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d. The editor and associate editors will be aware of the contributor’s iden-
tity, but it is CSR’s policy to send submissions to referees “blind,” without
identifying the authors. In pursuance of this policy, it is requested that
authors identify themselves only in a separate e-mail letter.

2. Criteria for publishable articles

a. Length: Typically 15 to 25 pages of double-spaced text for articles; 2 to 3
pages for responses; 3 to 5 pages for reflection pieces.

b. Fit: The article should be written for CSR with a view to its particular
standards and purpose. Unrevised lectures, chapel talks, and the like are
not acceptable.

c. Currency: Since CSR is a journal, its articles should address matters of
current importance. When the subject matter is one of the “perennial ques-
tions,” the author should do more than repeat what has been said already
in places that are readily accessible to other scholars.

d. Scholarly level: CSR accepts no undergraduate papers. It accepts inter-
pretive or critical summaries of one or more books, poems, stories, etc.,
only if in the judgment of the editors the author’s contribution is signifi-
cantly original. The ideal CSR article reveals a quality of scholarly depth,
of mastery without ostentation. Aspecialist in the field of the article should
be able to tell that the author knows the relevant problems, arguments
and literature pertaining to the subject; a non-specialist, on the other hand,
should not feel excluded from a private scholarly domain.

e. Interdisciplinary breadth: Since CSR intends to be attractive and intelli-
gible to scholars in all disciplines, its authors are asked to make a particu-
lar effort to communicate across disciplinary lines. They should avoid,
where possible, esoteric language, and they should not presuppose infor-
mation normally possessed only by specialists. Opening sentences and
paragraphs are especially important: if they are clear and provocative,
they will help to draw the reader into the essay.

f. Christian perspective: The author may assume that his or her readers are
generally familiar with, and sympathetic to, the Christian religion. While
this assumption does not preclude articles that address topics in apologetics
and philosophy of religion, including discussion of the rational justifica-
tion of Christian belief, it does free the author from an obligation to pro-
vide such justification. Most sponsoring institutions of the CSR are evan-
gelical and Protestant; its editorial policy, however, is ecumenical.

3. Style

a. Submit your manuscript in electronic format using Word or WordPerfect
as an e-mail attachment.

b. Ensure that your final manuscript follows The Chicago Manual of Style,
15th edition; manuscripts cannot be published until they are prepared
according to The Chicago Manual of Style.
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c. Follow Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, 11th edition, for spelling
and hyphenation. Follow American rather than British rules for spelling.
In languages other than English, insert all diacritical marks, preferably
by using accents on the font being used. Avoid using e.g. or i.e.

d. All text (including extracts within the text, footnotes, etc.) must be double-
spaced and in 12 point Times Roman font.

e. Except as listed below, avoid all typographic embellishments, including
bold, italics, underline, centering, type ornaments (dingbats), and words
typed in all capitals.

f. Type one space after periods, colons, and semicolons.

g. Footnotes rather than parenthetical citations should be used; refer to the
Chicago Manual for formatting guidelines. Use superscript for the foot-
note numbers in the text and for the footnote numbers themselves. In the
text, no space should precede the footnote number. In the footnotes, no
period or space should follow the footnote number.

h.Book, journal, magazine, or film titles should be italicized rather than
underlined.

i. Leftjustify all text; do not full justify. Begin new paragraphs by typing a
hard return and indent each paragraph .5 inch using a tab; do not use the
space bar to indent. Do not insert extra space between paragraphs. Ex-
tracts should be indented from the left margin .5 inch using the indent
command in your word processing program.

j. If your manuscript is divided into parts, type each heading in bold. If
your manuscript is divided into subparts, type each subheading in italics.
Do not number headings or subheadings. Type all headings and subhead-
ings in upper and lower case; avoid all capitals, underlining, or other
embellishments.

k. Use the en dash and em dash as appropriate, rather than the hyphen or
two hyphens.

I. Consult the Chicago Manual for proper capitalization (for example, Bible
and Scripture are capitalized, but biblical and scriptural are not).

