm regarding Asia, which was now viewed as 

is most readily acknowledged through fictions of scarcity in terms of limited supply over 
against demand. It is not difficult to see that the backdrop of this schematic relies as well on 
another form of scarcity: time.
 The temptation repeated throughout the Scriptures’ accounts of sin is the lie of scar-
city. Consider that in the story of the Fall, the story of David’s adultery, and the parable of 
the two sons, the lie of fundamental scarcity foments disobedience, hoarding, and secrecy. 
God defeats the lie of scarcity with the provision of abundance, a promise that coming in the 
moment of indictment, itself displays over-abundance: “I anointed you king over Israel, and I 
delivered you from the hand of Saul. I gave you the house of Israel and Judah. And if all this had 
been too little, I would have given you even more” (2 Sam. 12:7–8, emphasis mine). “My son, you 
are always with me, and everything that I have is yours” (Lk. 15:31). Since this paper argues 
that time as countenanced by its existence within the Triune life can be peaceful and patient, 
it seeks also to challenge understandings of creation as insufficient for creaturely peace and 
patience. The view that creation, either in its inception or due to its fallen nature, does not by 
divine investment offer the resources for peaceable existence is often used to justify forms of 
“realism” that defy scriptural claims. For a theological explication of the tragic logic of scarcity, 
see D. Stephen Long’s Divine Economy: Theology and the Market (London: Routledge, 2002).
 15. Balthasar, Theo-Drama, 83.
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a potential threat to the balance of power in Europe, due to the potential 
for the spread of communism southward from China and then westward 
to Europe.16 Oddly enough, it had already been argued externally and 
internally that American involvement in Indochina would be both unsuc-
cessful and unproductive. After the French acquiescence in 1954, which 
the US highly discouraged, the Geneva Conference was set in place as 
an attempt to garner stability between the Viet Minh in the north and 
the newly created state of South Vietnam. Internally, the reports of the 
Central Intelligence Agency forcefully stated that American involve-
ment in Vietnam, without clear and appropriate initiatives and plans, was 
doomed to fail, and that the current political situation in South Vietnam 
was not as conducive to American intervention.17 Despite these two strong 
encouragements for restraint, the US government began covert military 
and political operations in both the north and south.18 The question is 
why did America insist on intervention when both internal and external 

 16. Because American intelligence was unable to establish any clear connection 
between Ho Chi Minh’s Viet Minh and Moscow and because American policy remained 
ambivalent toward French colonization, the Truman administration was initially unsure 
how to respond to Vietnam, as stated by Secretary of State George C. Marshall: “Frankly we 
have no solution of the problem to suggest.” The Pentagon Papers, ed. Neil Sheehan, Hedrick 
Smith, E.W. Kenworthy and Fox Butterfield (New York: Bantam Books, 1971), 8. Truman 
was unresponsive to direct communiqués from Ho Chi Minh himself requesting American 
support in Vietnam’s disavowal of French colonial rights, and he was also unsupportive of 
French requests for American military and economic aid during the revolution. “But when 
Mao Tse-tung’s armies drove Generalissimo Chiang Kai-Shek out of China in late 1949, 
Washington’s ambivalence ended dramatically” (ibid., 9). Thereafter, American military aid 
began at $10 million and reached its peak in 1954 at $1.1 billion, or 78 percent of French 
expenses. (The amount would only increase as America took France’s place after 1954.) 
As Vietnam gained strategic import in America’s purview, American pressure increased in 
favor of French colonization, culminating in the National Security Council’s threat that 
“French acquiescence in a Communist take-over in Indochina would bear on its status as 
one of the Big Three… U.S. aid to France would automatically cease” (ibid., 11).
 17. In the days prior to the American entrance into the war, the Chiefs of Staff in a 
May 20 memorandum to then Secretary of State Wilson stated, “From the point of view of 
the United States, Indochina is devoid of decisive military objectives and the allocation of 
more than token U.S. armed forces to that area would be a serious diversion of limited U.S. 
capabilities” (Sheehan et al., The Pentagon Papers, 13).
 18. The immediacy of the American escalation was the opposite of what happened 
for the Communists in the south: “After the Geneva Conference, the active Communist 
cadres in the south instructed their followers to disband and wait for two years until the 
national elections were held and a political settlement made. All official Viet Minh activi-
ties stopped except for the ‘legal struggle’ for the elections. The NLF [National Liberation 
Front] leader, Nguyen Huu Tho, later explained this decision of 1954, ‘There were mixed 
feelings about the two years’ delay over reunification but the general sentiment was that 
this was a small price to pay for the return to peace and a normal life, free of foreign rule.’” 
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analyses strongly recommend against it? If Langley and Geneva discour-
aged intervention, why were these “pseudo-solutions” initiated?19

