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Take and Read—Endorsements

 

“To learn about the book that most influenced another human being is to learn not only about their mind, but also about their heart and soul. This volume gives us an astonishingly intimate window into the perspectives and passions of the most significant figures in contemporary American Catholicism.”

Cathleen Kaveny

Libby Professor of Law and Theology

Boston College

⟡✞⟡

“This collection is a tour de force of accessible religious reflection and a treasury of intensely personal testimony to the inspiration of great writers. In more than forty brief essays a wide range of significant Catholic thinkers reflect on the great books that have influenced them deeply. The range of authors is impressive, all of them distinguished theologians writing for a general audience. But the variety of texts they have selected is frankly extraordinary, ranging from religious classics like Augustine, Schleiermacher and Rabindranath Tagore, to novels from the pens of Georges Bernanos, George Eliot and Muriel Spark, to histories, biographies and memoirs. Karl Rahner at one extreme, Karl Marx at the other. This is a veritable feast, enriching our understanding both of the classic texts and of the present generation of thinkers who have benefited from them.”

Paul Lakeland

Aloysius P. Kelley S.J. Professor of Catholic Studies

Fairfield University

⟡✞⟡

“If the community of faith may be likened to a great river fed by a thousand unseen tributaries, Take and Read gives us a resplendent map of the tributaries. And how many of them I recognize! Dianne Bergant and Michael Daley have assembled a powerful collection of voices, each witnessing in distinctive ways to the patient if often painstaking work of faith, hope, and love seeking understanding. In one essay after another, the authors gathered here celebrate the unforgettable impact and sometimes costly grace of engaging with books that turn our complacent assumptions upside down, not least our assumptions about the mystery we name God—source of all tributaries. In this era of impatience if not outright contempt for the life of the mind, this is a beautiful and provocative book, like a boat bearing the reader up and downstream the communal river of faith.”

Christopher Pramuk

Chair of Ignatian Thought

Regis University
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Foreword

 

“Boring!” is the first word in the first line of the first chapter in Take and Read. Most other words in the book demonstrate why this damning critique need not reappear. Tell us readers that this is a book in which scholars nominate the greatest, or at least most influential, book each has read, and we might be expected to suffer boredom. Eyes may glaze over when we are confronted by lists, or when as readers we confront virtual advertisements for Great Books by scholars we may not recognize or who are specialists in fields other than our own. But here: boring? Never! Let’s anticipate why this collection will turn out to be exciting, memorable, and capable of inspiring reflection.

First and perhaps most notably, each chapter turns out to be not an argument but a story, a narrative witness. Certainly, theoretical discussions of books have rightful and sometimes urgent reasons to bid for scholarly attention. But they also have their limits. I have written a Foreword to a collection of essays devoted to the theme of mentorship. Many of the contributors have written or are capable of writing sophisticated abstract discourses on this or that element of pedagogy that merits attention as they helped shape the outlooks of readers on mentoring. Yet every writer, with no prompting from the editor, sooner or later told the story of what particular mentors—teachers, coaches, parents—exemplified, embodied, and achieved, as they became stories that shaped the mentees.

So it is here in Take and Read: along the way we learn that, whether the contributing authors are male or female, American or Other, proponents of fiction or “non-“, they are most true to themselves, to the book that they say has shaped them, and to the reader’s interests, when we read their stories. We learn which teacher commended a certain book to some as students, how often they were surprised by the hold the book came to have on them, and why they commend the books to others who ask them.

As an oft-time interviewer, I learned to ask questions that permit the subjects to probe and reveal themselves. I often ask, “Tell me three things about yourself that I won’t forget!” Recently an African-American high schooler with whom I was chatting responded to such: “You don’t need three things; only one.” And? “That I was never stung by a bee.” So? Should boredom set in? No, she explained: “When I was a little girl a bee stung my mother. She had an allergy, and died…” I’ll long remember that girl, while I will have forgotten whether some contemporary of hers got straight A’s, played soccer or traveled much.

The wonder in the essays that follow is how revelatory the shaping impact of the singled-out books has been. Let me repeat a line which changed St. Augustine’s life: “Take and read!” and, express hope that you will be surprised, delighted, and influenced.