On formal matters, CSR follows traditional humanities style as set forth in the
Chicago Manual of Style. If a manuscript, otherwise acceptable, needs considerable
correction to make it conformable to the style manual (e.g., in footnotes), the editor
may return the manuscript to the author for correction.

Within the above limits, and the more general canons of logic and language
observed by all scholarly publications, the editors try not to deprive an author of
his or her distinctive idiom. However, CSR follows an editorial policy of inclusive
language with regard to references to humans. In particular, articles and book re-
views should be written to acknowledge and affirm both genders. The editors re-
serve the right to revise wording which fails to meet this criterion.
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Assisting the Poor to Work:
A Biblical Interpretation

By Clive Beed and Cara Beed

Introduction

Widely accepted by Christians is the principle that the poor should be helped
socially and economically. Victor Claar and Robin Klay put it that “there is no way
for Christians to get around the biblical principle that care for the poor is an obliga-
tion, not an option.” John Schneider agrees “that the God of Scripture has a pecu-
liar interest in setting the poor free from poverty.” More dramatic is John Stapleford,
who says that “as God is on the side of the poor, the weak and the oppressed,
clearly he wants his people to fight economic injustice.”* How this care should be
exercised is a matter of disagreement among Christians. Consensus breaks down
on at least two fronts. One is in ascertaining whether further biblical principles can
be discerned to suggest more specific ways by which the poor should be helped,
and economic injustice thwarted, in terms of the normative teachings of God and
Jesus in the Bible. Asecond front on which Christian consensus weakens is whether
application of such principles would impair the functioning of the advanced free
market economy, the focus of this paper. The argument here is that God and Jesus
do provide further normative principles intended to improve the socio-economic
lot of the poor, and that they are meant to be applied. Moreover, if these principles
were applied, the advanced free market system would operate differently from

13

A conviction accepted broadly by contemporary Christians is that the poor should be as-
sisted economically and socially. Despite the variety of Christian and secular assistance pro-
grams, little consensus occurs about how the poor should be helped. Cara and Clive Beed
argue in this essay from three sets of biblical material (Genesis, the Mosaic Law, and Jesus’
teachings in Luke), assisted by the interpretations of biblical exegetes and commentators,
toward the importance of providing paid work for the poor in the advanced economy, and
for these jobs to be developed via particular organizational structures. The biblical discus-
sion does not proceed further than Jesus’ teaching during His lifetime. The penultimate sec-
tion considers how these structural features of work for the poor might be encouraged by
Christians in the advanced economy, and gives examples of where this has been done. Mr.
and Mrs. Beed are respectively retired Senior Lecturer in Economics, University of Melbourne,
Australia, and retired Lecturer in Sociology, Australian Catholic University, Melbourne, Aus-
tralia.
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how it does currently, but it cannot be demonstrated that it would function less
efficiently or equitably than without them.

In Christian discussion care and help for the poor in advanced economies en-
compasses ad hoc support both within and outside the state welfare system to
enable the incomes of the poor to reach socially sustainable standards. Disagree-
ment occurs within Christian and secular circles about what these levels might be,
as well as in identifying the poor and determining why they are poor. Typical help
in advanced free market economies includes income tax concessions, social insur-
ance payments, subsidized health care, child care, transport to and from work,
food stamps, job search assistance, and job-skills training, including poverty-to-
work programs. The assistance encompasses food banks, homeless shelters, finan-
cial advice, tutoring, subsidized student loans/grants, and drug rehabilitation,
among all of which faith-based initiatives are important. In addition, programs are
directed toward maintaining intact family structures against current tendencies to
disintegration, given the occurrence of poverty in fractured families. All these ap-
proaches are valuable from a Christian perspective. However, less practiced and
perhaps more basic normative guidelines concerning the importance of work in
relieving poverty are found in the didactic teachings of God and Jesus in the Bible.