 The answer, according to 1971’s The Pentagon Papers, is clear: “Indochi-
na’s importance to the U.S. security interest in the Far East was taken for 
granted… The domino theory and the assumptions behind it were never 
questioned.”20 Indeed, this failure to question the most basic assumptions 
would become the central paradox throughout “the developing tragedy 
of the war”: “As a rationale for policy, the domino theory—that if South 
Vietnam fell, other countries would inevitably fall—was repeated in endless 
variations for nearly two decades.”21 The answer to “Why Vietnam?” became 
“Well, the domino theory of course.” Unfortunately, the question “Why the 
domino theory?” was never raised in any official manner. 
 The domino theory was stated by the National Security Agency in 1950:

It is important to U.S. security interests that all practicable measures be 
taken to prevent further Communist expansion in Southeast Asia. Indo-
china is a key area and is under immediate threat. The neighboring countries 
of Thailand and Burma could be expected to fall under Communist domi-
nation if Indochina is controlled by a Communist government. The balance 
of Southeast Asia would be in grave hazard.22

Francis Fitzgerald, Fire in the Lake: The Vietnamese and the Americans in Vietnam (Boston: 
Little, Brown and Co, 2002), 147.
 19. In 1967, then Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara commissioned the Pen-
tagon report that would eventually become the New York Times publication, The Pentagon 
Papers. From those reports it is clear that the government was still trying to figure out “why” 
and “how” America had gotten involved in Vietnam. Unfortunately, by then approximately 
45,000 American soldiers and two million Vietnamese had died. The history from front to 
end suggests that this question of “why” was never fully answered, and to some extent the 
increase of violence assuaged the ambivalence all around, as if the certainty of killing and 
being killed somehow pacified the uncertainty of policy.
 Further, that the publication of The Pentagon Papers became a highly contested fight 
between the New York Times and the US government demonstrates Balthasar’s assertion 
that evil is not simply usurping but privative, that lies tend toward hiddenness and secrecy. 
“The sinner’s self-righteousness vis-à-vis absolute truth (which, by lying, he denies) tends 
to make him assert that he is absolutely right. Consequently, he uses all the means at his 
disposal to prove this. The prime means of underpinning the lies is to use sophisticated 
short-circuits in reasoning and distorted aspects of the truth. In this way, the inner builds a 
kind of ‘bulwark’ against the real truth; he hides behind its illusion, knowing all the while 
that the truth he has ‘wickedly suppressed’ (Rom. 1:18) will eventually come to lay a siege 
against his citadel” (Balthasar, Theo-Drama, 167). Whereas the divine drama of kenosis, in 
the giving of divinity to the Son and the Son’s divine self-disclosure as God’s incarnate 
Logos, discloses itself to and for humanity, the American government during the Vietnam 
War waged a ferocious battle for self-possession until the Supreme Court overruled it.
 20. Sheehan et al., The Pentagon Papers, 6, 7.
 21. Ibid., xix.
 22. Ibid., 6.
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During Kennedy’s administration, the same conception of time as “criti-
cal” and “flammable” continued.23 In a 1961 memorandum from the Joint 
Chiefs to Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara, the Chiefs wrote:

In considering the possible commitment of U.S. forces to South Vietnam, 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff have reviewed the overall critical situation in South-
east Asia with particular emphasis upon the present highly flammable situ-
ation in South Vietnam. In this connection the question, however, of South 
Vietnam should not be considered in isolation but rather in conjunction 
with Thailand and the over-all relationship to the security of Southeast 
Asia.24

 Secretary of State Dean Rusk and McNamara wrote to Kennedy,

The loss of South Viet-Nam would make pointless any further discussion 
about the importance of Southeast Asia to the free world; we would have 
to face the near certainty that the remainder of Southeast Asia and Indone-
sia would move to a complete accommodation with Communism, if not 
formal incorporation with the Communist bloc.25

On the rare occasion when “why” was asked, as in the case when Kennedy 
asked why Vietnam was of such critical importance, the Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs responded emphatically, “We would lose Asia all the way to 
Singapore. Serious set back to U.S. and F.W. [free world].”26 The domino 
theory became a self-affirming justification: “If we lose Vietnam, we’ll 
lose it all.” 
 Robert McNamara, Secretary of Defense during the most critical 
years of the war, argued that the Communists would know “we mean 
business” by way of a massive escalation of US forces.27 The escalation 
would ensue gradually for several years until in August of 1964 when, 
purportedly, the destroyer Maddox in the Gulf of Tonkin was attacked 
by the North Vietnamese, leading to the passing of the resolution that 
would afford President Johnson broad capability to carry out total war 
with North Vietnam. By this point, America had been carrying out 
covert warfare for over fifteen years in Vietnam. By April 1965, under 
Johnson’s leadership, America began the process of full-scale offensive 
warfare carried out primarily by American soldiers assuming the burden 
of the ground war. By year’s end, there would be 184,314 American 