Martin E. Marty

Emeritus, The University of Chicago




 

 

 

 

Introduction: The Power of Books

Jesus before Christianity (Orbis, 1978) by Albert Nolan, O.P.

Michael DALEY

“Boring.” It’s the death knell we fear hearing upon suggesting a book be read or assigning one to students.

Yet, our lives are testaments to the power of a book—a good book. We know firsthand how they can inspire, affirm, challenge, change, even disturb, persons. This is what we seek to convey and celebrate in Take and Read: Christian Writers Reflect on Life's Most Influential Books. In the selections that follow well-known and well-respected figures in the church and theological community offer captivating theological and personal reflections about the important role that books play in our lives.

In the end, we want the readers to experience, through the contributors’ own words, the life and vitality, the energy and enthusiasm, that books, specifically theological and spiritual ones, can have not just for ourselves but for them as well. Far from being paperweights, these books will be seen as must-reads.

Of course, this book won’t tell the whole story. How could it? Surely, you’ll recognize there is another book that should have been included and that warranted consideration. We agree and, in this sense, emphasize the book as a starting point to further reading across theological and spiritual perspectives.

For me it was 1988. The winter of my freshman year at Xavier University. I’d only heard of the place and applied there because my girlfriend at the time had considered it. Suffice to say some years later, as luck would have it, she went elsewhere. As a result, my first few days on campus were a little lonely. Truth be told, I was ready and needed to get to the rhythm and routine of class. Save for a bout of kidney stones and the challenges of maintaining a long distance relationship, my first semester was uneventful. Little did I know what was to come in the winter/spring semester.

Unlike many of my classmates, I was public school bred. For whatever reason, though the opportunities were limited but still available in Lexington, Kentucky, my parents chose not to send me to Catholic schools. No twelve years of Catholic education, especially religion class, to joke or complain about. The best I could muster were CCD classes and regular Mass attendance. Admittedly, as valuable as those experiences were, my theological education was decidedly lacking and a little naïve.

I didn’t know what to expect then when Dr. Paul Knitter, one of the most catholic Catholics I know, passed out the course syllabus for Introduction to Theology. As many a teacher and student both know, going over the course objectives, class procedures and expectations, and grading scale, can quickly incapacitate one’s senses. I, however, found myself staring at one of the class’s required texts—Jesus before Christianity. Though it makes perfect sense to me now, I had never before really put Jesus before Christianity. Never rooted him in his first century Palestine, Roman-dominated, Jewish context. Jesus was who he always was, or so I thought, Jesus Christ. Over the course of several months, though, through the substance of that book, much would change about who I thought I was, who I thought Jesus was, and what I thought I wanted to do with my life.

As untutored as I was at the time, the first thing that interested me about Jesus before Christianity (1st edition 1976), beyond the title, was the book’s preface (1987 edition). In it, the author, Dominican Father Albert Nolan, expressed surprise at how popular the book had become some ten years after its first publication. What struck me, however, were two additional things. The first was an apology. For sexist language. I kind of knew what it was but didn’t want to admit its influence on me. Didn’t everyone know anyway that mankind meant humanity? Just because “He” was God’s pronoun, we knew that God wasn’t actually male. Right? In this case, Jesus before Christianity began a sensitizing process for me of the sin of sexism, especially the power of language to challenge or to confirm sexism and the structures that support it, and the conscious-raising privilege and burden of being born a white, male, American, heterosexual Christian.

The second thing that touched me was the book’s and Nolan’s stress on historical context and how it influences theological reflection. As a child of the Cold War, The Day After movie (1983), the “Star Wars” missile shield, and school civil defense (“duck and cover”) drills, I knew of the nuclear threat. Yes, it was MAD—Mutually Assured Destruction. At the same time, in a way, I had become numb, insulated to it. The starting point of Jesus before Christianity though, unavoidably, was catastrophe. Not just nuclear, but environmental, even spiritual.

