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The existence of the poor attests to the existence of a Godless society, whether one explicitly believes in God or not. This absence of God is present when someone is crying out. The absence of God is present in the poor person. The poor are the presence of the absent God.


Franz J. Hinkelammert quoted in Michelle A. Gonzalez, A Critical Introduction to Religion in the Americas, p. 49.


No one gets to reside in Heaven without a letter of recommendation from the homeless… from the dispossessed and disenfranchised of today, who will hold the keys to the future.


Miguel A. De La Torre, in The Politics of Jesus: A Hispanic Political Theology, p. 44 and p. 131.
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Preface


I grew up and attended church in a village of 65,000 white people; all the ministers were male. Not all residents were visibly rich; none were poor, or so it seemed. If there were persons with inclinations toward their own gender, they were closeted and suffered quietly. It seemed that every father went to work while the mothers cooked, cleaned, and did the laundry. No one talked about privilege, perhaps because no residents seemed without it. At eighteen it was time for college and I enrolled in one with 1199 white students and one African American. Women students were locked up in their dormitories at 10:00 pm and male students were free to roam.


Seminary was next; New York City was different in more ways than traffic congestion! Diligently I read Paul Tillich, Karl Barth, and Reinhold Niebuhr without attention to their disparate worlds to mine. Nothing attached me to the Holocaust, gender and racial discrimination, or the disparity between Wall Street and Harlem. Niebuhr despaired of our indifference to social justice and immunity to its obligations. The library was home, safe and demanding. Then two years in a complacent church did nothing to distract me from my intellectual foci. A college chaplaincy at my alma mater fulfilled fantasies of success among privilege, my own as well.


In the late 1960s the Black students were few but fervent. Their intrusion in “happy valley” with a set of demands, in retrospect modest ones, was courageous. Both faculty and students were challenged to stand behind them. Suddenly the writings of James Cone severed my contentment as did his vivid and searching theology; they framed the events and surfaced the issues. The God of the Exodus intruded on the academic quad as She had in former lands. And a decision was inescapable: either back a vulnerable college President who rejected the demands or align oneself with a marginalized minority. Twelve hundred students and thirty-two faculty stepped up to the challenge. An alternate college was formed to replace the one shut down. Finally, the “absentee landlords” (Trustees) arrived to address, some thought tamper with, the Black Demands which the President found offensive. Modest change “trickled down”. Several decades later a bold, courageous, and passionate President signed on to the Posse Program which enabled a “full ride” for eighty students of color. Progress, of sorts, finally!


Two years after the Black Demand scenario another book found its way into print: Beyond Cynicism: The Practice of Hope. I was aware of being on a different page theologically from former times. Tracing the theological reflections of others was in the past and I was finding my voice. The book was dedicated to a favorite composition Professor whose quirky ways seemed more normal now. After reading it he decoded the document: “David, this may be theology but I see it as about Denison and about you.” Apparently, my life and theology had merged. He named a reality of which I was not aware. Liberation theology was on the screen and settled the binary of reflection and action. Marches in Ohio and Washington became nutrients for a new mode of discourse theologically. Three books which were a collaboration with social scientists sharpened the edges of liberation theology yet without revealing an underlying issue: “can a straight, white, male write liberation theology, can privilege be liberated?” Hence, this volume; late but obligatory.





Introduction



The Search for a Center and a Location


It is difficult to dispute the assertion of Walter Brueggemann that we are “all children of the royal (dominant) consciousness.” (The Prophetic Imagination, p. 39) Some of us were born into it and have difficulty divesting its benefits; others, for whom it is alien, are victimized by it and struggle with preemption and resistance. Straight, white, males, inherently western have been the perpetrators of “othering,” yet on the global theological stage are themselves designated “other” as victimizer! And so the question emerges, “How can a straight, white, male do authentic theology when his/her location and centering is the problem?” Some victims are gracious in granting space and credibility to “allies”; but, how does one claim it without dragging into the center the very corrupting DNA which has distorted the faith? Can one tread on sacred territory without inflicting a disruptive footprint upon it? And can we do it without whining? Can privilege be preempted? And then, can one do theology if one has never been in the zone of interlocking oppressions? “…context may not be what is closest to home, but that which needs attending to is ‘what hurts’ and what lies below the surface” (Joerg Rieger, Christ and Empire, p. 7). Specifically, can a straight, white, male make a contribution to liberation theology if he is not hurting in the public sphere?


