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Editorial


The Bonhoeffer Legacy: An International Journal, now concluding its fifth volume, was initiated principally to provide an outlet for an ever expanding Bonhoeffer scholarship in Australia, New Zealand and the South Pacific region, one that includes at least one annual conference as well as a range of symposia and other events called from time to time by Bonhoeffer scholars and interested parties. The initial aim was to support and encourage this extant scholarship from the Australasian region as well as to forge links with and draw into the region the wider and ever expanding Bonhoeffer scholarship to be found internationally. The international links have grown significantly during the past five years, indicated by an increasing authorship in and subscriptions to the journal coming from all parts of the world and matched by an increasing international presence at the annual conference. As a result, the Editorial Board made the decision at the outset of Volume 5 to alter the sub-title to An International Journal in order to capture this reality.


The focus of the journal, seen in the notion of ‘Legacy’, remains on any aspect of Bonhoeffer’s life, theology and/or political action that is relevant to his immense contribution to twentieth and twenty-first century events and scholarship. ‘Legacy’ can be understood as including those events and ideas that contributed to Bonhoeffer’s own development, those that constituted his own context or those that have developed since his time as a result of his work and the many commentaries on it. In other words, Bonhoeffer’s legacy can be traced back to the events, philosophies and theologies that preceded his time as well as drawn forward to help in understanding the world we inhabit today, especially around issues of faith, non-faith and the ethics entailed in human action.


In this second issue of the fifth volume, we have a variety of international scholars whose work illustrates yet again the richness and diversity of the Bonhoeffer legacy. In the opening article, Barry Harvey from Baylor University, USA, a foremost Bonhoeffer scholar with long-term credentials in the International Bonhoeffer Society, offers an article that builds on his keynote presentation at the 14th Annual Bonhoeffer Conference held in Sydney, Australia in 2018. In the following paper, Robert Vosloo from Stellenbosch University, South Africa, also a renowned Bonhoeffer scholar, has built on his own keynote presentation at the same conference. In the third article, Jason Lam from Melbourne School of Theology, Australia and formerly Hong Kong, has also written an article based on his presentation at the 2018 conference. Similarly, Joel Banman, currently completing a doctorate in Bonhoefferian theology at Otago University, New Zealand, offers an article based on his presentation at the conference. The fifth article comes from Dustin Benac who is also completing a doctorate, this time at Duke University, USA. Dustin’s article emanates from a paper he presented in the Bonhoeffer Section at the 2018 American Academy of Religion Conference. Finally, Di Rayson provides a review of Jennifer McBride’s 2017 book, Radical Discipleship.


As we continue to suggest, Bonhoeffer’s theology is akin to the unfinished symphony and so possesses an unusual capacity to be taken in any number of directions and to continue to stimulate new theological, ethical and indeed political thought. The legacy of Bonhoeffer is unique in its capacity to take us back to some of the most ancient of theological considerations as well as sharpen our attention to issues alive at the present time.


Terence Lovat


Newcastle, Australia


December, 2018





A Hard Habit to Break: Re-Imaging Public Theology in a World After Christendom


Barry Harvey


Introduction


Interest in the topic of public theology has been on-going for several decades. When I first wrote on it two decades ago, the primary question was whether theology ‘qualifies as a form of public discourse, and if so, how it should properly submit its claims to the scrutiny of a public ostensibly “constituted by open conversations, plural discourse, and diverse communities”.’1


In some ways the terms of the debate remain the same, for example, in the widely-shared assumption that there are only two options: identifying with one’s social location or withdrawing into a private enclave protected from the taint of the world. Since I first dipped my toe into the contested waters swirling about this question, however, the world has become less stable, more divided, less cooperative, more polluted, and unable to reason together across ideological boundaries. Social fragmentation has not, regrettably, slowed down globalisation one iota. The increase and concentration of wealth marches merrily on. ‘The centre did not hold’, writes Walker Percy in his dystopic novel Love in the Ruins, but ‘the Gross National Product continues to rise.’2