I was also intrigued by the author’s South African heritage. In ways I and the world hadn’t been made fully aware of before, the issue of Apartheid—the systematic denial of human rights to black South Africans—was becoming front page news at the time. Boycotts and protests seemed to be a weekly occurrence. Here was someone writing out of that charged social, political and religious situation. Though it was supposed to be kept a secret, in 1983 Nolan turned down the chance to become Master General of the Dominican Order to remain in South Africa. He believed that his presence there was more important, so that the theological reasons people offered for Apartheid could be challenged and, eventually, overturned. Long before the movie The Matrix, Jesus before Christianity introduced me to the reality of the “machine” and the violent means through which it exercises its control. Sadly, rather than confront and resist it, religion has often supported this system. Combined with a book on Gustavo Gutierrez by Robert McAfee Brown later on in the course, the key ideas of liberation theology—a preferential option for the poor and history as the scene of God’s revelation—were unveiling themselves before my very eyes.

Only after this stage-setting did Nolan introduce Jesus “as he was before he became the object of Christian faith.” A person who, in his own time and place, faced similar circumstances of oppression and poverty, not just in body but also in spirit. Jesus before Christianity was beginning to make Jesus relevant to me in a way he had never been before, connected to events not from long ago, but current ones like poverty, violence, war and peace.

How often we limit our experience of Jesus and church to an organization, a bureaucracy, a building, even a definition, rather than to a person and a people. For me Jesus before Christianity represented a time when there weren’t any settled doctrines and dogmas, just the enlivening experience of Jesus trying to bring forth the kingdom of God. It was an attempt at Christianity and Christology in the making, before Nicaea’s “of one substance” and Chalcedon’s “two natures, one person.” Tradition was still in formation. Nolan understood then (and still now) how traditional understandings of God for people, especially the young, were bankrupt, unmoving, even dead. For this reason, he said, “To choose him [Jesus] as our God is to make him the source of our information about divinity and to refuse to superimpose upon him our own ideas of divinity.”

Most importantly for me, what really emerged from Jesus before Christianity was Jesus’ humanity. Though I would eventually read more substantive books on Christology by John Meier (A Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus) and Dominic Crossan (The Historical Jesus: The Life of a Mediterranean Jewish Peasant), Nolan introduced me to a Jesus who was, well, like me (“in all things but sin,” Hebrews 4:15). Echoing Karl Rahner’s Christological critique of “crypto-monophysitism” which emphasized Jesus’ divinity at the expense of his humanity, Jesus before Christianity began to correct this imbalance. Here I encountered a Jesus who was moved with compassion for the poor and oppressed (Mt 14:14); who was tempted to misuse his power (Mt 4:1-11; Lk 4:1-13); who wept (Jn 11:35); who expressed anger (Mk 8:32-33); and who was betrayed by his friends (Mt 26:33-35). Jesus, in the fullness of his lived humanity, discloses God to us. Therein we discover the fullness of Jesus’ divinity. As Nolan makes clear: “Jesus’ divinity is not something totally different from his humanity, something we have to add to his humanity; Jesus’ divinity is the transcendent depths of his humanity.” It made sense.

Admittedly, some decades removed from my first reading of the book, I honestly and unfortunately find myself becoming more cynical, daresay fatalistic. The state of the world doesn’t exactly inspire confidence. Whether the matter involves work, politics, or church, it’s easier to keep one’s head down. Move along. Get along. Let’s be honest: Jesus was crucified for raising his voice, going to the margins, and envisioning a new way of life. What a warning for all those who risk action on behalf of the Kingdom of God. Does it really matter what we do and say in the fight for justice? Like Pilate and his minions, won’t the compromised and corrupt then and now, whether they be persons or corporations, win out in the end?

Thankfully, every time I reacquaint myself with Jesus before Christianity there is a restoration of faith in Jesus. The idealism and hope of the once undergrad me returns. As it must. The Kingdom that Jesus proclaimed isn’t some utopian fairy tale but something that can be brought forth and, in some ways, is already present (Luke 10:9, 11; 17:21). Discipleship in Jesus isn’t only possible but attractive, inviting, and real. As Nolan says, “Faith was as attitude that people caught from Jesus through their contact with him, almost as if it were a kind of infection. It could not be taught, it could only be caught.” I am able to believe again that goodness, truth, and the Kingdom will prevail.

When all was said and done, after reading this book and finishing that class, I went from business undecided to declaring theology as my major. Truth be told, accounting was a major stumbling block too. I think it was for Jesus as well. My mother has worried ever since about how I am going to support myself.