 23. Indeed, it was a young Senator Kennedy who years earlier called Vietnam, “the 
cornerstone of the Free World in Southeast Asia, the keystone to the arch, the finger in the 
dike.” Frank N. Trager, Why Vietnam? (New York: Praeger, 1966), 110–11.
 24. Sheehan et al., The Pentagon Papers, 125.
 25. Ibid., 150.
 26. Ibid., 108.
 27. Ibid., 149. 
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military personnel in Vietnam, a number that pales in comparison to 
what would become nearly half a million by 1967.28 Even in 1968, a year 
that would see the Tet Offensive, the Paris Peace Talks, President John-
son’s announcement that he would not seek another term in office, and 
other obvious signs that America was losing the war in Vietnam with no 
foreseeable victory in sight, America stood resolute in its domino theory, 
as it had for over twenty years. Assistant Secretary of State McGeorge 
Bundy states in a memo to Johnson,

If we can avoid escalation-that-does-not-work, we can focus attention on 
the great and central achievement of the last two years: on the defeat we 
have prevented. The fact that South Vietnam has not been lost and is not 
going to be lost is a fact of truly massive importance in the history of Asia, 
the Pacific, and the U.S. An articulate minority of “Eastern intellectuals” 
(like Bill Fulbright) may not believe in what they call the domino theory, but 
most Americans (along with all Asians) know better. Under this administra-
tion the United States has already saved the hope of freedom for hundreds 
of millions—in this sense, the largest part of the job would be done.29

Bundy, as well as the administrations from Truman to Nixon, would be 
proven wrong. South Vietnam would not stand, falling in 1975, and yet 
communism would not spread throughout Southeast Asia. That McBundy 
could not foresee these realities is in large part because his—and Amer-
ica’s—way of viewing the world’s time made impossible their ability to 
imagine history any differently than their determined and panicked dis-
courses allowed.
 The domino theory became the American manner of keeping time with 
regard to Asia and the world. America’s way of talking about time during 
those long, generally unquestioned, decades assumed itself to be the only 
way of keeping time, that the desperation by which America imagined 
others, the “pseudo-solutions” conjured up, and the “coresponsibility” it 
felt for the world’s being-toward-death were simply given, as if seasonal 
dates on a calendar. The Americans assumed a facticity to their time, that 
their version of “our time,” as much as it ignored the alternatives expressed 
by the international community and by an increasingly vitriolic student 
protest, somehow coalesced with a chimerical “neutral world-clock.” 
American policy before and during the Vietnam War assumed that “our 
time” was Vietnam’s time, subsuming alterity under a violently imperial 

 28. Ibid., 384–85, 460–61. General Westmoreland would eventually request more than 
half a million—671,616—a request that was denied (ibid., 558). Westmoreland’s incessant 
requests for additional troops would become one of the major themes of the war. Johnson 
at one point prophetically asked, “When we add divisions can’t the enemy add divisions. If 
so, when does it all end?” (ibid., 567).
 29. Ibid., 572.
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“our.” America’s way of keeping and talking about its own being-toward-
death was now projected upon all human being-toward-death. Such 
dubious prognostications, backed by a virulent and nihilistic secularity 
and the bombs to prove it, had a way of fulfilling its own dark, agonistic 
prophesy. America’s being-toward-death did become Vietnam’s being-
toward-death in a way imaginable, and acceptable, especially to America’s 
best and brightest.30

 As shown, within Balthasar’s theological drama, humanity, created 
from nothing, relates to God as that which situates existence beyond itself. 
Faithful existence in this paradox expresses a desire for the eternal, desir-
ing beyond the finite self. However, sinful humanity begins to seek only 
the self, and therefore usurps power and squanders freedom within the 
temporal, which can neither ground freedom nor employ power appro-
priately. As created, humanity is ordered toward the eternal, but having 
rejected the eternal God, humanity is fated to seek the eternal within its 
own finitude. “Thus all human life becomes an uninterrupted, chaotic 
searching and feeling after a totality of meaning.”31

