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Dedication


I dedicate this book to the Catholic Deaf communities in
South Africa, Eswatini and Lesotho
for your commitment to your faith
and breathing new life into mine.


You taught me the meaning of
the responsibility that arises
from proximity.


In loving remembrance of my Deaf grandparents,
Joseph and Eunice Hirst,
and my hearing parents, Ken and Margaret James.
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Foreword


It would have been impossible for me to read the entire book line by line on my braille device, but I was able to read the summary Mark James sent me. Well done, it is wonderful indeed. He frames the whole picture of Catholic Deaf Education and ministry with deaf people. It is true today that the gifts of deaf persons have been shared with many people in our country and in the world. As deaf people have become successful members of society, they have played roles in which they have served and benefitted both the hearing and the Deaf communities.


I cannot imagine how deaf people, who attended Catholic schools for the deaf, could have achieved what they have if it was not for the education provided by the Dominican sisters. Putting to one side the debate between education through the system of sign language or oralism, we must say that the Dominican sisters, through their goodness, availed themselves to teach the deaf children. The deaf children gained the benefit of improving their education whether it was through sign language or oralism. The sisters dedicated their lives to working for the betterment of deaf lives and endeavoured for their success.


In this respect, I agree with Emmanuel Levinas’ understanding of saintliness. The Dominican sisters gave themselves fully to educating deaf children out of their own goodness and for the goodness of the deaf children. They were ‘saintly’ in their efforts. They deserve the appreciation and gratitude of the Deaf community. In this way, I still owe a great debt to the Dominican sisters who inspired me to give my life in loving service to and in ministry with Deaf people. For myself, I affirm the goodness of both sign language and oralism which has offered me access to communication with the Deaf and with hearing people in a broad sense.


I also appreciate Levinas’ philosophy based on a person as a being a self as well as a person responsible to others. This frames a perfect and true charity of God in the realism of humanism. Human beings tend to read life like English from left to right, from self to the other. Levinas reminds us that we need to read life like Hebrew from right to left, from the other to the self. We are reciprocally responsible for one another.


I must say that Mark James makes a clear point about Deaf education given by the Cabra and the King William’s Town Dominican Sisters, but he has not neglected their flaws and failures either. In many cases, they failed by not allowing deaf children and adults to express the value of sign language as a gift from God.


Initially, the Cabra Sisters did allow deaf children to learn sign language at school. They allowed for what Levinas would understand as reading from right to left. In contrast, the King William’s Town Dominican sisters insisted on and only used the single oral method. However, even the Cabra Sisters eventually adopted oralism and abandoned education through sign language.


Many of the sisters were influenced and trained at an Institute for the Deaf in the Netherlands. The priest in charge was known to trample sign language firmly under his foot without considering the many variables that affect deaf children like mental health, or physical conditions such as cerebral palsy – to say nothing of the possibility of deafblindness, where touch is the only medium of communication. He was only interested in promoting oralism.


In 1976, I was invited to visit this Institute. I thought that I was invited as a friend but later I came to realise that I was treated as a guinea pig. He made an experiment on me and my language acquisition. I was extremely disgusted by the way he treated me. I could not believe how he made me feel inferior. On the last day there, I spoke openly with him saying that sign language, too, comes from God as it brings an awareness of God’s boundless mercy and love for deaf children and deaf adults, enabling them to believe in God’s immense love.


After saying this, I was shunned by him and, to some extent, by his followers. Of course, I realise that our humanity has successes and failures. A person might feel convinced that just because they have a profession, like being a teacher, one has nothing to learn from others. The failure in humanity is the lack of accountability from professional persons to the people they serve or educate. In this way, the professional person does not acknowledge any benefit from their peers like the deaf children and adults. I suspect Levinas would concur.


In my years of ministry, I have often met Deaf people who, like me, have been hurt and scarred by the strict and exclusive oral training they received at school. I often tell them the story of the lesson I learnt from my father.


At school, I would receive corporal punishment for using sign language. On one occasion, I was not beaten but was locked in the classroom during the tea break as a punishment for signing. I struggled to hold my bladder as I waited for a sister to open the door after the break. This experience added to my grievances against the sisters’ policy of oralism.


In the evening, I shared the terrible experience with my father. He listened to my story. His answer was simple. It was: ‘Forgive her for she does not understand what she is doing.’ It put me in my place.


Later in the year, he bought several pairs of black stockings as a Christmas present for each sister who was my teacher. I was aghast and stood with my backhand over my forehead, shaking my head negatively. He said to me: ‘Forgive them as they struggle with their shortcomings.’


It gave me a chance to think about what it meant for me. I slowly realised that it was a good way to forgive the sisters for the corporal punishments. Then I asked myself what my own shortcomings were. This released me from holding on to my grievance against the sisters. My father set the best example of forgiveness. It was how I grew up with the sense of forgiveness. I thank my father as a good Jew for teaching me the power of forgiveness for all the hurts I received from others and, also, to be aware of my shortcomings towards them.


As a priest, I used to use this experience in my sermons to the Deaf community. I encouraged them to liberate their grievance against the sisters for the corporal punishments received at school. I also encouraged them to reflect on their shortcomings as well as the shortcomings of the sisters. The Deaf community was deeply touched by the words I shared with them.


Despite some of these shortcomings and failings, I admit that I feel so blessed with both sign language and oralism as, together, they offer me greater accessibility to communication with deaf people as well as hearing people. Were I to use sign language only, I would never have thought of entering a seminary! Learning a spoken language offered me the encouragement of keeping my heart and mind open to the hearing world along with using sign language in the Deaf world. Nevertheless, I defend sign language as the more beneficial communication for hearing persons to learn in their encounters with the Deaf.


Reading parts of Mark James’ book, I was reminded of other Deaf people who promoted the use of sign language, like my friend Robert Simmons. I, for one, will never allow oralism to have the last word. Sign language is what it is all about, as we have seen in the witness of those who sought to attend to the needs of the Deaf community by establishing the Deaf Community of Cape Town (DCCT), people like Stephen and Suzanne Lombard, Faith Cronwright and Wilma Newhoudt. They too have shown the saintliness of which Levinas speaks through the personal witness of their lives of service to the Deaf community.


Fr Cyril Axelrod CSsR OBE




Part I


Introductory Chapters




Chapter 1


Deaf Culture and Saintliness: Countering Audism and Phonocentrism


The title for this book Proud to be Deaf comes from a talk given in 1985 by Dr Robert Simmons, at that time a senior lecturer in anatomy at the University of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg.1 Simmons was giving a talk to the school-leaving pupils at St Vincent School for the Deaf and encouraging them to hold up their heads high as Deaf people as they leave school and face the challenges of life in a wider world. Simmons was himself a past pupil of St Vincent’s2 and had achieved extraordinary academic heights for a Deaf person at that time. He encouraged them not to see themselves as second-class human beings but to always strive to reach their true potential as Deaf human beings. He challenged these school leavers, not to be ashamed of being deaf, but rather ‘Proud to be Deaf.’3 Simmons wanted them to value their language and culture as it was central to their being. They should not just conform to the demands of the hearing world around them. Simmons challenged the young Deaf people to shape their future for themselves rather than limit themselves to perspectives that they needed to adapt to the demands of the hearing world around them.4 Implicit in Simmons’ appeal to the Deaf school-leavers was a critique of the education system that had formed him and them.