I


It does not require a very expansive literature review to establish that our mentors did not prepare us for this task. While some embraced the rhetoric of location it was not perceived as an alien and cancerous land; the presumption is we are all the same in different settings. One could search out Paul Tillich, Reinhold Niebuhr, and Karl Barth, among others, without generating a vivid consciousness that we were the enemy, perpetrators of a dominate consciousness that perverted the faith tradition. While we may have been competent there is something amiss in what we did or didn’t do; the plague perpetuated by us never rose to consciousness. In a defensive mode, some can remember the distain with which the James Cones, Mary Dalys, and others off the American stage were received by the academic establishment.


How can one do theology when your location is polluted? How can one proceed authentically when one is like the doctor in Albert Camus’ The Plague who while on a mission to cure the plague was in fact spreading the disease? The claim that “theology should always be written with a pencil” provides some shelter but not enough. The realization we have been writing in ink and legitimizing our inherited wisdom is a stark disclosure but the damage inflicted in the Gospel is beyond integration into our self-regard. We are the “dominant consciousness” in more ways than we can purge readily or acknowledge authentically. Privilege is persistent and normality is foundational! And can it be that the “dispossessed and disenfranchised” have a lock on heavenly chambers? (Miguel A. De La Torre, The Politics of Jesus: A Hispanic Political Theology, p. 44 and p. 131).


Surely it is at best disingenuous to blame and vilify our theological ancestors, yet it may be appropriate to identify their deficits. While the language of location and the process of centering are now “the coins of the realm”, they are conspicuously absent in most of our forebears. Consider Paul Tillich. He has to remain at some level a theological hero. So many of us would not be in the theological fold without his writings. In an era shaped by the Theatre of the Absurd, the art of Picasso, and the nihilism of some philosophers, we were rescued for the faith tradition by his writings. To righteously distance ourselves from this “giant in the earth” would surely be evidence of faith-fraud writ large. We are here because the writings of Paul Tillich were there. Adolescent purging may create the illusion of adulthood but is evidence of a gracelessness which may for the moment be emotionally satisfying but a “cheap shot”, in the language of the street.


Paul Tillich did not use the language of location but a sense of cultural saturation was dominant in his methodology.




It is not an exaggeration to say the today man (!) experiences his present situation in terms of disruption, self-destruction, meaninglessness, and despair in all realms of life. This experience is expressed in the arts and in literature, conceptualized in existential philosophy, actualized in political cleavages of all kinds, and analyzed in the psychology of the unconscious.


(Systematic Theology, Vol I p. 49)





And Tillich pointed his Union Seminary students to Off-Broadway where the Theatre of the Absurd prevailed, to the Museum of Modern Art where Picasso reigned, and to the offices of the largest collection of psychiatrists in the world. There was a form of location, largely cultural in nature, where many who slipped from the grasp of a faith tradition found an identity. And it was an identity which had a thrust beyond itself. Here we found “a creative interpretation of existence” which seemed real and legitimated a beyond (p. 4). But, consider what is missing. While some would claim “a smile is the same around the world” the location and terms of existence are not.