 Modern conceptions of time like the domino theory insatiate human-
ity’s tragic condition. Desperation objectifies nature in the name of 
self-worship as it throws off its creaturely givenness. Time takes on the 
ruse of always running out. The chimera of lasting meaning obliterates 
peaceful creation and posits existence as desperate. Without the horizon of 
eternity, a ground beyond itself, humanity envisages existence within the 
antinomious polarities of life and death, a horizon thoroughly enclosed. 
In the name of “progress,” creatures chase after ways of fashioning time 
as purposeful, often by making time come out right or championing the 

 30. Throughout, I have conflated “America” and official American government policy 
regarding Vietnam. Though I recognize the problems of such a conflation (most notably, 
it overlooks the significant protests of Americans who resisted their government at critical 
junctures) and that the American war machine does not represent every American, I use 
the term “America” in this way for at least two reasons. First, the promise of democracy, 
even the functionally imperfect representative democracy that America purports to be, nar-
rows the distance between Americans and America, between those charged with holding 
the government to account and the government itself. Second, stylistically, it would be 
impossible to make every distinction necessary between Americans and America, between 
the American government generally understood and actual government workers, between 
American foreign policy and conscripted American soldiers, distinctions that could con-
tinue ad infinitum (ad nauseam) in order to absolve some from blame while indicting some 
abstract others—“the government”—of culpability. America, whatever and whoever that 
names, perpetrated the war in Vietnam and it is of little use to identify precisely who is to 
blame; rather, this paper tries to understand the conditions, in this case a certain account of 
time, that made America susceptible to the Vietnam War.
 31. Balthasar, Theo-Drama, 77. 
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promise of time as pagan infinity. According to Balthasar, the relentless 
march of time and its abrupt finale in death precludes the possibility of 
uncovering the lie; what cannot be imagined is any other way of living.32 
The results are disastrous:

[T]he classical-romantic Faust-figures are followed by the political Fausts 
of our century: thus as a result of the clear realization that man, as consti-
tuted, can provide no ultimate satisfaction, we have Nietzsche’s Superman. 
And everywhere, beside Faust, beside Hegel, Marx, Lenin, Stalin, beside 
Zarathustra and Hitler, we discern the shadow of a demon, insinuating that 
all that exists “deserves to be destroyed”…that negativity is the creative, the 
innermost essence of spirit; and that the “absolute point” in man is only the 
cause of his eternal search for power—and as such implies the destruction of 
everything that has been.33

 Western global domination, and its manifestation in Vietnam, is but one 
strategy of humanity’s war with the divine kenosis, subverting eternal self-
giving by temporal self-possession. From America’s perspective her inten-
tions in Vietnam were noble—indeed nothing could be more noble—and 
as such warranted limitless aggression. As the pinnacle of civilization, 
America had become what everyone else wanted, even if that desire 
remained in its most seminal state; it was the role of American expansion-
ism to nurture, even through the use of Agent Orange, those seedlings 
of civilization. America knew what Vietnam wanted and needed—for the 
Americans to be in Vietnam and the Vietnamese to become like Ameri-
cans—even if Vietnam did not yet know it. America symbolized the telos 
of Vietnamese history. Such a view of progress relegated all prior moments 
of world history, including pre-American Vietnam, to the instrumental 
and dispensable. Americans were drawn into Vietnam by America’s ratio-
nale that, if left unchecked, communism would conquer one Southeast 
Asian country after another, “falling” like dominos.34 Time was running 
out. Yet, the relentless pursuit of progress, the attempt to master time in 
order to overcome finite existence, is as unattainable as it is seductive. 
This hard causal linearality left no room for patience, exactly the virtue 

 32. Balthasar writes, “he is constantly on the lookout for a solution, a redemption 
[Erlosung], but can never anticipate or construct it from his own resources; nor does he have 
even an intimation of it” (ibid., 75).
 33. Ibid., 144–45, emphasis added.
 34. America was also obligated to help reclaim France’s former territories if it had 
any hopes of utilizing French lands as staging areas against Eastern European communist 
aggression. Because of its alliances, America found itself yoked to a clumsy French colonial-
ism that, after the Second World War, seemed both antiquated and unprofitable. If America 
wanted to launch its bombers and short-range nuclear missiles from France, it would need 
to accommodate France’s strange desire to regain its pre-war colonial mystique.
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Balthasar exhorts in the interstice between temporality and eternal fulfill-
ment. Thus, from 1950 to 1975 America waged its longest war in order to 
secure, ironically, that which ostensibly would “fall” at any second.35