This book will attempt to detail and reflect upon the radical shift in Deaf people’s consciousness of themselves within the context of the ministry that the Catholic Church offered to deaf people in South Africa from 1874 to 1994. It will also draw out certain figures within the Catholic Deaf community who responded, and sometimes reacted, to the ministry offered by the Church. This book is a revised version of my doctoral dissertation and I have used both archival and oral sources in conducting my research.5


Before venturing into the historical narrative of this contribution, it is necessary to clarify the terms and concepts prevalent within the Deaf world. It is also necessary to explain who Emmanuel Levinas is, what he meant by ‘saintliness’, and how it is used in this book.


Deafness and being Deaf


Since the modern period, there has been a major shift in thinking about deafness and how deaf people are perceived. Originally, thinking about deafness was informed by a natural law ethical perspective which emphasised deafness as a lack or defect that deaf people suffered in their being human. From this perspective, deafness is merely the physiological description of a person’s lack of the ability to hear. For philosophers like Aristotle, this was a sign that they did not fully measure up to the standard of a human being imbued with reason. Deaf people were more akin to women and children who also did not qualify as being fully human.6 This way of thinking saw no space for deaf people within the human community. At first, they were just ignored and treated as imbeciles who were incapable of being educated. The only solution was for the person to be saved through a miraculous healing.


In the modern period, after the Enlightenment, philosophers like Kant, Voltaire and Rousseau placed greater emphasis on the dignity of the individual and their human rights. The shift involved an appreciation of ‘who’ Deaf people are, rather than ‘what’ they are.7 The dignity of deaf people was first recognised with attempts to educate members of the Deaf community starting in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. This was an enormous breakthrough for deaf people. The education of deaf people was seen as vital for their inclusion within society and two different methods of education were developed that were perceived, at the time, as mutually exclusive. The two competing methodologies were known as manualism and oralism.8


The manual method of Deaf education sought to educate deaf people by employing methodical signs and fingerspelling.9 As deaf people were being educated and were together in schools for the deaf, they began to experience themselves as bonded together as a distinctive cultural and linguistic community, especially those who used sign language.


The oral or aural method of deaf education, in contrast, adopted the view that the best way to liberate deaf people from their prisons of silence was to teach deaf children to lip-read and vocalise a spoken language. This method utilises modern technology like hearing aids and later cochlear implants to help deaf children cope and function more effectively with hearing people. After 1880, more schools for the deaf adopted the oral method of deaf education as it was seen to be the most effective instrument to enable deaf people to enter the job market. These dynamics will be explored further in Chapter 5.


The method of education shifted slightly in the 1970s with the introduction of Total Communication. Total Communication was the simultaneous use of signs alongside the English language. It is also known as the Combined Method. Another name for this methodology is Signed English. In Chapter 6, we will explore how Total Communication was promoted as a way out of the binary opposition of the manual and oral methodologies. However, more importantly, it opened the door to the acceptance of sign language as a legitimate language for the classroom.


Total Communication was later superseded by natural sign languages themselves. For example, bilingualism seeks to teach Deaf children through the means of South African Sign Language (SASL) but also to write in a spoken language like English, Afrikaans, Zulu or Sesotho. These developments point to a different perspective among Deaf people, in recognising that dignity is not just based on asserting one’s rights but finding creative ways of being in the world with others. We will look at this and its implications for the education of the deaf in South Africa in Chapter 10.


Encountering Deaf terminology


When venturing into the reality of Deaf people’s lives, it is important to recognise that one needs to set aside one’s assumptions and be open to a different way of thinking, understanding and behaving. Simmons’ talk to the school leavers has already highlighted some areas of contestation between hearing assumptions of deaf people and how Deaf people see and think about themselves. This has already been alluded to in the spelling of the words deaf and Deaf.


People who physiologically lack adequate hearing are referred to as deaf with a lowercase ‘d’. In contrast, Deaf with a capitalised ‘D’ refers to those Deaf people who identify themselves culturally and linguistically as Deaf because they identify with a culturally distinct community of people who use sign language as their first language. They also lack the ability to hear. In some of the literature, the term ‘d/Deaf’ is used to delineate people who are both physiologically deaf and who also culturally identify as being Deaf.10 Due to the awkward nature of d/Deaf, this book uses the lower-case d for the deaf who were trained in the oral method of deaf education and never learnt sign language nor identified with the Deaf community and the upper-case spelling D for those Deaf people who even though they went to oral schools for the deaf chose to communicate in sign language and asserted their Deaf cultural identity and dignity as members of a Deaf community. In this book, I will use the capitalised D to refer to those deaf people who use sign language and who assert their identity and dignity as being Deaf not deaf.


Arising from this struggle for the dignity of Deaf people, it is understood that being Deaf is a cultural and linguistic identity that Deaf people adopt. Instead of focusing on what deaf people lack or on their physiological inability to hear like a hearing person, being Deaf is the way Deaf people reframe themselves more positively. It is the conscious way that Deaf people choose to be in the world. By communicating with each other through sign language and belonging to a community of people formed by a Deaf culture and way of life, they shape their way of being in the world. This more positive outlook has meant that instead of feeling inferior to hearing people, Deaf people take pride in themselves. Like hearing people, they too, have their language and culture. As a result of this, Deaf people assert their identity as Deaf, rather than deaf, and challenge hearing people to learn sign language or make use of sign language interpreters when communicating with them.


From this linguistic-cultural perspective of being Deaf, forcing Deaf children and adults to conform to the assumptions of the hearing world, operating from a natural law ethical perspective is called audism.


Audism


In 1975, Tom Humphries, an academic from the United States, created the neologism ‘audism’ to refer to ‘the notion that one is superior based on one’s ability to hear or behave in the manner of one who hears.’11 This concept highlighted the injustices committed by hearing people’s misplaced assumptions about the Deaf community and which have had a devastating effect on the lives of deaf people.


Harlan Lane, an American psychologist, developed this concept by arguing that audism was structural and institutionalised in society. Consequently, the concept of audism was expanded to include:




the corporate institution for dealing with deaf people, dealing with them by making statements about them, authorizing views of them, describing them, teaching about them, governing where they go to school, and, in some cases where they live; in short, audism is the hearing way of dominating, restructuring and exercising authority over the deaf community.12





Deaf people experienced this misuse of power by hearing people when they went to various institutions like hospitals, schools, churches and government offices. The hearing people working in these institutions often determined that deaf people were ‘deficient’, ‘not normal’ or ‘deviant’ due to their ‘handicap’ and their inability to hear. This negative understanding of being deaf led the medical profession to seek ways to fix and remedy deaf people’s deafness. The solution was to provide hearing aids and cochlear implants, and the educational solution was to send deaf children to schools that used the oral method of education where deaf children had to learn to speak and lip-read. ‘Pupils were not encouraged to use sign language.’13 In fact, the use of sign language was actively discouraged through corporal punishment if deaf children were seen signing at school. This was all done, in good conscience, to ensure that the deaf person’s ‘imprisoned spirit would find liberation’14 when ‘the sound barrier had been broken’15 and they could lead ‘a normal life.’16


Harlan Lane has argued that audism is veiled by what he called the ‘mask of benevolence’17 where hearing people see themselves acting in altruistic and caring ways towards deaf people, or as acting in ‘good conscience.’18 For Lane, hearing people and their institutions appear to be altruistic in their care for deaf people but in effect, they dominate deaf people’s lives by making decisions for them and treating them in paternalistic and oppressive ways.19 This power continues to be exercised by hearing people over deaf people through various institutions under their control like hospitals, schools, churches and government offices, although in some institutions it may not be as prevalent as before.