Speaking of support, it goes without saying that we are grateful to our respective academic communities that continue to be such fertile grounds. We also would like to thank John Mabry of Apocryphile Press and Mick Forgey and Dennis Coday of National Catholic Reporter. Finally, the contributors themselves deserve special recognition. Though the project may have been conceived by Dianne and myself, it became a reality due to their generosity of time and the substance of their reflections. Thank you to all.


 




 

 

 

 

The Abolition of Man: How Education Develops Man’s Sense of Morality (Macmillan, 1947) by C. S. Lewis

Way beyond “the Way,” but It Paved the Way

Tobias WINRIGHT, St. Louis University

It may surprise readers that C. S. Lewis’s brief book, with its archaic title using non-inclusive language, played a significant role in my life and faith story. The reference to morality makes sense, since I am a moral theologian. So too does its focus on education, because I am a university professor. Still, Lewis (1899-1963) was a medieval literature professor at both Oxford and Cambridge, most remembered today for his children’s novel, The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, in the Chronicles of Narnia series, and for his works in Christian apologetics, such as Mere Christianity—each of which evangelical Protestants have found especially important.

So, how did I, a cradle Roman Catholic, happen across this book and in what ways has it been significant to me, a Catholic theological ethicist?

When I was an undergraduate student, majoring in political science at the University of South Florida’s Saint Petersburg campus, The Abolition of Man was included on the “recommended reading” list appended to a course syllabus. It grabbed my attention, because I was beginning to find myself interested in political theory and various perspectives on the human condition. My professor, the late Regis A. Factor, had done his Ph.D. in political science at the University of Notre Dame, and he often incorporated more philosophical readings into his assigned texts, as well as in his syllabi appendices. Not only did he introduce me to writings by Morgenthau, Keynes, and Kissinger, he had me read Vatican II’s Gaudium et spes, John Paul II’s Laborem Exercens, selections from Augustine’s The City of God, and Ralph McInerny’s Ethica Thomistica. In actuality, Factor was a closet Thomist, associated somewhat with the “new natural law theory” of John Finnis and others, and at the time I was drawn to it.

You see, I was a first-generation university student in my family. Two of my younger brothers dropped out of high school, and the third has a high school diploma but no college education. Growing up, I always hoped to go to college, considering a possible career in law, politics, education, or as a priest in the church. However, my parents’ divorce when I was ten years old had a very negative impact on us all, especially my brothers. During middle school, I continued to be an excellent student, but I came to hate going to Mass and became rather hostile toward religion. During high school, though, I lived with my father. He remarried and became active in the Pentecostal denomination, the Assemblies of God, where I, too, regularly attended youth group, initially due to an invitation by a girl I liked. It turned out that I became very involved in this community during these formative years—though it was a very conservative, more fundamentalist type of Christianity. Indeed, I started a morning prayer group at my public high school, included many other mostly Protestant kids, and wrote essays that were in sync with what came to be known as the Religious Right in the 1980s. I was even a regular “preacher” at a monthly religious service in the local juvenile detention center.

When I graduated from high school in 1983, I considered going to a Bible college with a view toward becoming a pastor. However, I wasn’t fully on board with that, and I still thought it might be better for me to pursue becoming a lawyer. I ended up going to the local community college for my first two years. I had a tuition scholarship, but because I was living on my own (during my senior year I was thrown out of the house by my father after an argument), I needed a source of income to work my way through school. So I worked in a video arcade and then in a factory, but these made attending and doing well in classes difficult. Given my interest in law, my mother, who had become a cop after the divorce, suggested that I apply to area police departments for a job. I ended up getting hired by her department, and worked full time, mostly during the midnight shift, in the maximum security jail, while attending classes full-time during the day.

Professor Factor’s courses brought many things together for me personally: politics, law, and religion—all of which eventually and circuitously led me back to Catholicism. In my work, I wrestled with questions having to do with violence, injustice, dehumanization, and oppression. In contrast to many of my fellow students, I preferred being in the classroom, where I could read, discuss, and write about such matters. Who are we? Why are we here? How ought we to live? What is true, good, just, and right? These questions, I couldn’t get enough of them and devoured everything I could read whenever I could find time.