The Anti-Drama of Disincarnation

Amidst the idolatry of progress and the ensuing succession of violence, 
Balthasar proclaims Christ’s salvation.36 Only the Son’s self-giving in and 
for time can offer any lasting meaning for human history: “the paradox 
can only be endured if man’s inner, Faustian relentlessness is resolved 
as its real, destined goal, that is in the God who has taken the initiative 
in revealing, proclaiming, disclosing and giving himself.”37 The pathos 
of humanity becomes the pathos of God through the second moment 
of divine kenosis. As the God-man, Jesus Christ “unravel[s] the paradox 
whereby man is forever trying to translate what is absolute into terms that 
are relative and transitory.”38 Rather than violently manipulating, ordering, 
or forcing himself onto history, Jesus surrenders to the fate of humanity’s 

 35. It was not only the Vietnamese who doubted the urgency of the American cause. 
It is almost comical to juxtapose the American sense of urgency and the incessant bore-
dom faced by American soldiers in Vietnam. Tim O’Brien describes this boredom: “If you 
weren’t humping, you were waiting. I remember the monotony. Digging foxholes. Slap-
ping mosquitoes. The sun and the threat and the endless paddies. Even in the deep bush, 
where you could die any number of ways, the war was nakedly and aggressively boring. But 
it was a strange boredom. It was boredom with a twist, the kind of boredom that caused 
stomach disorders. You’d be sitting at the top of a high hill, the flat paddies stretching out 
below, and the day would be calm and hot and utterly vacant, and you’d feel the boredom 
dripping inside you like a leaky faucet, except it wasn’t water, it was a sort of acid, and with 
each little droplet you’d feel the stuff eating away at important organs. You’d try to relax. 
You’d uncurl your fists and let your thoughts go. Well, you’d think this isn’t so bad. And 
right then you’d hear gunfire behind you and your nuts would fly up into your throat and 
you’d be squealing pig squeals. That kind of boredom.” Tim O’Brien, The Things They Car-
ried (New York: Broadway Books, 1990), 34.
 36. “[T]he dialectic of total progress, now unmasked as a deception, confirms even 
more what we said…it is impossible to unravel the paradox whereby man is forever trying 
to translate what is absolute into terms that are relative and transitory. Must we wait, per-
haps, for the incarnate Logos, who bends down to the earth and writes in the sand with 
his finger, if we are to discover the meaning of all that is written on the sands of history?” 
Balthasar, Theo-Drama, 94.
 37. Ibid., 145.
 38. Balthasar writes, “Man was created with a view to the God-man; in him, the equi-
poise between the absolute and the relative, which man cannot discover, has been estab-
lished… So all the attempts to interpret human existence, from whatever angle, circle 
around the unattainable point of a ‘balance’ that is no longer unstable but permanent. God 
alone, because of his absolute superiority, can establish such a balance… He who is the 
Word has posed a question—a question that has been raised to absolute significance—in the 
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death-dealing manipulation, order, and force. It is precisely here that 
the incarnation, the Son’s kenosis, demonstrates itself as authentic care 
for temporal existence. Though Christ assumed temporality, he did not 
succumb to the temptations of time:

What tells us more than anything else that Jesus’ mode of time is indeed real 
is the fact that he does not anticipate the will of the Father. He does not do 
that precise thing which we try to do when we sin, which is to break out 
of time, within which are contained God’s dispositions for us, in order to 
arrogate to ourselves a sort of eternity, to “take the long view” and “make 
sure of things.”39

By substitution, Jesus “expropriated” impatient creation into his patience, 
thus drawing temporal existence back into the eternal kenosis of the Triune 
life.40 Christ saves humanity from its presumptions not by violently forcing 
himself onto history—“all of these things I will give you if you fall down 