Audism functions like racism, not only because of attitudes of superiority of one group over another but also due to the institutionalisation of these attitudes. Through the oral method of education in schools and the provision of hearing aids and cochlear implants to deaf children, hearing people seek to train deaf people to function in, what they call, the ‘hearing world.’ These audist agendas, under ‘the guise of benevolent care for the Deaf community, are hostile to the Deaf community, their language, their identity and their self-understanding.’20 Education systems, the medical profession, government policies and even church missions operated on audist assumptions and paid little regard to the opinions and thinking of Deaf people themselves. Many Deaf people reject audism and the natural law assumptions from which many biological and medical definitions of deafness have arisen.


For many centuries too, it was believed and understood that only spoken languages were truly languages. Sign language was disparaged as mere gesture and viewed as primitive, closer to the way animals communicate rather than human beings. In 1960, William Stokoe both argued for and demonstrated the linguistic structures of sign languages. In so doing, he overturned centuries of misconceptions.21 Sign language is a language utilising space rather than sound as its medium of communication, relying on sight and the visual rather than hearing and the audiological. This awareness has broadened our understanding of language and even what constitutes being human.


Part II attempts to demonstrate why the structural injustices of audism have become increasingly understood as a form of cultural and linguistic colonialism,22 where deaf children in schools for the deaf were denied access to their language and culture. For example, often deaf children were coerced by schools for the deaf to learn to speak spoken languages and punished if they were found signing. Deaf teachers were effectively purged from schools for the deaf and were not considered good enough to teach deaf children. They were relegated to being the hearing teachers’ assistants. This oppression was perpetrated not just as prejudice against deaf people but was the institutionalised result of policies propagated by governments, taught in universities, perpetrated by the medical profession under the guise of care for the deaf and forced upon defenceless deaf children in schools for the deaf. For Lane, the hearing are the colonisers who imposed their language, culture and value system on the Deaf oppressed, in ways similar to what European colonisers perpetrated against African people in the nineteenth century.23


Phonocentrism


According to H-Dirksen Bauman, underpinning audism is the historical misconception of phonocentrism. The term ‘phonocentrism’ was coined by Jacques Derrida who understood it to be the limiting of language to speech and the use of the voice and vocalisation.24 In so doing, other ways of communicating are ignored. Derrida focused primarily on the written means of communication.


H-Dirksen Bauman used Derrida’s idea and applied it to the experience of the Deaf community. He argued that phonocentrism privileged speech by overemphasising the ‘maniacal obsession’ with the human voice over sign language.25 Consequently, it has been a major foundational factor in contributing to audism. For centuries, sound has been mistakenly privileged over sign as the only legitimate indicator of language. These ideas will be explored and elaborated upon in Chapter 4.


In contrast to audism and phonocentrism, Deaf people have sought to develop more liberating perspectives of themselves as expressed in concepts like Deafhood, bilingualism in Deaf education, being DeaF, and Deaf Gain.


Deafhood


To counter what Deaf people perceive to be the colonising and oppressive system of audism and phonocentrism, they promoted the importance of cultivating Deafhood instead. Paddy Ladd, a British academic and Deaf himself, proposed the idea of ‘Deafhood’ as an alternative to the audist understanding of deafness. Deafhood is the Deaf ‘way of being in the world, of conceiving the world and their place within it in both potentiality and actuality.’26 Therefore, Deaf people have a common and equal human dignity with hearing people. Deaf people were not to be understood negatively as those who lack hearing but rather positively as those who share a common way of being in the world. Consequently, Ladd understood Deafhood to be




[A] process by which Deaf individuals come to actualize their Deaf identity, positing that those individuals construct that identity around several differently ordered sets of priorities and principles, which are affected by various factors such as nation, era and class.’27





Deaf identity had arisen from a contestation between the medical approach to deafness, which focused on the biological lack of hearing and the medical remedies of this condition, and the cultural-linguistic way of being Deaf.28 Linked to this is the idea that Deaf culture refers to the discourse that Deaf people historically have developed and maintained ‘about themselves, their lives, their beliefs, their interpretation of the world, their needs, and their dreams.’29


Bilingual-bicultural approach to Deaf education


In South Africa, after the first democratic elections in 1994, the policy towards the education of deaf children shifted, in line with worldwide trends, to a greater reliance on the bilingual-bicultural approach.30 This approach focused on two realities that deaf children learn more easily using a natural sign language like South African Sign Language (SASL) as their first language, and for writing purposes need learn a spoken language as second language. The two languages are considered distinct from each other and used for different purposes.


Deaf children also often live in two cultures and, in the United States, more than 90% of deaf children live in hearing families.31 Deaf children adapt their attitudes, behaviours and values in relation to these two different cultures. They also find creative ways to respond to these two cultures as they interact with both cultures.




This approach therefore implies that deaf children do not per se require remedial teaching strategies, because the bilingual-bicultural programme provides a unique visual learning environment in their linguistic, cultural and social needs are met.32





Many Deaf children who are educated in schools using the bilingual-bicultural approach achieve not only a great degree of self-esteem, self-confidence and self-acceptance but also display increased literacy skills and academic achievement.33 This approach has displaced the aural-oral method as one which is more respectful of Deaf people and their linguistic and cultural distinctiveness.


DeaF identity


Recent scholarship on Deaf identity has also challenged the polarising of Deaf identity as radically opposed to the hearing world. In 2005, Guy McIlroy, a Deaf lecturer in Deaf Education at the University of the Witwatersrand, suggested that perhaps Deaf identity is much more fluid than what has previously been suggested.


McIlroy proposed an alternative way to speak about Deaf people which takes this fluidity into account and to rather use the word ‘DeaF’. In this formulation, the ‘F’ refers to the fluidity of identities, as Deaf people negotiate their place within and at the interface between the Deaf and hearing worlds.34


While doing research on Deaf children in hearing families, McIlroy and Storbeck investigated ‘how a bicultural DeaF identity is assumed.’35 They found that although all the participants were happy to identify with the Deaf community, this did not mean that they imposed ‘a moratorium on dialogue with the hearing society.’36 They were particularly concerned with strengthening the bonds they had with close family members and their hearing school teachers thereby displaying ‘the fluid bicultural DeaF identity proposed by the researchers.’37


Deaf Gain


Deafhood, the bilingual-bicultural approach to Deaf education and DeaF are focused on appreciating and even celebrating the Deaf way of being in the world. Related to these concepts is Deaf Gain, which recognises and treasures human diversity. Deaf Gain reframes deafness from focusing on hearing loss or disability to celebrating what the whole of humanity stands to gain from the experiences of Deaf people. Deaf people can benefit society in ways that help us understand our humanity more fully. Deaf Gain is not so concerned about addressing audism as acknowledging the gifts that Deaf people bring to our understanding of what it means to be human.