Paul Tillich did not formally reference a center. But there was one. He wrote in depth about “self relatedness” (p. 169). And it was for Tillich an ontological analysis of a universal self. While the self occupied a time and space it transcended it as well. And it transcended its location in the sense it was ontologically evident over time and everywhere. Gender, geography, time and space did not corrupt its universality. The self was the same “yesterday, today, and tomorrow” and had common elements, three in fact. First, “individuation and participation”; it can both self-separate and engage others. Second, the element of “dynamics and form”; there is passionate intentionality and inherent structures or patterns. Third, the universal self exists in the polarity of “freedom and destiny”; there is the capacity for deliberation and the boundaries of our realities. And “the shock of nonbeing” makes them evident and threatens nonexistence. Eventually this leads to a search for “the courage to be” and the possibility a breakthrough is grounded.


We learned from Paul Tillich’s theology there is a necessary rotation between “the eternal truth of its foundation and the temporal situation in which the eternal truth must be received” (p. 3). In time and with his prompts we found ourselves positioned anew in the faith tradition which had lost its hold on us. While Tillich was confident his system was portable, there are no echoes of heteronormality, western imperialism, gender domination, or racial bias to distress us. Yet we would not be in the “theological circle” had Paul Tillich not grasped us and opened up the prospect of a faith tradition. Of course, his and other theologies were written without attention to privilege and marginalization.


To have named our past and disclosed a journey is neither to embrace it as an excuse nor condemn it as a luckless distortion. Our task is to identify it as there and move on. Moving on is the hard part! We are still straight, white, males inherently western who are guilty of “othering” and now find ourselves “other” in some measure. We are the perpetrators of privilege and innocence is not an optional self-designation. The context of “what hurts” in the public sphere is not normally ours, unless we seek it. And how would one get “a letter of recommendation from the homeless…”? (Miguel A. De La Torre, The Politics of Jesus: A Hispanic Political Theology, p. 44 and p. 131).How does one divest a location? How does one de-center? Those are two different but inseparable questions. Likely it is easier to escape one’s comfort zone than shift identities! Yet together they collaborate to define our reality, and that of those less visible and viable.


It does not enable us to imagine a viable center or a purified location when we consider the literature of liberation. Indeed, it is a vociferous and relentless assault on straight, white, males ensconced in the western tradition. We find neither a niche nor an identity on the streets of Peru where the birthing of liberation theology initially surfaced and resulted in Gustavo Gutierrez’s classic, A Theology of Liberation. We are as whites specifically targeted in James Cone’s A Black Theology of Liberation and left to wonder if our theology and society have any redeeming qualities. Mary Daly does not conclusively devastate males in Beyond God the Father but leaves us in the hopeless reality of the church as she authorizes an exodus. Heterosexuality may be dealt with a bit more gently by John Boswell in Christianity, Social Tolerance and Homosexuality but our complicit engagement in heteronormality in time takes a thrashing. Beyond the single hitters on oppression there emerges a collection of double indictments. Kelly Brown Douglas in The Black Christ extends the analysis of James Cone to include the oppression of Black Women as a center and location. Queer of color surfaces as a theology, Queer Theology: Rethinking the Western Body!, and introduces the multiple forms of homophobia. Before the dust settled on dual oppression, Patrick Cheng identifies “multiplicity” in Rainbow Theology which on the one hand embraces multiple oppressions and on the other calls for a transcending umbrella as a unified form of resistance to straight, white, male western realities. Intersectionality sharpens the attack.


The point of the litany above is not to establish straight, white, males of western ideologies as the new oppressed! Nor does it legitimate whining as a response. But, the intention is to surface a condition within which we are immersed and which is boldly advocated. What it does do is call for a center and a location other than victimizer. The point is to secure a center and a location which are accessible to liberation and therefore “what hurts”.


II


In subtle and significant ways what shivers behind each liberation theology is a narrative, a story of oppression and marginalization. While there are larger narratives, clearly episodes pinpoint the pain. Gustavo Gutierez remembers the confidence with which he embraced his European education and its elegant irrelevance when he walked the streets of Peru as a Priest. James Cone remembers the occasion after his father had appealed to the all-white school board for more funds for black schools – and that night the arrival of the KKK at their doorsteps. Patrick Cheng (Radical Love p. IX) recalls, “My early childhood love for God… evaporated in the face of the hatred and intolerance of anti-gay Christians after… [I] started to come out of the closet…” It doesn’t require an elaborate narrative to tell the story. Where can a straight, white, male of western origin turn for a story, one that surfaces a condition not his own and a premise alien to his interests?