name of all others who ask it, and this question has pierced the heart of God like an arrow: 
God’s heart opens to reveal the answer” (ibid., 110, 134).
 39. Ibid., 36, emphasis added.
 40. Christ’s patience is not made possible by some kind of “eternal perspective,” an 
existential Stoic disinterest in turn made possible by a secret gnosis. Though seductive, such 
a notion is another form of temporal escape rather than temporal authenticity: “To regard 
Christ’s knowledge as though he carried out his actions in time from some vantage-point of 
eternity—rather like a chess-player of genius who quickly foresees the whole course of the 
game, and simply moves his men through a game which for him is already over—would be 
to do away entirely with his temporality and so with his obedience, his patience, the merit 
of his redemptive existence; he would no longer be the model of a Christian existence and 
of Christian faith. He would no longer be qualified to narrate the parables of expectation 
and waiting which describe the life of his followers” (Balthasar, A Theology of History, 38–39). 
This chastens a view of suffering that relies on modes of delayed triumphalism, which is not 
uncommon in American Evangelicalism, where one’s assurance of eternal life acts as a type 
of secret therapeutic knowledge. For Balthasar, such a view is both presumptive and, more 
importantly, christologically insufficient. Balthasar imagines Jesus not enduring temporal-
ity by escaping his body mentally, deus ex machina, but by fully ensconcing that temporality 
and appropriating timefulness obediently and as obedience. Patience means, for Balthasar, 
waiting for God in a time and a place, such that death and even suicide become real pos-
sibilities. “Election” then means, not the Gnostic dualism between time and eternity, but 
rather sacramental existence: “The disciple must follow in the footsteps of Christ, living as 
he did in time: open, trusting, without care, without preconceived plan, without anticipat-
ing the Father’s will, but believing, hoping, and loving both God and men. He must live in 
time, and not attempt to rise above it. He must stand in readiness, trying to understand the 
sign of the times, and the message they convey, and not imposing upon time a meaning he 
himself has evolved. He must accept the content and meaning of his life, that is, precisely, 
accept his time, as a gift from God, not making the Promethean attempt to be master of it 
himself. He knows that, fundamentally, the only context within which any meaning arises 
and becomes event is that of man’s being broken open toward God: faith and prayer” (ibid., 
120).
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and worship me” (Mt. 4:8)—, not by violently ordering history so that it will 
come out right—“…so that you will not dash your foot against a stone” (Mt. 
4:6)—, and not by violently manipulating history by way of an ultimate and 
decisive technocracy—“command these stones to become loaves of bread” 
(Mt. 4:3). Rather, Jesus saves humanity from its violence by his refusal to 
save it by violence. By submitting himself to “our time,” the Son re-enacts 
the human drama from disobedience to obedience, from self-possession to 
self-giving, and from temporal privation to eternal participation.41 
 Unfortunately, in the drama’s penultimate act, between the Son’s 
self-giving and the final glorification of the Lamb, kenosis (lordship as 
self-giving, “this unity of omnipotence and powerlessness”) threatens the 
prior aeon of desperation.42 God’s peace in Christ brings a sword, and now 
rival temporalities, one patient the other impatient, stand illumined as two 
cities. The world’s peace exposes itself by claiming totality, recalcitrance 
once again declaring, “This is our time!” According to Balthasar, “we are 
faced with a titanic rejection on man’s part: he resists being embraced by 
this very mystery of the Cross.”43 Unwilling to wait patiently, human-
ity encroaches the drama of cross and resurrection and distorts it from 
the inside. Interpreting the Lamb’s self-giving as a threat to its security, 
desperation intensifies into what Balthasar calls “the law of heightening”: 
“The more I called them, the more they went from me (Hos 11:2).”44 
The divine kenosis, once good news, now sounds the clarion warnings of 
history’s last stand, the end of man’s privation, which might be prolonged 
by fear and loathing, killing and hiding, and ever-expanding borders. 
Humanity rejects the Word’s incarnation by a counter “disincarnation.” 
Human mastery twists the drama of self-giving into a distorted positivity, 
warping the gospel into a monstrous mission to the nations. What was 
centrally the drama of God’s self-giving now gets privatized into anti-
drama: the final convulsions of humanity’s violent usurping and thrash-
ing unleashed on the pathos of the world stage.
 When the Americans encountered the Vietnamese, they were once again 
given an opportunity to re-envision temporal existence, to understand 
“our time” as indeed only “our time.” Yet their certainty of how clocks and 

 41. “If the impossible happens; if the absolute not only irradiates finitude but actu-
ally becomes finite, something unimaginable happens to existence: what is finite, as such, is 
drawn into what is ultimate and eternal…” Balthasar, Theo-Drama, 132. 
 42. Samuel Wells, in Improvisation, identifies the church as the fourth act, between 
the Son’s mission in the third and the eschaton in the fifth. Wells uses Balthasar’s drama 
to explicate how Christian ethics negotiates the “already and not yet” of the third and fifth 
acts. Improvisation: The Drama of Christian Ethics (Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2004).
 43. Balthasar, Theo-Drama, 11.
 44. Ibid., 217.
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calendars ran foreclosed such repentance and quickened their appetites 
for control and containment. Instead of seeing in the Vietnamese a new 
possibility, Americans saw yet another opportunity to save the savage from 
being behind the times; what the Americans needed to do was bring the 
Vietnamese up to speed in a world now determined by the clock; whether 
modernization was achieved through “Vietnamization” or carpet bombing 
were mainly details to be worked out: “As a result, the pathos of the world 
stage becomes grotesque, grimacing, and demonic.”45

 At the end of The White Man’s Burden, Winthrop D. Jordan makes 
the argument that at the very same moment Europeans began enslaving 
Africans, they were met with an opportunity to overcome the worldview 
that made chattel slavery inevitable. Driven by a self-perception that 
held oneself as the acme of civilization and the stranger as, by definition, 
inferior, Europeans encountered what they considered to be animalistic 
savages and could not imagine doing anything else but enslave them. 
However, Jordan argues that the same othering that led to domination 
could have also led to self-examination. The African in all his difference 
was a challenge to the European’s sense of self; at that point, the European 
could stop and reconsider his notion of humanity or he could split the 
world in half, humans and slaves. Unfortunately Europeans in Africa in 
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries chose the latter. But the challenge 
could have turned out differently.