Deaf Gain is defined as a reframing of ‘deaf’ as a form of sensory and cognitive diversity that has the potential to contribute to the greater good of humanity. There are three different signs that we use to mean Deaf Gain. The first can be glossed as DEAF INCREASE, and it expresses the opposite notion of hearing ‘loss’. It emphasizes that Deaf people have something of importance. The second sign can be glossed as DEAF BENEFIT, and it emphasizes that deafness is not just a loss but a benefit as well. The third sign can be glossed as DEAF CONTRIBUTE. This sign emphasizes the importance of considering all the ways that Deaf people contribute to humankind.38





Bauman and Murray list the number of ways in which Deaf people contribute to human diversity. The first way that deaf people have contributed is to ‘the wholesale redefinition of language.’39 The human brain is adaptable and can as easily learn a sign language as it does a spoken language. ‘Language can take the form of speech but it does not have to; language can just as easily take the form of visual signs.’40 An example of this is ‘baby signing’41 where hearing parents can communicate with their hearing children in sign language before the infants learn to speak.


Another way in which Deaf people benefit humanity is through their predominantly visual way of being in the world. Bauman and Murray point to the benefits that hearing people can gain by developing the enhanced visuospatial mental images, mental rotation skills, facial recognition skills, peripheral recognition skills and spatial cognition skills that Deaf people constantly employ.42 It is not that deaf people see any better than hearing people but rather what they do with what they see ‘pushes the boundaries on traditional hearing practices of seeing.’43 Hearing people, too, could benefit from a bilingual visual learning environment where they learn both auditory and visual learning skills.44 Education systems need to recognise multiple intelligences and not just rely on IQ tests to determine the bandwidth of human knowing.45


When signing, Deaf people make use of skills similar to those used in the film industry by employing a ‘constant tableau of close-up and distant shots, replete with camera movements and editing techniques.’46 One area where there is a close affinity to film and signed languages is animation where they are both less constrained by time and space.47 Bauman asked what innovations might Deaf filmmakers make to this industry if cinematic techniques were taught in schools for the deaf?48 Or how teachers can explain the process of cell mitosis in sign language using visual presentations in their explanations.49 Hearing children could benefit from this too because although spoken languages can describe the process, these descriptions may not help them to visualise it.


Deaf people could contribute to developing a different cultural aesthetic in architecture too. They would design buildings that conform more to the needs of Deaf people and that are more ‘organic, curvilinear, and bathed in light.’50 For example, tables would not be rectangular but round. This has implications for social behaviour and access because ‘in a circle, everyone is invited to a communal conversation if they so wish.’51


Another contribution is that it is easier for Deaf people to communicate across national boundaries than is the case for hearing people. International meetings of Deaf people take place in International Sign (IS).52 It has a greater potential to be a global language than any spoken language and may take far less time to learn.


If education systems integrated the insights of Deaf Gain, both Deaf and hearing people would benefit enormously. Educationalists need to engage with the imaginative and creative thinking to which Deaf Gain points by taking seriously the insights of neuroscience, appreciating the importance of human intelligence and acknowledging the diverse ways of human knowing and being in a community. In short, Deaf Gain means human-gain.53


Purpose of this book


The purpose of this book is not to apportion blame or to scapegoat hearing people for the injustices committed to Deaf people. The purpose of writing it is not to wage war on behalf of the Deaf community or even to try to champion their rights. The purpose behind writing this book is to look at history through a reframing or contemplative lens. In this book, the focus is on how the hearing community can learn to listen to and be transformed by proximity to their Deaf neighbours.


Contemplation can be understood as reflecting on how to see in a radically new way that leads to a change of consciousness. From a Christian perspective, contemplation is a listening and learning from God that radically transforms our life and our way of seeing and of understanding our neighbour whose reality is different to ours. Contemplation can also never be separated from action. A truly transformative contemplative view always challenges us to a new praxis and way of living in relating to others and to creation. Our limited and misguided perspectives are placed under scrutiny. Adopting a more contemplative stance towards life and others means we begin to walk in their shoes and have our consciences chafed. We learn to stop trying to control others or make them like ourselves but rather recognise our responsibility to act justly towards them.


It is for this reason that I have chosen to use the philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas (1906–1995) to help us reflect on how to develop this reframing and contemplative stance towards the Deaf community. For Levinas, ‘ethics is an optics’:




Ethics is not a corollary of the vision of God, it is that very vision. Ethics is an optics, such that everything I know of God and everything I hear of his Word and reasonably say to him must find an ethical expression … To know God is to know what must be done. God is merciful means be merciful like him.54





This is the contemplative revolution we need to undergo if we are to live in peace as human beings. Levinas himself sought peace but also recognised that true peace must be based on a transformation in our ways of seeing and relating to others. True peace always involves justice for the neighbour. He wrote:




My neighbour’s face has an alterity which is not allergic but opens up the beyond. The Justice rendered to the Other, my neighbour, gives me an unpassable proximity to God. The pious man is the just man.55





Those who recognise their responsibility for the poor one or the marginalised neighbour can realise the eschatological or messianic peace. This search for peace means I undergo a revolution in self-understanding by acknowledging those who face me and who challenge me to put their needs before my own. The commitment to justice and peace is not just an optional extra but is truly the gospel message. For Levinas, those who can put the life of the suffering other before their own, understand holiness and saintliness.




Prophets preoccupied themselves not with immortality of the soul, but with the poor, the widow, the orphan, the stranger.56





Consequently, for Levinas, ethics is not only about a way of seeing but also a way of living ‘otherwise than being’ through a receptiveness to the communication or discourse of the other.


This book is about pointing to this prophetically contemplative and transformative stance which will be the lens through which we will critically read the history of the Catholic Church’s ministry to the Deaf community as well as the significant contribution some Deaf people have made to this history themselves. Before elaborating further upon Levinas’ philosophy, let us look at his life story.