With this turbulent setting as the backdrop, what might Dietrich Bonhoeffer have to offer to an inquiry into public theology? Several times in his prison letters he speaks of a worldly Christianity, though what he intends, beyond the fact that he is committed to a broad and vigorous engagement with the wider social world, is a contested question. In his baptismal letter for his godson, for example, he quotes Jeremiah’s admonition to the exiles that they are to seek the welfare of the city, and adds that Christians should participate liberally and selflessly in the whole of life and in the suffering of our fellow creatures.3 It is also the case that some of what Bonhoeffer says belongs to a past era and thus of limited usefulness, including his efforts to reclaim Martin Luther’s two kingdoms doctrine and reframe it in the form of the mandates.


I submit that Bonhoeffer’s most substantial contribution to the ongoing work of public theology has to do with imagination. In the sense I am using the term, imagination comprises the highest intellectual capacity humans have. It is the ability, in Edward de Bono’s phrase, to think laterally, to invent, conjecture, and hypothesize. We can only act in the world that we see, and what we see is informed by what we can imagine. In her book Bystanders Victoria Barnett chronicles the way that those who worked to rescue the victims of the Nazi regime during the Holocaust were prompted by a distinctive type of vision that shaped the way they took in what was happening in their midst. This imaginary demanded that they attend to those who were being unjustly treated, to see that they had ‘a personal stake in what was happening around them.’ Bystanders, by contrast, were unable to envision anything beyond what was immediately in front of them.4


The most important task that theologians undertake for the wider public is not to devise a blueprint for reconstructing the world order or give public policy advice to state officials, but to ‘open up different ways of imagining the world.’5 To do so, as Pope Francis notes, we must attend to the ethical and spiritual roots of our disordered world, otherwise we shall only deal with symptoms and not the underlying causes. To this end I first examine Bonhoeffer’s critique of what has happened to us and to our world as a result of our imagination being colonised by what he calls technological organization of all kinds. He contends that, to borrow a line from Ludwig Wittgenstein, ‘A picture held us captive’,6 a technological imaginary that ‘enfolds us in its own conceptions of instrumentality, neutrality and purposiveness.’7 I then consider some of the resources for an alternative imaginary that Bonhoeffer provides, involving his comments on the notion of the Spielraum, and in an expanded version of the polyphony of life.


Before I consider those aspects of his thought that bear directly on the contribution of theology to a wider conversation about the common good of creation, I need to say a bit more about this idea of public theology.


What is Public Theology?


Katie Day and Sebastian Kim claim in their introduction to A Companion to Public Theology, published last year by Brill, that public theology had its origins in ‘a turn from theology speaking to society from a perspective of moral privilege to engaging with publics as informed citizen in civil society having agency in the construction of the common good.’ They further assert that the working suppositions of previous theologies were (1) church and world were distinct entities, divided by an inviolable boundary; (2) the world was described in essentially pathological terms; and (3) theology claimed to be grounded ‘in immutable and transcendent truth apart from the possibility of self-critique.’8 Taken at face value these descriptions are misleading, for while there are some who act as though they are Moses coming down from the mountain to deliver an unsullied word to a corrupt world, it is false, historically and theologically, to say that only in recent times have theologians sought to speak with and learn from other voices and perspectives.


The principal task of public theology, according to Harold Brietenberg, is to ‘provide theologically informed interpretations of and guidance for individuals, faith communities, and the institutions and interactions of civil society, in ways that are understandable, assessable, and possibly convincing to those inside the church and those outside as well’.9 Theologians must therefore present their findings, Day and Kim add, ‘in ways that can be evaluated and judged by publicly available warrants and criteria’. To accomplish this goal, they must search out the shared values in terms of which to formulate their arguments, which means that theology may well be shaped by these values ‘even as it seeks to shape or influence society’.10


I cannot help but be reminded of something ethicist Paul Ramsey said a few years ago when I think about these stipulations, which is that he constantly wondered why in the United States there are ‘so many “post-Constantinians” in our so-called “liberal” churches who (1) proclaim with joy the end of that era, yet (2) never hesitate to issue advice to states as if they were Christian kingdoms’.11 Though it is true that such kingdoms have gone the way of all flesh in a world come of age, the basic desire that informed the collaborations between them and the church has been remarkably resilient. Christendom, it appears, is a very hard habit to break.