I first read Lewis’s The Abolition of Man in that context. It met my longing at the time for something objective and virtuous, over against relativism, subjectivism, emotivism, and even propaganda. I wouldn’t put it this way now, but Lewis’s discussion of “the Tao” or “the Way”—probably oversimplifying a universal natural law he discerned in Platonic, Aristotelian, Stoic, Christian, and eastern religious sources—as “the doctrine of objective value, the belief that certain attitudes are really true, and others really false, to the kind of thing the universe is and the kind of things we are” (p. 29), really spoke to me.

His critique of our “conquest of nature,” making it only an instrument to be controlled and manipulated to serve human interests, has stood out to me over the years, along with his warning that these same attitudes will be applied to human persons, too. “Having mastered our environment, let us now master ourselves and choose our own identity” (p. 63). Reductionism threatens to lead us to view humans—as well as the rest of the natural world—as “raw material,” “mere nature,” and thereby disenchanted. Of course, Lewis was writing in the immediate aftermath of World War II, and he had in mind especially eugenics, and he was concerned about its power exercised by some over others. “For the power of Man [sic] to make himself what he pleases means…the power of some men to make other men [sic] what they please” (p. 72). In this matrix, values are even simply human “artifacts” so that there is no objective basis for conscience, and thus, the ability to say “no” and identify limits. Out of a desire to achieve freedom from nature, Lewis argued, we actually end up losing freedom to the worst of human “nature,” namely those who abuse power over others and all things.

Although I could not have seen it at the time, this major point by Lewis helped to prepare the way for me to embrace the following, more recent line: “It follows that our indifference or cruelty towards fellow creatures of this world sooner or later affects the treatment we mete out to other human beings.” The latter quote is from Pope Francis, in his encyclical, Laudato Si’ (# 91), where he is critical of the “dominant technocratic paradigm” (# 101) that gained traction 250 years ago, wherein humans have a “Promethean vision of mastery over the world” (# 116) and seek to control and dominate nature. As Francis writes, “[N]uclear energy, biotechnology, information technology, knowledge of our DNA, and so many other abilities which we have acquired, have given us tremendous power. More precisely, they have given those with the knowledge, and especially the economic resources to use them, an impressive dominance over the whole of humanity and the entire world. Never has humanity had such power over itself, yet nothing ensures that it will be used wisely…” (# 104). As he observes, drawing on the work of Roman Guardini, our technological developments (not all are necessarily advances) have not been accompanied by growth and maturity when it comes to “human responsibility, values, and conscience” (# 105). We should instead “see each human being as a subject who can never be reduced to the status of an object” (# 81), and “[y]et it would also be mistaken to view other living beings as mere objects subjected to arbitrary human domination” (# 82).

Instead of going to law school after graduation in 1987, I went to divinity school and then to graduate school to study theological ethics. I realized I wanted to teach, write, and inspire like Professor Factor had before his untimely death later in 1999 from ALS (Lou Gehrig’s disease), a year after I first became a college professor myself. As a theological ethicist, I write and teach about a variety of topics: police use of force, just war, nonviolence, capital punishment, environmental degradation, climate change, and more, including bioethics. In retrospect, the nascent insights Lewis shared in The Abolition of Man, even though not explicitly mentioned, have remained behind much of my work.

Curiously, I suppose, I haven’t assigned the book to my students, although I have mentioned it once in a while, especially to those interested in a basic, natural law type of book by a name familiar to them. Recently, however, I used it in my Ph.D. seminar on religion and bioethics, and I was surprised that none of them had read it before, let alone heard of it. Lewis was definitely prescient about much of what’s happening today, as bioethics has become mostly secular.

Interestingly, I could have picked another book from that time, this one not recommended by Professor Factor: Timothy E. O’Connell’s Principles for a Catholic Morality, with a Foreword by Charles E. Curran. Indeed, when I showed it to him, Professor Factor advised against reading its revisionist perspective. Although I heard him, I didn’t listen to his warning. And I now consider myself much more in that camp of theological ethics, even as Lewis’s book and others similarly recommended then and over the years continue to inform who I am and what I do.




 

 

 

 

An Asian Theology of Liberation (Orbis, 1988) by Aloysius Pieris, S.J.