If one’s disposition is first to search the Scriptures a few males come to mind. The disposition to fix on Jesus is enticing but the God dimension is a barrier. Thinking we are god-like is too near the issue for comfort! Perhaps one could step down to Moses whom Hebrew Scripture exalts relentlessly. But the scale of hearing the voice of God and leading a nation toward a promised land creates a sense of foreboding.


There is another story in which we might find a center and recognize a location. It finds expression in five verses early in the Book of Exodus. In the narrative there are no men but that could be a plus! For once we can only watch and listen – which is as uncommon as it is obligatory. Some of us may have heard it in Sunday School but likely did not “get it” really. Patriarchy, like radon, is a silent presence; its privileges are normative and often invisible. The story centers on Pharaoh’s daughter and several women who surrounded her. Her father had ordered all male children of Hebrew origin to be tossed into the Nile where survival was impossible. Now there was a “daughter of Levi” (2:1) who had given birth to a son, “a goodly child, (and) she hid him for three months” (2:2). When saving him was no longer an option, she seized a basket and with the child in it “placed it among the reeds at the river’s brush” (2:3). The sister of the child observed the impending tragedy and poised for an opportunity to save her infant brother. In time she had one. Pharaoh’s daughter “saw the basket among the reeds and sent her maids to fetch it… the babe was crying (and) she took pity on him” (2:6). The sister of the infant seized the moment with the suggestion that she “call you a nurse from the Hebrew women to nurse the child for you.” The sister cleverly engaged the infant’s mother! The disinherited have to be clever! Pharaoh’s daughter took the infant as her son and “named him Moses!” Potentially, the act of compassion had dire consequences. It was nothing like finding a stray animal in the alley and bringing the creature home. “She must cross dangerous societal ethnic boundaries to help regardless of her father’s pervasive policy” (Leonardo Boff and Clodovis Boff, Introducing Liberation Theology, p. 11-12). A mix of wealth, power, and status did not prompt an act of autonomy. It would be interesting if we knew the story of her being raised in the household of privilege. All we know is that “Pharaoh’s daughter is a decisive actor. She works together with other women despite differences of class, nature, and age; she forms alliances” (Laurel A Dykstra, Set Them Free, p. 161). The child was saved; he grew up in the Pharaoh’s household, and in time departed. And most know the rest of the story of Moses.


There is a story which can identify us a location and there is a figure upon whom to center our existence. Pharaoh’s daughter is situated in the center of diabolical power yet able to act independent of it. How she manages to be “in but not of” is not ours to know; somehow she functioned in a location alien to the mission of liberation and managed to be an agent of liberation. You have to wonder if Pharaoh’s daughter felt the need to gather Moses in her arms and flee to another location. We will never know – but she didn’t! Straight, white, males of western origin might covet the details but their absence means they are ours to craft in our location. For men to become Pharaoh’s daughter may be a reach but the courage to embrace her and a willingness to be liberated is the measure of our humanity.


While from liberation theologies we have learned the need to dislocate, Pharaoh’s daughter sustained her location in her Father’s empire. And there she is the agent of Scripture’s premier liberator. In the story she does not flee but stays. But she was not defined by her surroundings. The center held. If a contemporary of ours, she would clearly get “a letter of recommendation…” (Miguel A. De La Torre, The Politics of Jesus: A Hispanic Political Theology, p. 44 and p. 131).