Emmanuel Levinas (1906–1995)


Emmanuel Levinas was born in Kuanas, Lithuania on 12 January 1906. He was raised in an Orthodox Jewish family and his faith remained central to his identity and philosophy throughout his life.57


At the beginning of the First World War in 1914, Levinas’ family fled Lithuania for Ukraine but returned to their home country six years later when it was safe again. In 1923, Levinas moved to France at the age of 17 to study at the University of Strasbourg.58 Thereafter he went to the University of Freiburg and studied phenomenology under Edmund Husserl and Martin Heidegger.59


He returned to France in 1930 and taught at the École Normale Israélite Orientale in Paris. This was a school for Jewish students from an orthodox upbringing.60 He began writing about Husserl and Heidegger at a time when they were not well-known in France.61 However, Levinas regretted his enthusiasm for Heidegger when, in 1933, Heidegger publicly announced his support for the Nazi Party in Germany. This proved to be a turning point in his life as a philosopher. Levinas began to challenge the starting point of phenomenology and all Western philosophy. He criticised its preoccupation with ontology and the egocentric self. Levinas began to regard himself as a post-phenomenologist62 challenging what he saw as Heidegger’s paganism. For Levinas, philosophy should not be oriented to Being and the Self but rather the marginalised Other, that is, the suffering neighbour. Using the Jewish tradition as his template, he developed a philosophy that sought to base true humanism on our willingness to accept our responsibility for the suffering of the neighbour. In his writings, Levinas saw himself as bringing the wisdom of the Bible, the Jewish world, to the wisdom of philosophy, the Greek world or as bringing Jerusalem to Athens. This approach Levinas saw ‘as translating the Jewish sources into “Greek,” Greek being his metaphor for the language Jews have in common with other inhabitants of the Western world.’63


During the Second World War, Levinas was captured as a French soldier and interned as a prisoner of war in a labour camp. This experience shaped his philosophy and the imagery he used in his writing. Many of his family from Lithuania died in the Shoah. However, his wife Raisa and his daughter Simone survived due to the help of friends, particularly Louis Blanchot and his wife, who were both Catholics. They arranged with a community of Catholic nuns to hide Levinas’ wife and daughter in their convent for the duration of the war.64


After the war, Levinas returned to his teaching post in Paris where he remained until taking up a post at the Nanterre branch of the University of Paris in 1967 and then the Sorbonne in 1973.65 He retired from teaching in 1973. He continued writing many books and articles until his death on 25 December 1995.66 His most celebrated works were Totality and Infinity (1961) and Otherwise than Being (1974).


Terry Veling, an Australian theologian, puts it very succinctly when he says that Levinas in his philosophical writing:




is trying to read life otherwise, ‘otherwise than being,’ to read against the all-powerful desire of the ego to be and to secure its presence in the world. He is trying to read in a counter-directional way that begins from the other side, from the other point of view … He is reading from right to left, across the grain of a prevalent Western philosophy and culture.67





Levinas’ body of writing in enormous. For the purpose of this book, the next section focuses on Levinas’ understanding of holiness and saintliness.


Levinas’ understanding of holiness and saintliness


For Levinas, holiness is separateness. God is absolutely transcendent and separate from us. For a faithful Jew, there is no possibility of union. Jews believe that the only union possible with God is obedience to the Torah, the revealed Word of God. The Torah teaches how to separate oneself from sin and to keep oneself holy. Thus, for Levinas, keeping the Torah means cultivating holiness, a holiness that is synonymous with the practice of justice and compassion towards suffering neighbours.


So instead of focusing on a transcendent God we cannot know, Levinas says the Torah calls us to recognise God’s transcendent presence as an authority, not a force, that is recognisable in the vulnerable face of the marginalised and suffering other that commands us to responsibility.68 The other approaches us from a transcendent height in his or her vulnerability and it is their suffering that commands our response.69 This command constitutes our humanity. To be fully human is to understand that we are held hostage to the demand of their face, their vulnerability and suffering. When we accept responsibility and in passivity say: ‘Here I am’ (hineni), we express our freedom.70


The being that expresses itself imposes itself, but does so precisely by appealing to me with its destitution and nudity – its hunger – without my being able to be deaf to that appeal. Thus in expression the being that imposes itself does not limit but promotes my freedom, by arousing my goodness.71


We act freely not when we do what we like but when we overcome our complacency and self-sufficiency and respond generously to the needs of the suffering and marginalised. Proximity challenges us to transcend self-interest and to open up our lives, in passivity, to the other by offering them hospitality and acting justly towards the neighbour.72


For Levinas, the self’s response-ability to the suffering neighbour is the way by which ‘God comes to mind.’73 It is when hospitality and justice towards the neighbour is practised that we can meaningfully speak about God, the ultimately transcendent, the wholly Other. For Levinas, religion, prayer and justice are truly one.74 Our God language is always idolatry and a false religion if it is not deeply rooted in a way of life that is de-centred, passive and displays a kenotic self-giving relation to the other or the marginalised neighbour.


In fact, Levinas is critical of how Christians speak so glibly of God’s immanence and how through contemplation, we can be drawn into a mystical union with God. Mystical union with God for Levinas smacks of a problematic desire for interiority, consolation and self-satisfying sufficiency. This path neglects the importance of accepting responsibility for the suffering of other people. We open up to exteriority by becoming responsible for the other.


For Levinas, God is external to human interiority and experience. God is so external and transcendent that God can only be experienced as ‘a trace or near-absence’,75 that is, footsteps already covered over and no longer even visible. The presence of God are the footsteps of the one who has already passed by (Exodus 33:21–23).76 For Levinas, the exteriority of the suffering neighbour is the closest we can get to God. It is through the height and transcendence of the exterior neighbour who faces us with authority that our subjectivity and interiority are called into question. We are commanded by the face of the other to responsible action. Like God, the other or neighbour always eludes our grasp and our attempts to control them or use them for our own purposes.


You shall not kill


For Levinas, we are called to ‘open up’ to the one who faces us. We should refrain from trying to control them or even to attempt to grasp them intellectually. If we attempt this, we bring them into the ambit of our terms of reference. This contravenes the commandment: ‘You shall not kill.’ We thematise them into the categories of our own choosing and understanding, our worldview, and so we deny their radical alterity.


Levinas wrote that ‘with the appearance of the human – and this is my entire philosophy – there is something more important than my life, and that is the life of the other.’77 Thus Levinas can say that the saint is:




the person who in his being is more attached to the being of the other than to his own. I believe that it is in saintliness that the human begins; not in the accomplishment of saintliness, but in the value. It is the first value, an undeniable value.78





For Levinas, saintliness is rooted in the Jewish Bible and not only in Christianity. Saintliness is inherent, not only in the sixth commandment ‘Thou shalt not kill’, but also in the injunction ‘Love your neighbour’ and ‘Love the stranger.’79 By living the course of our lives, we are inadvertently killing someone. This is not just true of individuals but, as we will see, in our institutions too. Levinas gave the example: ‘When we sit down at the table in the morning and drink coffee, we kill an Ethiopian who doesn’t have any coffee. It is in this sense that the commandment must be understood.’80


Loving your neighbour means therefore to be more concerned about the deaths of the suffering ones in our world. Their deaths are of greater concern than our own death. Consequently, the commandment ‘Thou shalt not kill’ and ‘loving my neighbour’ limit my personal freedom and concerns for my life. A different understanding of freedom is envisaged. Rather than just self-fulfilment, I, in an act of generosity, give my life as a gift, a free and gratuitous gift for the other. This is true charity or a commanding love. When we live our lives with great generosity and as a gift for others, we fulfil the commandment to love our neighbour and to love God. ‘God is the one who says that one must love the other.’81


For Levinas, proximity or this encounter with the other or marginalised people like Deaf people, is a privileged moment. In this book, we reflect on how through our encounter with the Deaf community our lives are interrupted and disrupted. Deaf people exist in their own right – as different to and separate from the hearing community. They exist as alterity. Deaf people’s alterity calls the hearing community into question by challenging our complacent and often misguided or even prejudiced ways of understanding them. By our interactions with Deaf people, we the hearing, are challenged, if we are honest, to undergo a process of unlearning and being undone (what Levinas refers to as passivity) – so that our ways of understanding Deaf people can be renewed and refreshed. Our sense of well-being is disturbed and we are challenged to think again about how we are to relate in new ways to this person who faces us and how to be hospitable and compassionate towards them. For example, when a hearing person begins to learn sign language they relate towards a Deaf person with a transformed sense of hospitality. It is a recognition that we are called to live by a different ethic.