A Double Baptism: Immersion into Asian Poverty and Asian Religiousness

Peter C. PHAN, Georgetown University

As an Asian who did graduate studies in theology at Roman pontifical universities in the decade after the Second Vatican Council (1962-65) Aloysius Pieris’s book, first published in German [Theologie der Befreiung in Asien: Christentum im Kontext der Armut und der Religionen, Herder, 1986] and two years later in English [An Asian Theology of Liberation, Orbis Books, 1988] was, for me at least, an intellectual bombshell.

When I did my theology at the Pontificio Ateneo Salesiano, later upgraded to Universitas Pontificia Salesiana, in Rome in 1968-1972, the reform of theological studies mandated by the council was beginning to be implemented. However, very few of the professors, who had been trained in neo-scholastic Thomism, were willing or able to embark upon it. All classes were done in lecture format; students were provided with mimeographed copies of the professor’s lectures, which made attendance unnecessary; and the material for the only test in the course, a half-hour oral examination at the end of the semester, was based on these dispense [handouts], as these texts were called. The overriding goal of the theological curriculum was to inculcate the truths of faith as these have been taught by the Bible and Tradition, and students were graded on their ability to accurately expound on them. For the degree of licenza, which then required four years of fulltime study and qualified its holder to teach in a seminary or a pontifical school, a written comprehensive examination on over a hundred “theses,” appropriately called de universis [about everything], and a tesina [small thesis] were required. Creativity and critical thinking were discouraged; orthodoxy and fidelity to the magisterium were highly prized.

In terms of theological orientation, the curriculum was largely based on the teaching of the hierarchical magisterium, papal and conciliar. Rarely were primary sources themselves, for example, the writings of Augustine and Aquinas, read; rather, students learned about their theologies through the professors’ summaries. Among contemporary theologians, only Europeans, such as Henri de Lubac, Jean Daniélou, Yves Congar, Marie-Dominique Chenu, Karl Rahner, Edward Schillebeeckx and Hans Kűng (though, curiously, not Hans Urs von Balthasar and Joseph Ratzinger) were considered. Rarely if ever was mention made of Latin American theology, even after the landmark meeting of the Conference of Latin American Bishops in Medellin, Colombia (1968) and the emergence of liberation theology. Needless to say, African and Asian theologians did not even appear on the theological radar. In short, there was only one kind of theology, namely, the European, and it was regarded as contextually free, culturally universal, and permanently valid.

I mentioned this theological background to help readers understand why my encounter with Pieris’s book was a mind-and-life changing experience. Right after completing my licenza in 1972 I returned to South Vietnam, and it soon became painfully clear to me that the theology I had imbibed in Rome was worse than useless for my ministry, especially as chaplain to the only prison for women in the country at the time. Since there was neither opportunity nor resources (nor, I must admit, interest) for theological research, I could not follow the theological developments in Asia. After I came to the U.S.A. as a refugee in 1975, I left pastoral ministry to teach theology, frankly, not as a mystical quest for eternal verities, but as a job to support my family.

My earliest scholarly interests were Orthodox theology of the icon, patristics, and Karl Rahner’s theology. Later, in the course of teaching and research, I became acquainted first with Latin American liberation theology, and then with Asian liberation theology. In connection with the latter I began researching the history of Christian missions in Asia and Asian theologies, especially the teaching of the Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences (FABC). It was then that I “discovered” Aloysius Pieris, and my theological horizon expanded, with Pieris serving as inspiration and guide. I first read An Asian Theology of Liberation in 1991, and then Love Meets Wisdom: A Christian Experience of Buddhism (Orbis Books, 1988) and Fire & Water: Basic Issues in Asian Buddhism and Christianity (Orbis Books, 1996).

Like first love, however, it was the reading of Pieris’s first book An Asian Liberation Theology that made a lasting and profound impact on my understanding and practice of theology. The German title of his book expresses better than its English one the four aspects of Pieris’s influence on me: Befreiung [liberation], Christentum im Kontext [Christianity in context], Armut [poverty], and Religionen [religions]. First, liberation, not intellectual contemplation, is the goal of theology. Second, the context of the local church determines the method and themes of theology. Third, the social context of Asian Christianity is systemic poverty. Fourth, the religious context of Asian Christianity is religious plurality/pluralism. Interestingly, An Asian Theology of Liberation is not an organically planned monograph. Rather it is a collection of nine previously published essays, and happily it is a slim volume—a mere 139 pages—and highly readable. The essays are grouped around its central theme, namely liberation, and divided into three parts: “Poverty and Liberation,” “Religion and Poverty,” and “Theology of Liberation in Asia.” Clearly, the core concern of Asian theology is liberation and the two areas in which it is to be achieved are poverty and religion.