These teachings, examined below, point to the primacy of work as being a
crucial gift to humankind from God, standing alongside “all the other loving struc-
tures” God “has created for us—marriage, friendship, family, and nature.” This
being so, people are expected to work, for “Scripture makes it clear that if they are
able, it is better for men and women to work rather than to depend upon the state
or charity.” Forms of private work organization are important, for especially in the
developed economy, “businesses—small and large—are the single most powerful
agents of economic growth needed to reduce the scourge of poverty.”? Even though
the theology of work enterprise has not addressed the issues here typically, this
paper can be regarded as part of the theology of work project. This is because, as
Miroslav Volf points out, “a theology of work is a critical reflection on the reality of
human work,” while for David Jensen, it “aims to recover a Christian theological
vision of ordinary work, a vision that grounds human labor in God’s initiating
activity.”

Many contemporary Christians recognize the importance of work as the way
out of poverty in the advanced free market economy. To Stapleford, “basic needs
are to be met primarily by productive work” so that “work is the primary path out
of poverty among the non-elderly.” As Claar and Klay emphasize, “getting or los-
ing a job, or experiencing a divorce are the two most prominent characteristics of

Victor Claar and Robin Klay, Economics in Christian Perspective (Downers Grove, IL: IVP
Academic, 2007), 189; John Schneider, The Good of Affluence (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans,
2002), 66; John Stapleford, Bulls, Bears and Golden Calves (Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 2002), 116.
2Bill Heatley, The Gift of Work (Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress, 2008), 25; Stapleford, Bulls,
Bears, 127; Claar and Klay, Economics, 162.

3Miroslav Volf, Work in the Spirit (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2001), 25; David Jensen,
Responsive Labor (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2006), x.



Assisting the Poor to Work: A Biblical Interpretation

those moving into or out of poverty—jobs being the more important.”* The basic
problem is to restore the “productive capability” of the poor, “providing produc-
tive work, enabling people to be self-sufficient.”® We believe that God’s and Jesus’
teachings suggest that the poor are to be encouraged into forms of work organiza-
tion exhibiting particular characteristics and structures that are of optimal benefit
to humankind.

Genesis as a Starting Point

The ethical prologue of the Bible, Genesis, is a necessary starting point for
insights into God’s intentions for how humans are meant to relate to Himself and
to each other at the personal and social level carrying implications for work orga-
nization. Just as God’s work of creation is described as “very good” (Gen. 1:31), so
was human work to emulate this goodness (Gen. 2:8, 15). As Gen. 1:26 and 2:15-16
imply, work is a gift from God, “man’s sober destiny even in his original state,” “a
God-given assignment and not a cursed condition.” Thus, work is not a conse-
quence of sin, but pre-dates it.° The necessary behaviors for humans to achieve this
goodness and thereby attain optimal development from work (and otherwise) were
given by God for the first human workplace described in the Bible, the Garden of
Eden. Genesis 1 and 2 exemplify the required qualities, in which the relationship
of God to people was to be “one of free, gracious commitment and invitation”
indicating “the task of human beings and their relationship to God,” in an “un-
folding of creation.””

The work of tending the Garden and caring for other species was to be done
by Adam and Eve in voluntary cooperation with God and each other in a state of
unconstrained obedience to God (Gen. 2:16-17), in freedom, liberty, and enjoyment.
In this workplace, “God will do his part and man will expedite his responsibili-
ties.” Kenneth Mathews puts it that in the Garden, “all life benefits mutually from
this harmonious relationship” between God and humankind; it “is the meeting
place where God and mankind interact in fellowship and trust.” Claus Westermann
points out that Gen. 2:16-17 suggests that “a personal relationship to God is part of

Stapleford, Bulls, Bears, 116, 119; Claar and Klay, Economics, 192.

*Ronald Sider, Just Generosity 2" ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 2007), 73; Kent Van Til,
“ABiblical/Theological Case for Basic Sustenance for All,” Journal of Markets and Morality 7.2
(2004): 459.

8Gerhard von Rad, Genesis revised ed. (London: SCM, 1972), 80; Kenneth Mathews, The New
American Commentary vol. 1A, Genesis 1-11:26 (Nashville, TN: Broadman and Holman, 1996),
209; Victor Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 1-17 (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1990),
171.

