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This book is dedicated to my 107 (at last count) sister and brother theologians silenced and threatened under Pope John Paul II and Pope Benedict XVI (formerly Cardinal Ratzinger):

. . . with sadness at the lost service to the church in translating tradition to contemporary culture;

. . . with compassion for those theologians who have had abuse heaped upon them and who have been expelled from work and communities and their vocation;

. . . with holy outrage that a pope who shouted so loudly his opposition to abortion chose for twenty-five years to abort the life of thought, dialogue, new ideas, and creative movements in the church, all of which it is the special vocation of theologians to midwife;

. . . in solidarity with those who are without a voice due to political, economic, social, gender, or gender preference oppression;

. . . and with deep trust that the Spirit, who always prefers biophilia (love of life) to necrophilia (love of death), and is so much vaster, more fecund, and more imaginative than any man-made forms of religion or empire, might invigorate religion with new forms and awaken spirituality, thus giving hope, promise, and adventure to the newest generations.
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INTRODUCTION

Journey to Wittenberg, Creation Spirituality, and the Transformation of Christianity

This book was born in a very short period of time after thirty-five years of intellectual and spiritual work. Allow me to explain.

At the time that Cardinal Ratzinger was elected pope, I was preparing to go to Frankfurt, Germany, to fulfill a speaking invitation I had accepted a year earlier. The occasion was Pentecost Sunday and the invitation was to give a public lecture and a day’s workshop at the Bad Herrenalb Healing Center in Frankfurt. Pentecost Sunday is the traditional feast day celebrating the birth of the Church—that is, the occasion written of in the Acts of the Apostles when the disciples of Jesus, scared and huddled together after Jesus’ death and departure, were suddenly struck by “tongues of fire,” which enabled them to preach and speak of their experience of Jesus and the Christ in Jesus. The powerful passage from the prophet Joel that is identified with this feast promises that “your old folks shall dream dreams, and your young ones see visions” (Acts 2.16–21). In Europe, unlike America, Pentecost is a significant feast day that often includes a holiday from work.

With this assignment staring me in the face, with Cardinal Ratzinger’s unusual election to the papacy having just occurred, and with much e-mail pouring in to me saying such things as “I am leaving the Ratzinger Church” and “This is the end of the line for Roman Catholicism, even though I have hung in there all these difficult years,” I was aware that it would not be business as usual—or lecturing as usual—when I arrived in Germany. Given these circumstances, I could not in conscience speak on the Pentecost theme of rebirth of the church. How could I steer in positive directions people’s moral outrage? What of the fact that Ratzinger was the first German-born pope in six hundred years and my lecture was to address Germans? How candid ought I to be with my German audience?

What to do?

I prayed about it and one night, at 3:30 in the morning, I was awakened with an idea: Why not draw up some theses, just as Martin Luther had done five hundred years ago, that would speak to my concerns and those of the people from whom I was hearing? Why not reenact Luther’s protest: the nailing of his theses to the church door in Wittenberg?

I sat down and began to draft some theses of my own. I thought there might be fifteen or twenty lurking inside of me, but by the time the sun rose around 5:30 a.m., I found that I had poured out ninety-five theses. One after another they had tumbled out of me, and I was amazed. When I read them over a few days later, I did not change them at all, beyond rearranging three or four. What you read in this book are those ninety-five theses written during that night and early morning. They do, I believe, represent a certain reformation—and indeed transformation—of church and religion for our times.

On to Wittenberg

I then traveled to Germany with Dr. Jim Garrison, the new president of the University of Creation Spirituality (now known as Wisdom University), and once there, we met with Peter Shipton, a graduate of Wisdom University living in Germany, who, along with Jorg Wichman, was kind enough to assist in helping to translate the theses into German. Following my initial presentation, I met Anne Weifenbach, a German woman who knew English well and who accompanied us to Wittenberg, providing inestimable logistical support and womanly advice along the way.

Attending my presentation at Bad Herrenalb was the editor of Publik Forum, a very respected ecumenical theological journal in Germany. After I finished, we met for two hours, during which he explored in more detail my efforts and my intention to go to Wittenberg with my new theses. At the same time, I learned more of his story, including how Meister Eckhart, the great Dominican mystic and prophet of the fourteenth century, was responsible for his conversion from an ex-Christian to a Christian once again. True to his word, he published the ninety-five theses in his journal and created a German blog (www.publikforum.de) on which many people have been discussing the theses and ideas presented in this book. In this forum two principle questions have been posed: 1) Do we need a New Reformation today? and 2) Which of the ninety-five theses are the most important? (A blog for English speakers to discuss the New Reformation can be found at www.matthewfox.org.)

During our trip to Wittenberg, several eye-opening events occurred. Before we arrived we learned that permission was required to perform an action at the church door, so Peter and Anne headed to the city hall for the permission slip as soon as we reached our destination. At first, the city officials told us, “You have only one hour and you must be at least forty-five feet from the historic door on which Luther pounded his theses.” When asked why, they responded, “Because we do not want you interfering with tourists who come to see the doors.” This was quite telling; in fact, I have written in this book about how much of Christianity (especially European Christianity) has become museum-like and, in this case, the stuff of tourists’ photo opportunities. It was as if an effort to make Christianity alive again in the twenty-first century would have to take a back seat to kowtowing to camera-toting tourists—note that the officials did not mention pilgrims. Sure enough, during the hours we were at the church door, a number of tourists on buses and individuals with cameras arrived, snapped pictures, and left—often within a two-minute period. Lots of tourists, very few pilgrims. As it turned out, after much haggling, Anne and Peter talked the town officials into allowing us to perform our action right at the church doors rather than forty-five feet away.