The first lesson I learned from Pieris, one that is so obvious that at first sight it is not worthy of mention, is that theology is inescapably context-dependent. But imagine how intellectually destabilizing this simple truth was for someone like me, who had a vested interest in defending the “Roman theology” I was schooled in, the theology that presented itself—implicitly at least—as contextually free, culturally universal, and permanently valid. It takes humility and truthfulness to acknowledge the essential situatedness—read: limitedness, partiality, bias, incompleteness, provisionality—of all theologies, including the self-proclaimed authoritative (“authentic”) teaching of the “ordinary magisterium” and even papal ex cathedra definitions, the infallible pronouncements of ecumenical councils, and the “definitive teaching” of the “universal episcopal magisterium.” This acknowledgment of the essential contextuality of all church teachings and theologies—Christentum im Kontext—rejects both the “dictatorship of relativism” and the “dictatorship of absolutism,” which are unacknowledged ideological cousins. On the one hand, by recognizing that one’s truth is but one way of knowing what is true, one rejects the relativistic claim that there is no truth as self-contradictory since at least the proposition that “there is no truth” is assumed as categorically true. On the other hand, recognizing that one’s truth is but one way among many of knowing what is true requires the abandonment of the well-nigh irresistible temptation of intellectual absolutism, imperialism and colonialism in claiming that one’s “truth” is the only truth.

If the context of Christianity specifies the approach and themes of its theology, how can the distinctive context of Asia be discovered? Here lies the second lesson I learned from Pieris, namely, the necessity of the social-political-economic analysis for theology. Of course, Latin American liberation theologians have long practiced this type of social analysis in order to unmask the root causes of systemic poverty in their continent. But Pieris’s insistence on its necessity for theology is highly significant, and this for two reasons. First, the use of social analysis in Latin American liberation theology had been condemned by Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, then Prefect of the Congregation of the Doctrine of the Faith, in his Instruction On Certain Aspects of Liberation Theology (1984) as of Marxist provenance, and hence contrary to the Christian faith. That Pieris insists on its necessity for Asian theology is a direct challenge to Ratzinger’s understanding of how theology should be done. Secondly, Pieris, while appreciative of Latin American liberation theology, argues that social analysis is necessary but insufficient for Asia. Given Asia’s religiousness, another analysis is required in order to understand the indispensable role of religion, both “cosmic” and “metacosmic”—that is, popular and organized—religion for liberation.

The third insight I learned from Pieris is his characterization of the Asian context as marked by widespread poverty and deep religiousness. Of course Asia is extremely complex—even the use of “Asia” is contested—and any shorthand description of it can easily be challenged. But for theological purposes, Pieris’s thumbnail sketch of the Asian context is as good as any. What is most significant is that from these twofold characteristics he derives the double task for Asian Christianity, and by extension, Asian theologians, which he terms the “double baptism,” namely “the Calvary of Asian poverty” and “the Jordan of Asian religion.” As mentioned earlier, this double baptism forms the core of An Asian Theology of Liberation. Without this simultaneous baptism into poverty and religiousness there can be no Asian liberation theology at all, and furthermore, and this is Pieris’s astounding claim, no Christian theology sic et simpliciter.

Note that Pieris insists on the necessity of both baptisms at the same time and asserts that this double baptism constitutes the “primordial experience of liberation” given by Jesus of Nazareth, which the church’s “collective memory” (Pieris’s term for Bible and Tradition), mediates throughout the ages, and which theologians must constantly reinterpret for their contemporaries in dialogue with popular (“cosmic”) religiosity, the collective memory of other (“metacosmic”) religions, for the sake of liberation. The baptism on the Calvary of poverty is undergone by being voluntarily poor (“option to be poor”) and by working for the poor (“option for the poor”). Without the former, theology is but an academic exercise for the leisurely elite class; without the latter, theology is but an irrelevant and sterile theoria (“contemplation”). The baptism in the Jordan of religion requires that theology in Asia be done in collaboration and dialogue with believers of other religions to find “homologues” (not parallel, much less identical concepts) for a common religious idiom to express the primordial experience of liberation. Theology, for Pieris, is not primarily fides quaerens intellectum (faith in search of understanding), a favorite definition of theology in the West, but fides promovens justitiam (faith promoting justice) or fides promovens liberationem (faith promoting liberation). Liberation of whom and from what? For Pieris, liberation of the rich from their riches (without detachment from which through voluntary poverty it is impossible to enter the reign of God), of the poor from their enforced poverty (which is enslaving oppression), and of both from “greed” (the worship of Mammon).