Ethics is the first philosophy


Levinas often said that ethics is the first metaphysics.82 This insight is important for philosophy, ethics, spirituality and Christian living. For centuries, the metaphysics of Greek philosophers, like Aristotle, dominated Western philosophy and Christian theology.


Aristotelian thinking encouraged a virtue ethics that universalised moral behaviour for all human beings. It was derived from the idea that all human beings are united by what is their given human nature.83 Our biological, rational and linguistic characteristics across the species show that human beings share a common nature. This is often referred to as natural law. As a result of this, it is possible to deduce an ethic that arises from the objective laws of our nature as rational and intelligent beings. For the English Dominican theologian, Herbert McCabe, the weakness of this way of thinking is:




its too ready assumption that mankind [sic] as a unity exists ‘by nature’. It seems to me that human unity is something towards which we move, a goal of history.





The early formulations of natural law had the negative effect that those human beings who deviated from these ‘laws of nature’, like the blind, deaf, women or slaves, were considered as having a defect in their human nature. Consequently, they were often ignored and marginalised within society. This will be explored further in Chapter 4.


During the Enlightenment and the modern period, with philosophers like Kant and Descartes, we see a greater emphasis placed on the dignity of the human subject. Ethics became linked to loving the person as an autonomous individual and recognising that they shared equal rights with other human beings. This finally became embodied in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights established by the United Nations in 1948. During this period, we see how for the Deaf community, schools for the deaf emerge. Two different methods of deaf education were advocated, either through the means of the oral approach or in sign language. Being educated meant that deaf adults were able to find employment and participate more fully within society. Deaf people were increasingly appreciated as human beings endowed with dignity after centuries of this being denied. However, there were limitations with this modern conceptualisation.


In the postmodern period, ethics is understood within the context of language and communication. As McCabe pointed out: ‘ethics has to do with communication, with the fact that human animals make use of conventional signs and symbols.’84 So human beings through language are self-creative in their communication with each other. Human beings can participate in a community of people and be influenced by them, even to the extent of remaking themselves. For McCabe, ‘communication disturbs our present world, lays it open to influence from others, which may involve revolutionary change.’85 Even the language of God as revealed in the Word of God can be learned and can transform our relations with each other.


Levinas also focused on language and communication by challenging Western philosophical thinking. Instead of starting with the subject or the self as Descartes did coining the maxim – I think therefore I am – Levinas attempted to read life as otherwise than being. By this, Levinas advocated that one should separate ‘oneself from a whole philosophical tradition that sought the foundations of the self in the self.’86 Instead of being-for-self, he understood true humanity as those who become being-for-the-other. This being-for-the-other challenged the more ontological understanding of being-for-self. The emphasis was placed more on intersubjectivity rather than subjectivity, on alterity rather than unity, and singularity rather than universality. This is evident in his thinking about the face of the other.


Levinas’ understanding of the face or the neighbour


Levinas emphasised the radical alterity of the other so the encounter with the face of other is not just another way of speaking about the difference in class, race, ethnicity or nationality. Levinas was adamant that his ethical philosophy should not be confused with identity politics. He said that the best way to recognise the face or the neighbour is ‘not to notice the colour of their eyes.’87 So, strictly speaking, the neighbour is not to be easily identified as either Ethiopian88 or as Deaf. For Levinas, the face is not to be represented because the representation of the other is dangerous. It can equally lead to freedom or oppression. Diane Perpich pointed out that ‘singularity expresses ethical resistance to the misappropriations that come with representation.’89 It is a way of classifying and even controlling the person represented and people are always more than how we are represented or with which we seek to identify or classify them, as Perpich wrote: ‘I am this but not only this.’90


But Levinas’ understanding of the singularity of the face goes further than warning us against the dangers of representation of the other. Levinas wrote: ‘The oneself is a singularity prior to the distinction between the particular and the universal.’91 Lisa Guenther explained this to mean that ‘before I am conscious of having committed myself to anyone – before I am even conscious of being a self – I am already responsible for the Other in a way that both interrupts my identity and also singles me out as a unique one: irreducibly myself because I am inescapably for the Other.’92 In this respect, the self is responsible for the other even before the self has a name and it is this that constitutes its selfhood.


Individual identity or representation is secondary to discovering one’s true human identity as for-the-other. For Guenther this means that singularity means that ‘anyone is responsible for any Other.’93 So it no longer matters who the Other is, ‘what matters is that s/he faces me, and that a face, any face, commands me.’94 This does not mean that the particular differences between people do not matter. They do matter enormously, especially when deciding how to respond in any given situation.


In this respect, Levinas speaks of the ethical juxtaposition of ‘the Saying’ and ‘the said’. ‘The Saying’ is the ethical ‘impulse’ or first philosophy that challenges all human interactions at the level of ‘the said’, the daily practice of politics, economics, culture and religion. One will act differently to one who is an aggressor or a victim, but central to our true human identity is that we are responsible for all those who face us. In each singular face that we encounter in proximity, we are challenged to react ethically.95 Each person and each situation is different and cannot be measured by a universal response – based on natural law or human rights – because a universal measure may not adequately lead to an ethical response to the one who faces us.


In this book, the politics of difference forms an integral part of the historical narrative being recounted. However, Levinas’ philosophy is being used as a necessary counterweight to this history of identity. Levinas’ philosophy is a reminder that we are not just describing a contest of identities but ultimately trying to learn from the neighbour, or the other, so that we can move towards living together in a more just way and cultivate a new ethic between hearing and Deaf communities. Levinas’ understanding of the singularity of the face is partially expressed in the concept of ‘DeaF’ that we highlighted earlier, which is a move beyond a rigid representation and fixed identities of Deaf versus hearing. For Levinas, we are always on a trajectory of seeking greater justice96 and enabling a new world to break into the presently flawed reality. The challenges have not stopped but keep on developing and evolving. Greater relationality and appreciation for intersubjectivity and alterity may mean hearing people will be more willing to interact with Deaf people and be more appreciative of, and willing to, learn sign language and so improve their relationality. This is what Levinas refers to as hospitality or saintliness.