Conceivably there was a way out from this vicious cycle of degradation, an 
opening of better hope demanding an unprecedented and perhaps impos-
sible measure of courage, honesty, and sheer nerve. If the white man turned 
to stare at the animal within him, if he once admitted unashamedly that the 
beast were there, he might see that the old foe was a friend as well, that his 
best and his worst derived from the same deep well of energy. If he once fully 
acknowledged the powerful forces which drove his being, the necessity of 
imputing them to others would drastically diminish. If he came to recognize 
what had happened and was still happening with himself and the African in 
America, if he faced the unpalatable realities of the tragedy unflinchingly, 
if he were willing to call the beast no more the Negro’s than his own, then 
conceivably he might set foot on a better road. Common charity and his 
special faith demanded that he make the attempt. But there was little in his 
historical experience to indicate that he would succeed.46

 45. Ibid., 73. The extent to which such “details” continue to be at the center of the 
“why we lost the war” debate—such questions as Westmoreland’s use of troops, official 
counts of enemy combatants, the expansion of bombing into Cambodia, etc.—demon-
strates that American foreign policy is still shackled to the conception of time that led to and 
continued the war.
 46. Winthrop D. Jordan, The White Man’s Burden: Historical Origins of Racism in the 
United States (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1974), 226. Balthasar makes a similar claim. 
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The opportunity to overcome his distorted worldview availed itself every 
time the “white man” confronted the African, whether as a “savage” on the 
coast of Africa or as a slave in the plantations of America. True, such open-
ness would require more courage and imagination than he could muster; 
still, there was the possibility. To the extent that he did not avail himself to 
truthfulness, “whiteness” from its inception to the present would warrant 
continual propagation of a lie; “the white man’s burden” became the fate 
of a people determined to live untruthfully.
 In a sense the tragic deaths of over 58,000 Americans became the burden 
of America’s presumptions from 1950–1975 and humanity’s usurpation 
of temporal significance. During the war America was repeatedly given 
opportunities for reappraisal and repentance when confronted by the 
Vietnamese. The Vietnamese understood and ordered time differently. 
This might have, but did not, affect change in the American presumption 
of a “neutral world-clock.” As Francis Fitzgerald in her unequalled history 
Fire in the Lake: The Vietnamese and the Americans in Vietnam explains, “the 
traditional Vietnamese, like so many peasant people, saw history not as a 
straight-line progression, but as an organic cycle of growth, fruition, and 
decay; for them these seasonal changes were associated with textures and 
pictures—the images of China itself.”47 Fitzgerald lucidly describes the 
difference:

Americans ignore history for to them everything has always seemed new 
under the sun. The national myth is that of creativity and progress, of a 
steady climbing upward into power and prosperity, both for the individual 
and the country as a whole. Americans see history as a straight line and 
themselves standing at the cutting edge of it as representatives for all man-
kind. They believe in the future as if it were a religion… In their sense of 
time and space, the Vietnamese and the Americans stand in the relationship 

Human finitude does not need to lead to forms of desperation; indeed it should not to the 
extent that death underlines limit and existence as given. In the confrontation with the 
other, there continues to arise the possibility of delimitation, especially in Balthasar’s prior-
ity of the “thou” over the “I”: “In the drama of existence, many different things can provoke 
such a change of direction. A man can be overwhelmingly convinced, in utter solitude, of 
the perversity and dire consequences of the direction he has taken hitherto. He can encoun-
ter someone who compels him to reflect on his life. Often what brings him to this point 
is the noise of banging on the closed door of death: this calls a halt to the insane, headlong 
flight of deeds and thoughts, bathing everything that once seemed important in the pale 
gleam of futility” (Balthasar, Theo-Drama, 112). Obviously the “closed door of death”—the 
millions of them exacted either in America’s chattel slavery or war with Vietnam—did not 
compel this type of repentance, which rarely ensues as a possibility in the American politi-
cal imagination. Rather than death signaling the need for a new course, new deaths became 
a sorry but necessary type of justification for previous deaths.
 47. Fitzgerald, Fire in the Lake, 30.
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of a reversed mirror image, for the very notion of competition, invention, 
and change is an extremely new one for most Vietnamese. Until the French 
conquest of Vietnam in the nineteenth century, the Vietnamese practiced 
the same general technology for a thousand years… With a stable technol-
ogy and a limited amount of land the traditional Vietnamese lived by con-
stant repetition, by the sowing and reaping of rice and by the perpetration 
of customary law. The Vietnamese worshipped their ancestors as the source 
of their lives, their fortunes, and the civilization. In the rites of ancestor 
worship the child imitated the gestures of his grandfather so that when he 
became the grandfather, he could repeat them exactly to his grandchildren. 
In this passage of time that had no history the death of man marked no final 
end. Buried in the rice fields that sustained his family, the father would live 
on in the bodies of his children and grandchildren. As time wrapped around 
itself, the generations to come would regard him as the source of their pres-
ent lives and the arbiter of their fate.48