I must confess that doing theology the way Pieris recommends and does is hard. Hard in two senses. First, academically rigorous. Pieris never tires of insisting on the necessity of mastering the scholarly tools and linguistic skills to do theology properly. He leads by example: besides being fluent in several European and Asian languages, he has mastered classical languages such as Hebrew, Greek, Latin, Sanskrit, and Pali. Secondly, spiritual discipline. Theology is spirituality, and vice versa, spirituality is theology. No wonder that I for one will ever remain a beginner or novice in the Pierisian school, and a deeply grateful one.

 

A Bibliographical Note: Of the many books by Pieris I have chosen An Asian Theology of Liberation as one of the most influential books for my theological development. Pieris has authored some 20 books and hundreds of articles, most of which are published in Asia and not widely available in the West. For readers who want to understand Pieris’s theology more fully, I most strongly recommend his The Genesis of an Asian Theology of Liberation: An Autobiographical Excursus on the Art of Theologizing in Asia (2013). All of his books are available from Tulana Research Centre for Encounter and Dialogue, 521/2 Kohalwila Road, Gonowala, Kelaniya, Sri Lanka (info@tulana.com).




 

 

 

 

Analogical Imagination: Christian Theology and the Culture of Pluralism (Crossroad, 1998) by David Tracy

A Classic in the Truest Sense

Edward FOLEY, Capuchin, Catholic Theological Union

It was over twenty-five years ago that I read John Irving’s remarkable A Prayer for Owen Meany. I remember the book as the finest fiction I had ever encountered. Recently I had the opportunity to download it as an audio book. While I enjoyed it even more the second time, I was also slightly dismayed about how much I had forgotten, how many vivid characters had faded from memory, the horde of outrageous humor that had evaporated, and the profound human and spiritual insights that had been virtually erased from my memory banks.

Similarly, I have always remembered Analogical Imagination as a paradigm-shifting read, and have regularly referenced it in my teaching and writing. Aware of my faulty memory, in preparation for crafting this reflection I thought it wise to reread this classic in its entirety. Akin to my revisiting of A Prayer for Owen Meany, however, I was both chagrined at how much I had forgotten about this treasure, yet gratified that so many ideas that I instinctively hold so firmly can be anchored in Tracy’s opus. There are three central tenets of my own theologizing that have distinctive roots in this amazing classic. While closely related to each other, we will examine them here—as Tracy advises—as distinct but not separate.

Human Experience

Already in Blessed Rage for Order Tracy asserted the critical role of “common human experience” in the theological enterprise, noting that Christian theology today is best understood “as philosophical reflection upon the meanings present in common human experience and the meanings present in the Christian tradition” (p. 34). He returns to this theme in Analogical Imagination¸ arguing that classic works flowing from the human spirit—be those in art or religion—are necessary resources for interpreting our world and beliefs.

Analogical Imagination was written in a period of eroding faith, when the tenets of Christianity were met with increasing skepticism in the academy and society. Thus Tracy’s commitment to theologizing in view of shared human experiences allowed him to engage theologically with a common grounding in humanity. This contribution has become increasingly important as the number of those unaffiliated with any religion continues to expand in this country and abroad, as does the number of those who self-identify as agnostics or atheists. While not directly engaged in training agnostics, atheists or humanists—although they are populating our seminaries and divinity schools—I am training people who will need to collaborate with representatives of these belief-streams both on religious (e.g., chaplaincy) and social (e.g., homelessness) endeavors. Beyond pastoral or strategic collaboration, I wonder whether a Roman Catholic and Humanist chaplain at a hospital can actually share some kind of depth reflection on their work together without compromising their own form of believing. Can a Roman Catholic engage in what is traditionally called theological reflection with someone who has no “theology”?
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