Saintly or prophetic ministry as hospitality


Levinas says true religion, holiness and saintliness is living an answerable life, that is, a life where one accepts responsibility for one’s neighbour. When one gives one’s life in faithful and loving service of one’s neighbour regardless of the cost to oneself. This is living a spirituality of holiness or saintliness. In his book Alterity and Transcendence, Levinas wrote:




Responsibility for the other, the ‘dis-interested’ for-the-other of saintliness. I’m not saying men [sic] are saints, or moving towards saintliness. I’m only saying that the vocation of saintliness is recognized by all human beings as a value and that this recognition defines the human. The human has pierced through imperturbable being; even if no social organization, nor any institution can, in the name of purely ontological necessities, ensure, or even produce saintliness. There have been saints.97





For Levinas, to be human is to be saintly, that is, concerned for the other. Central to his philosophy is the idea that to be human is to have:




already heard and understood the commandment of saintliness in the face of the other man [sic]. Even when it is said that at the origin there are altruistic instincts, there is the recognition that God has already spoken. He began to speak very early.98





True religion is not about cultivating a spirituality or a practice of life imbued with the desire for personal salvation or mystical union with the divine. Rather it is recognising the infinite in the face of the vulnerable face of the neighbour which commands us to say, ‘Here I am’ and respond to their suffering and marginalisation. In the terminology of spirituality, it is a kenotic process of decentring self and giving oneself as bread for the suffering neighbour. When we encounter the neighbour, we are standing on holy ground. Levinas saw the face of the vulnerable neighbour as having great height and authority because it is an epiphany or a holiness, a trace of the wholly Other.


When hearing people begin to learn sign language and the laws of countries are changed to allow for the education of deaf children in sign language, we get an idea of what Levinas meant by hospitality. Hospitality means opening up to the world of the other and welcoming their difference and alterity. Bauman and Murray’s concept of Deaf Gain, which we outlined earlier, accords with Levinas’ understanding of alterity and hospitality. This is honouring the face of the other and recognising that one is one’s ‘brother’s’ keeper. Hospitality is also becoming conscious of the other’s struggles. It is to ‘haemorrhage for the wounds of the other’ even to the point of substitution.


Substitution is responsibility for our neighbour and doing what we can for the good of this neighbour even to the extent of giving away the food that was destined for our own mouth.99 This is an act of utmost freedom of holiness and saintliness and is the way that God comes to mind. The saints are those holy ones who put justice and peace for the neighbour into practice.


Levinas’ idea of saintliness was developed by Edith Wyschogrod, who made this concept central to developing a post-modern ethics.


Saintliness and hagiography: The contribution of Edith Wyschogrod


Edith Wyschogrod (1936–2009) was an American postmodernist philosopher who was immensely influenced by Levinas’ thought. She used his philosophy to attempt to lay the foundations for post-modern ethics. For Wyschogrod, this involved a shift from the development of intricate moral theories to narrating or writing hagiography. This surprising perspective highlighted the importance of the witness value of the individuals who are engaged in responding to the suffering and nameless ones, not only by their words and fanciful theories but more importantly by their praxis.


For Wyschogrod, moral theories are limited because a particular moral argument is often not accepted by those who stand outside the hermeneutical thought that developed it. Secondly, the formulation of a moral theory does not guarantee that it will be put into practice.100 In contrast, the selfless actions of the saints speak more powerfully than any theory. Implicit in this praxis is a ‘command’ to emulate these saintly actions in one’s own life. For Wyschogrod, post-modern ethics and morality is about this shift from theory to praxis.


For Wyschogrod, a saint or a saintly life is characterised as:




One whose adult life in its entirety is devoted to the alleviation of sorrow (the psychological suffering) and pain (the physical suffering) that afflicts other persons without distinction of rank or group or, alternatively, that afflicts sentient beings, whatever the cost to the saint in pain or sorrow.101





In short, this means that the saint (or the ethical person) is one whose life is characterised by living a life of compassion and mercy by responding to the suffering neighbour without counting the cost to oneself. In this respect, Wyschogrod and Levinas concur.


Wyschogrod goes further than Levinas arguing that this moral praxis is transmitted through hagiography. For her, hagiographies are those narratives or histories that seek to ensure that the reader is swept up by its ‘imperative force’ and also in which the reader is challenged ‘to extend and elaborate [this narrative] with her/his own life.’102


For Wyschogrod, hagiographies are histories that challenge people to live more ethically. These saintly men and women incarnate the word in their bodily existence by negating their self-interest and so are freer to respond to the suffering and needs of their neighbour. As a result of doing this, they share in the glory of the glory of the infinite.103 Their saintly lives become a test and a testament to others of how living ethically means to show concern for the suffering of others, and how it takes precedence over conatus, that is self-interest and self-preservation.


This book is an attempt at hagiography in Wyschogrod’s understanding of the term. How are we to live more ethically, more justly, more compassionately and lovingly towards the Deaf neighbour among us? How can we honour the God we worship and profess by reaching out more generously and hospitably to the Deaf neighbour in our midst? The Deaf neighbour does not exhaust the other but, in this book, will provide the basis for the ethical life required for responding to the countless others in our world. This opening up and accepting responsibility for the other is sacred work. This sacred work involves becoming a de-centred, kenotic and self-giving self who, in proximity to the Other, is obsessed with seeking better justice for all peoples. This is an opening up or passivity to all of humanity, creating breathing spaces for all unrecognised Others.


The challenge to Christian theology


Levinas’ and Wyschogrod’s understanding of saintliness is not that foreign to Christian perspectives. There are parallels in the Johannine and Jamesian injunctions of ‘How can you say you love the God you do not see when you do not love your neighbour whom you do see?’ (1 Jn 4:20)104 or ‘I will show you my faith by my deeds’ (Jam 2:14–26) through the practice of justice and peace. For Christians, kenotic105 or self-emptying and self-giving example of Jesus Christ on the cross is the one who calls God to mind. We are called to emulate Christ’s example as did the saints and to share in Christ’s glory. By sharing in Christ’s kenotic love and compassion for our suffering neighbour by taking up our cross, we are drawn into the community of divine self-emptying love of the Holy Trinity.


Saints in the Catholic tradition


In the Catholic tradition, the desire for holiness and sanctity is embodied in the lives of the saints. The saints are upheld as model Christians, especially those who are officially canonised by the Church. They are canonised because they lived a life of holiness and continue to inspire us, the present-day faithful, to emulate them and to embody or incarnate in our lives their generous acts of loving charity, virtue and faith in God.


The martyrs and saints have been part of the Catholic tradition since the New Testament was written. However, the Church’s understanding of saints and holiness has changed and developed over the years. In the writing of St Paul, the saints are understood as the believing Christians who, through baptism and a life of striving for virtue, separate themselves from the world around them. The Church is the community of those who are separated from the values of this world. Like the martyrs, those saints who in a time of persecution gave their lives for Christ were considered the true role models of the Christian faith. In the fourth century and later, when Christianity became the state religion of the Roman Empire under Emperor Constantine, sanctity was seen in those people who renounced the world of power, status and marriage and lived as monks or hermits. Alongside these shifts in understanding of saints and holiness, the Popes declared certain Christians as canonised saints and established criteria for the acceptance of saints in the Church.


At the Second Vatican Council from 1962–1965, the bishops of the world accepted the document Lumen Gentium, which promoted the universal call to holiness for all believing Christians and not just for the select few. It is the responsibility of all the baptised to strive for holiness and sanctity, in other words, seek to become a saint. The feast of All Saints is an important feast day in the life of the Church. This feast celebrates the universal call to holiness and reminds all Christians each year that they are striving to become saints. Answering the universal call to holiness and saintliness is summed up in the injunction to become perfect (holy) and compassionate like our heavenly Father is perfect (holy) and compassionate (Lev 17:1; Mt 5:48; Lk 6:36).