From the vantage point of Vietnamese “time wrapped around itself,” Amer-
ican temporal linearality must have seemed simplistic. From the patience 
such repetition makes possible, the American willingness to secure that 
linearality through indescribable violence must have seemed insane.49

 What was unimaginable to America’s mythos of progress was that the 
Vietnamese, or any other people for that matter, simply could not be co-
opted to its assumptions, that they were fundamentally different and that 
the concerns of America did not and should not concern those who were 
not American. “The domino theory” was a world-historical emergency 
American foreign policy constructed as the intensification of its own tem-
porality, and America as the world-historical figure had to bring the fight 
to the world, even at the world’s expense. Americans were in no position 
to see the Vietnamese beyond what they wanted to see: themselves. As 
Fitzgerald writes, “For the Americans in Vietnam it would be difficult to 
make this leap of perspective, difficult to understand that while they saw 
themselves as building world order, many Vietnamese saw them merely as 
the producers of garbage from which they could build houses. The effort 
of translations was too great.”50 Confrontation with this difference could 

 48. Ibid., 8–9.
 49. This is not to say that the Vietnamese were not themselves a warring and vio-
lent people. To the extent that the Viet Minh held communism as salvific, they too were 
imposing a war of worlds upon the peasant population. Yet, the cyclical view of time 
held by the peasant made her in a significant sense largely uninterested in the continual 
changes of ideologies and unthreatened by that which warranted violence by the Ameri-
cans and the Viet Minh.
 50. Fitzgerald, Fire in the Lake, 5. Earlier, Fitzgerald writes, “The meeting between the 
two was the meeting of two different dimensions, two different epochs in history.” Viewing 
itself as the end of history, America unfortunately could not imagine “two different epochs 
in history” (ibid., 4).
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have been, as Jordan claimed of the Europeans, “an opening of better 
hope demanding an unprecedented and perhaps impossible measure of 
courage, honesty, and sheer nerve.”51 Unfortunately, there would be none 
of this “courage, honesty, and sheer nerve”; “courage, honesty, and sheer 
nerve” of the warring kind took over in such a way that reappraisal and 
repentance were never real possibilities. America would spend twenty-
five long and bloody years shoring up its self-certainty and attempting to 
eradicate the counter-temporality of the Vietnamese.

Conclusion

According to Balthasar, privatizing time is not a sin unique to America; 
if his drama characterizes the world accurately, desperation infects every-
thing. I have only told the Americans-in-Vietnam version of Balthasar’s 
story. Anyone so willing could as well stage the Viet Minh adaptation of the 
drama. The threats to American security during the Cold War were as real 
as the historical monstrosities that Balthasar anticipates. America’s enemies 
during the Cold War were themselves infected with a temporal hysteria 
and, if given the opportunity, would have imposed their “world clock” on 
others. The claim of this paper has not been that American desperation 
produced an illusionary threat, but rather that America and her perceived 
enemies were infected by the same temporal madness, a madness that 
continues today. Humanity, of whatever political stripe, when divorced 
from God’s self-giving drama, will find itself fated to desperate violence. 
This was the case with the Americans and the Communists in Vietnam, 
and it is the case with America in Iraq, terrorists from Al Qaeda, and every 
insurrectionist community in rebellion against the divine kenosis. As with 
Vietnam, the question regarding America’s current war with Iraq and the 
larger war with terrorism is, what would it look like to win? When time 
becomes a threat to everything, it seems unlikely that humanity can ever 
overcome its own self-made monsters, especially when self-creation is its 
only trusted mode of existence.

Jonathan Tran is Assistant Professor of Theological Ethics at Baylor 
University, in Waco, Texas.
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