Day, Kim, and Brietenberg locate this seemingly irrepressible urge to whisper in the ear of the rulers and authorities of the present age in our ostensive membership in ‘society’, which they regard as the proper agency for pursuit of the common good. This word ‘has been in the English language since the late Middle Ages,12 when it was typically employed to refer to a group of people that had chosen to come together to advance an agenda or pursue a goal, for example, a professional society. In the eighteenth century, however, ‘society’ began to be used as the comprehensive concept for human unity, a function previously performed in Greek by polis, by civitas or res publica in Latin, and in Arabic, madīnah. English speakers now regularly employ it to refer to the comprehensive system of social relations within which the church and all other types of association are contained, supervised and regulated.13


The supposition that ‘society’ is the proper context for considerations about the common good is also an idealised one, for it takes it for granted that a social order actually exists that is prior to, and broader than the state, which is supposedly that part of society charged with promoting and protecting that good.14 Once upon a time those who live in economically developed areas may have been able to speak credibly of ‘civil society’ as distinct from and more comprehensive than the state, but that day is past. The relationships and associations that formerly were independent of the state have been overrun and subsumed by it. In the setting in which most of the world now operates, the idea of society, as Anthony Giddens says, is indistinguishable from a nation-state,15 which is an innovation of rather recent vintage in the human political order, a polity ‘bounded by borders and ruled by one sovereign to whom allegiance is owed in a way that trumps all other allegiances’.16 Globalisation has not brought about the demise of the nation-state, but represents ‘a hyper-extension of the nation-state’s project of subsuming the local under the universal’,17 creating what Pope Benedict calls the ‘hegemony of the binary model of market-plus-state’.18


The stipulation that this new Leviathan is the normative setting within which public theology operates, as Rowan Williams points out, ‘is to imagine that our relation to it and its “values” is essentially “contemplative”, a penetration by theological understanding into the essential structure in the mind and will of God’. That posture is highly suspect theologically, adds Williams, for from its start the church has recognised a ‘fundamental Christian vocation of not belonging, in families, nations, patriarchal “organic” states’, a stance taken up to distinguish itself, not from the human race, ‘but from all communities and kinships whose limits fall short of the human race’.19


It is also the case that, as Richard Bernstein observes, these sorts of stipulations have ‘always been used to block, stifle, or rule out “revolutionary” turns in the conversation . . . It either becomes a glorification and reification of what are our existing contingent social practices and forms of life or a pious and vacuous generality.’20 Once we allow the status quo to establish the norms for theology, we trade its transformative character for a bowl of warmed-over partisan porridge.


For his part Bonhoeffer is dubious about the possibilities of establishing these sorts of rational warrants and criteria at all. He writes to his godson that his generation ‘believed we could make our way in life with reason and justice (Recht), and when both failed us, we no longer saw any way forward. We have also overestimated time and again, the importance of reasonableness and justice in influencing the course of history.’ He concludes by saying that this world ‘is ruled by forces against which reason can do nothing.’21


I am not saying, nor is Bonhoeffer saying, that we should never engage in public policy discussions or consider what might be the best strategies for negotiating with governmental officials and corporate officers about matters concerning public goods. There will always be opportunities when we can seek the welfare of the city, though most of these will occur locally. The further deliberations expand beyond the local, the more the terms of the conversation will be predetermined by interest groups made up of those who mobilise votes on issues, possess technical expertise, are adept at making political presentations, and of course, contribute large amounts of money, all of which are primarily responsible for setting the agenda for partisan politics.22
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