In our Christian understanding we are called to be holy as our heavenly Father is holy (Mt 5:48). James Cyfko says that holiness in our Christian thinking has come to mean ‘growing in a share of the life of God’106 empowered by the Holy Spirit and emulating the self-emptying of the crucified Christ. We hear in John’s Gospel, Jesus saying to the disciples: ‘Those who love me will keep my word, and my Father will love them, and we will come to them and make our home with them’ (Jn 14:23). To become holy is to share in the divine life of God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit. Even in our Christian tradition, we have come to understand spiritual growth as arising from a contemplation that is purgative, illuminative and unitive.


Levinas and Wyschogrod’s understanding of saintliness offers new possibilities for Christian mission and evangelisation in today’s postmodern world. The truth of the Christian faith is determined by its doctrines and its praxis. Using the philosophy of Levinas and the theology of Hans Urs von Balthasar, Glenn Morrison, an Australian Catholic theologian, describes the living of the Christian faith as a coming to God by way of a personal encounter with Jesus Christ and the Other in Christ. If the self is created in the image and likeness of God so this likeness diminishes as self-interest takes centre stage. But the self that accepts responsibility for the Other, through an ethical transcendence of self, becomes more closely drawn into a greater likeness with God. Levinas called this holiness or saintliness. Morrison refers to this ethical transcendence as Trinitarian praxis.107


It is a Christian life and practice that is self-emptying and kenotic, just as the Trinity is the outpouring of the Father for the Son, the Son of the Father, bounded by the love of the Holy Spirit. It is this self-giving and kenotic love that boils over and pours itself in love into creation. For the Christian, this overflowing and self-giving love is revealed in Christ’s death on the cross. The Christian life is about embracing in one’s own life the mind of Christ (Phil 2:5) emulating his kenotic love for suffering humanity.


It involves a similar path of kenosis, ‘haemorrhaging’, dying-for-the-other, martyrdom and witness to a Kingdom of a non-thematisable God. Saintliness means accepting responsibility for the Other and thereby anticipating an eschatology of messianic peace, the reign of God that is always new and beyond our grasp and understanding.108 In this book, I hope to show that Levinas’ thinking is not contrary to traditional Catholic understandings of holiness and sanctity. Levinas’ approach can help us appreciate the contribution of those we will meet in this book, who were courageous enough to live in a saintly way.


Structure of the book


The first part of this book comprises four introductory chapters, the first chapter explains the concepts used in the book, the second one focuses on Levinas’ thinking, and the third focuses on how Levinas’ philosophy both challenges traditional historical research and how it can help to shape a new approach to history. Chapter 4 looks at the Catholic Church’s ministry to the Deaf community from Biblical times to the beginning of the twentieth century.


The second part of the book discusses the Catholic Church’s contribution to the education of deaf children in Catholic schools for the deaf in South Africa from 1874 to 1994. This section focuses primarily on two separate congregations of Dominican sisters. The first congregation to establish a school for the deaf in Cape Town in 1874 was the Congregation of Dominican Sisters of our Lady of the Rosary and St Catherine of Siena who came from Cabra, Dublin in Ireland. The second Catholic school for the deaf was established by the Congregation of Dominican Sisters of St Catharine of Siena who started their school in King William’s Town, now known as Qonce, in the Eastern Cape in 1884.


These Dominican sisters were inspired by St Dominic, but particularly St Catherine of Siena (1347–1380), a fourteenth-century laywoman and Dominican, to give themselves in loving service to their neighbour. Levinas and Wyschogrod’s understanding of saintliness as disinterested love and concern for the neighbour to the point of substitution is evident in the writings of Catherine of Siena. After spending three years praying and living a contemplative life in the alcove in her parents’ home in Siena, she had a revelation that God was calling her beyond a life of prayer and contemplation to an apostolic life. She was not to remain in her alcove but to venture into the world to proclaim Christ and the love of God to the world. In his hagiographical biography of Catherine, Raymond of Capua, her spiritual director, wrote that she had a vision of God saying to her: ‘It is on two feet you must walk my way, it is on two wings that you will fly to heaven. Love of God and love of neighbour.’109


In her Dialogue, where Catherine described a conversation between God and herself, she wrote:




I ask you to love me with the same love with which I love you. But for me, you cannot do this, for I loved you without being loved. Whatever love you have for me you owe me, so you love me not gratuitously but out of duty, while I love you not out of duty but gratuitously. So you cannot give me the kind of love I ask of you. This is why I have put you among your neighbours: so that you can do for them what you cannot do for me – that is, love them without any concern for thanks and without looking for any profit for yourself. And whatever you do for them I will consider done for me.110





From the time of this personal revelation, Catherine engaged in a public and prophetic ministry that was uncharacteristic for women of her time.


These Dominican women were among the early pioneers of Deaf education in South Africa and they broke new ground in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries when the prevailing wisdom arising from phonocentric bias was that deaf children could not be educated. This account shows that despite their prophetic and saintly efforts to educate deaf children, the Dominican sisters’ mission was compromised by the prejudices and blindspots, both racial and audist, that prevailed during British colonial rule and later under apartheid.


Alongside the Catholic schools for the deaf, some chaplains ministered to the deaf children at school or deaf adults in the parish. These chaplains were priests appointed by the local bishop for this specific ministry. This section also discusses these chaplains.


The third part of the book focuses on Catholic Deaf individuals and organisations that made a significant contribution to overcoming audism and challenging Deaf people to assume their rightful and dignified place within the Church and society. Robert Simmons was not the only one to promote the dignity of Deaf people and this book will try to highlight the other Deaf ‘saints’ like Bridget Lyne, Fr Cyril Axelrod CSsR, Ruben Xulu, Lindsay Moeletsi Dunn, Fr John Turner CMM and members of the Deaf Community of Cape Town.


Part IV summarises and concludes the book with a chapter on the power of saintly witness to a new world. Finally, the chapter proposes ‘the way forward’.


It is important to re-emphasise that this book is an attempt to write an interruptive and ethical, or in the words of Edith Wyschogrod, a heterological history. In these pages, I hope to record how the institutional Church’s approach to deaf ministry both served and failed Deaf people. It will also be hagiography in Wyschogrod’s sense of promoting learning and imitation.


I have used Levinas’ philosophy to clarify and deepen our appreciation of Vatican II’s call to holiness for each baptised Christian. Levinas’ ideas help us to move beyond a pietistic faith to ask deep and searching questions about our faith and spirituality and how we can integrate a life of contemplation with Christian or Trinitarian praxis. Authentic faith requires authentic witness which undergoes constant de-centring and an outpouring of self for the sake of the suffering and marginalised other.


In our daily lives, we stumble over or upon the wounds of others, even unexpectedly. Living by the Levinasian saintly ethic means not to pass them by, but to rather respond readily with a concern for justice, comforting words, a challenge, a loving gesture or an act of generosity. It is in these moments that a new world is made manifest as well as in dramatic acts of political or economic self-sacrifice and transformation. A new world breaks into the present broken world when transformative acts of generosity, justice and good, hopefully uncontaminated by self-interest, are manifested in the daily choices of individuals, activists and even governments.
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