During our action, a large tourist bus drove up and a number of English-speaking black people disembarked and approached the historic doors. I asked one of them, “Where are you from?” imagining they might be from Chicago. “South Africa,” he responded as their tour guide spoke to them about the doors and their meaning. When she finished, after about ten minutes, I spoke up: “Excuse me,” I said, “I am a theologian visiting from the United States and I am here not just to look back five hundred years in history, but to make some history today. We feel Christianity needs a New Reformation. If you stay, you can hear how we might bring this about.”

Surprisingly, the tour guide got very huffy and snorted: “We are on a tight schedule—how dare you interfere with our trip! Everyone is to get back on the bus immediately.” With that she marched off, tourists in check behind her. A number of the travelers, however, held back and came up to me and said: “We would love to stay behind and learn more, but we are foreigners and we have to get on the bus or be lost here!”

Nailing the theses to the church doors proved to require more than merely convincing officials to grant us access. Because the doors are no longer wooden but metal (now engraved with Luther’s words), we had to fashion a wooden frame to which we could then fasten the ninety-five new theses. Interestingly, I found that the pounding of the nails served as a genuinely archetypal act: The sound of the nails entering the wooden frame was not unlike the sound of nails being driven into a cross. After we posted the theses, I explained to those gathered the significance of the theses and why we needed a rebirth of the church, and then opened the ceremony to questions. Someone asked, “Is this call for a New Reformation an issue for the Roman Catholic Church alone, brought about particularly by the election of Cardinal Ratzinger?”

What a very important question! Just the day before, we had been in Erfurt, Germany, the city where Luther was ordained a priest and where Meister Eckhart served as prior for four years. There we asked a Lutheran pastor who showed us around the Predikekirche, the church of Eckhart’s day, what he thought of our plans to go to Wittenberg to call for a New Reformation. He replied: “Today, only 5 to 8 percent of Lutherans in Germany practice their faith. Of course we need a New Reformation.”

This book is not addressed solely to the Roman Catholic Church (which is currently mired in the deep corruption of its hierarchy, evidenced by the hypocrisy and horror of the cover-up of the priestly pedophilia and other scandals, including the canonization of a fascist admirer of Hitler). The call to Reformation is a call to Protestant churches as well. While the Protestant tradition does not suffer from the same public display of corruption experienced by the Roman Catholic Church right now, nevertheless it has very much lost its juice as a protesting and prophetic body. It has fallen into comfort and, in the worst cases, such as the instance of fundamentalism in America, into sleeping with the imperial powers, which lends such powers religious legitimization.

Present-day Protestantism suffers from apathy, or what our ancestors called acedia, a lack of energy or a kind of spiritual sloth. Descriptors I would apply to today’s Protestantism are: anemic, tired, boring, incurious, unadventurous, emasculated, compromising, confused, depressed (a recent study found that about 80 percent of the pastors in one liberal branch of Protestantism are taking antidepressant drugs!), unmystical, lost, irrelevant, preoccupied with trivia, uninspired, one-dimensional, and burned out. All the issues that these adjectives imply are in fact spiritual in nature. Protestantism often lacks a profound spirituality (the word spirituality was rarely in its theological vocabulary until very recently) and this lack is beginning to show. What has happened to the protest in Protestantism? What will it take to bring it back? Protestantism has a proud and profound intellectual heritage, yet it is allowing itself to be mowed over by anti-intellectual fundamentalism, which has hijacked Jesus, Christ, and Christianity as a whole.

Yes, at this time in history Protestantism, like Catholicism, needs a radical overhaul—a New Reformation and new transformation. Both need to move from religion to spirituality.

The Origin of the Ninety-five Theses

One person who has read the theses told me: “The ninety-five theses are actually a summary of your previous twenty-five books.” This is true; while they poured out of me in the late-night and early-morning hours, they have been in me for many years, not so much as theses but as lessons I had learned while trying to bring to life a critical spirituality in our troubled times.

While I pursued my doctoral studies in Paris in the late 1960s, it was my good fortune to study with such amazing historians of spirituality as Pere Chenu and Abbé Louis Cognet. These people set me intellectually on my way, and my journey has carried me into many regions of culture and spiritual interaction, including work with scientists, activists, feminists, artists, and biblical scholars.

It has also led me to reinvent forms of teaching so that we may educate more than just the head in our learning institutions. For thirty years I have been practicing these forms of education, first at the Institute in Culture and Creation Spirituality, and then at the University of Creation Spirituality. My path has also led me to work with young people to create postmodern forms of worship such as our Cosmic Masses, begun nine years ago and sponsored by the Friends of Creation Spirituality. These Masses integrate dance, images, rap, and electronic music with the liturgy.

Yes, when I read these theses, I do indeed recognize statements about issues I have wrestled with or conclusions I have come to through my writings and teaching and lecturing over the years. In many ways these ninety-five theses are a summary of my understanding of the creation spirituality tradition and what it offers us today.


1

The Reformation Yesterday and Today

Approximately five hundred years ago, a religious renewal was launched on German soil in the town of Wittenberg by an Augustinian monk and theologian named Martin Luther. This Reformation, as it came to be called, was a revolution heard around the European world. Its result was a split between the Roman Catholic version of Christianity and what we have come to know as Protestant Christianity. Like any great historical event, the Reformation was the product of many combined forces. Among the most significant were the following:
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