III


Laurel Dykstra concludes her introduction to the beginning of the Exodus narrative with the affirmation that the stories are “a dynamic heritage that can help us live our stories” (p. 21). It becomes “the stuff of survival”. In this instance Pharaoh’s daughter can become a center from which to fashion a theology and contemplate the processes of liberation. Some will be swift to respond that one cannot do theology in “the flesh pots of Egypt”. Pharaoh’s daughter settled in her location there but was not constrained by it. She acted as one whose center was in purposes other than those of the dominant order. And the rest is history.


If we are to embrace Pharaoh’s daughter for the stance of those who were born on the wrong side of the issues and early on embraced them, we need to interrogate her story.


The most obvious insight is that Pharaoh’s daughter was not defined by the boundaries of her origin. There appears to be nothing we know in her history which would trigger her response. Likely it was by chance she was on this occasion at the location of oppression. What is to her credit is that she did not look away or flee. Apparently what moved her off her location was compassion. The text reads that “she took pity”. “Pity” may not be a word we would prefer but the reality is she allowed herself to feel another’s pain even as the order of her Father precluded it. Pharaoh’s daughter lived in her feelings of compassion and acted on them.


It is possible that Pharaoh’s daughter was tricked into employing Moses’ mother as his nurse but the larger truth is that she was open to his sister even if somewhat unwittingly. The least we can claim is that she listened to another woman, perhaps more than one, and embraced a just agenda. In the text there is more “we” language than “I” language. One might be reluctant to give her too much credit but the other prospect is to give her too little. She did allow herself to be prompted by other women and honored their word and support. There is something to be said about being open to being “nudged”, having one’s impulses magnified.


In a very clear sense Pharaoh’s daughter owned her decision and lived with it courageously. She could have passed off the baby and protected herself from recrimination and segregated her emotions. She not only named him (which had more dimension then than now) but she took him as her own. The boldness of that adheres in the fact that the child was not just a helpless baby but a condemned Hebrew child. The reality is that the child was “one of them” and as such, surplus population void of claims. Pharaoh’s daughter embraced the unimaginable, undeterred by the risk or the complications. No one, males that is, bothered to record her name.


Yet it has to be acknowledged that in some sense it was not a modest act in a consequential drama. Had the baby not survived and grown into the centerpiece of the Israelite faith and the model of all that followed, likely it would not have been noted or emerged in print. Given that, it is still remarkable she did not stumble over, “what can one do under the circumstance” as many would. There might have been an element of calculation had she known who Moses would in time become. But she didn’t. Yet it has to be noted that she did what she could when she could; she became an ally whose act became a magnet for a liberation she could not imagine. At the time it was a modest step, one generated by compassion that was not restrained. It is difficult to imagine what would have happened had she allowed the baby to drown. Aware of it or not, “she is the bridge between the old world and the new” (Hugh R. Page, Israel’s Poetry of Resistance, p. 261).


Now while feeling another’s pain has echoed throughout the consideration it deserves its own attention. When one considers Pharaoh’s household, to say nothing of his regime, hardening of the heart is a prerequisite of surviving. The empire not only forecloses compassion but subverts the feelings that lead to it. Everything in her setting and in her primary relationships pointed toward encapsulated feelings of compassion for others not our own. You might wonder how she even explained to her Father the sudden arrival of a child. But she trusted feelings for others and felt their pain into subversive action. When she acted she honored feelings that were forbidden! That commenced a narrative of liberation and action in the sphere of “what hurts”.


One thing is clear: we know even less about the development of Moses in his formative years than we do of Jesus. The temple episode is modest but is an indicator positioning Jesus in relation to his identity and mission. With Moses there is a yawning gap between being in a basket at three months old headed to oblivion and his emergence as the centerpiece of Israel’s faith – and our own. But, would it not be legitimate to assume his Hebrew mother/nurse did more than birth him? Is it an intrusion on the text to claim she kept him centered in the tragedy and tradition of their people? How else could he have embraced his role in the purposes of God so vividly and consequentially? Apparently with his sister and other servants there was no other access to his destiny in relation to his people. Clearly, all else was hostile to it. Likely that hostility left a mark while his lineage set a course.
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