"Walter Brueggmann, Genesis (Atlanta: John Knox, 1982), 27; Bernhard Anderson as cited in
Thomas Keiser, Genesis 1-11: Its Literary Coherence and Theological Message (Ph.D. Dissertation,
Dallas Theological Seminary, 2007), 93; Albert Wolters, Creation Regained (Grand Rapids, MI:
Eerdmans, 2005), 44.
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human existence as a whole.”® Gen. 1:27 is interpreted by Westermann as saying
that “humanity exists in community, as one beside the other,” while Gen. 2:18-24
suggests that “people find the meaning of life only in human community; it is only
this that makes true humanity.” Franz Delitzsch is cited to the effect that “human
beings cannot fulfill their destiny in any other way than in mutual assistance.” For
Victor Hamilton, this mutual partnership of Gen. 2:18-20 between man and woman
in the Garden is to be one of equality and solidarity.®

Adam and Eve, the collective expressions for humankind, were to work on
the God-given land (Gen. 1:29 and 2:9) in conditions of personal autonomy, with
God as their guide. They were to be individually responsible for their own work
(and life) choices (reflected in Gen. 3:12-19). No master or employer other than
God had any role in the organization of Adam and Eve’s work. Schneider points
out in Genesis 1 that there is no “clear ground in this text for building anything
like” the hierarchy that God sought between Himself and human beings, between
“any human beings” themselves.’* Adam and Eve’s was to be a state of permanent
self-employment and mutual equal partnership, without hierarchy (Gen. 2:18-23),
guaranteeing the fullest human fulfillment and purpose. Bill Heatley notes that
this work environment would be characterized by “love, care, joy, garden, lasting
good, mutual benefit, and support.”*

This nature of work organization did not last. The necessary requirements of
obedience to God were fractured by the Fall, so that to Hamilton, “Gen. 3ff intro-
duce the theme of God’s judgment, which is the withdrawal of his blessing.” Dis-
regarding their relationship with God meant that human relationships themselves
became distorted from those God intended (Gen. 3:10-13). As Gerhard von Rad
interprets Genesis 3: 8-13, sins committed individually or socially isolate people
from God and each other. For Mathews, Chapter 4 of Genesis “details the moral as
well as the familial descent of the human family.”*? The examples described in
Genesis 3 and 4 underline the terrible effects of human disobedience toward God.
For von Rad, Gen. 4:23-24 exemplifies “the increase in sin and the more and more
profound disturbance of the original orders of life.” In seeking to become his own
god, man moves his decision making from “the range of God’s directives,” as
Hamilton summarizes Gen. 3. Domination of one person by another becomes the
rule, symptomatic of “human dislocation with a higher design.”** Cooperation
between people became supplanted by disruption (Gen. 4:8-12), power and con-
trol of one by the other, domination, avoidance of personal responsibility (Gen.

8Hamilton, Genesis, 153, in relation to Gen. 2:5; Mathews, Genesis, 185; Claus Westermann,
Genesis 1-11 (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1984), 223.

*Westermann, Genesis, 169, 226, 227; Hamilton, Genesis, 175, 181.

Schneider, The Good, 52.

"Heatley, The Gift, 28; original emphasis.

2Hamilton, Genesis, 52; von Rad, Genesis, 92; Mathews, Genesis, 186.

Byon Rad, Genesis, 111-112; Hamilton, Genesis, 212, 211; Bruce Vawter, On Genesis: A New
Reading (New York: Doubleday, 1977), 85.
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3:12-13), inequality (Gen. 4:23-24), subordination, and hierarchy.** The disruption
to the relationship between the man and woman in Gen. 3:16 epitomizes these
derangements, so that the basis of equality is broken and turned into a relation of
“servitude and domination.”*®

These qualities in human relationships ran counter to those God intended pre-
Fall, where harmony, mutuality, co-operation, and peace were emphasized. God is
described at being enormously grieved and angered by the prevalence of sin. The
comparison of pre-Fall Genesis with Gen. 3:16-19 (or Gen. 6:11-13) yields a clear
inference that post-Fall is not how God wanted humankind to live and work. As
Westermann puts it for Gen. 1:1- 2:4a, “creation as we know it and creation as
intended by God are in opposition to each other.” In a work context, the bifurca-
tion of employment and service to God has produced the contemporary oxymoron
of “secular vocation.” Instead of this situation, people are meant to “carry out the
Eden mandate” by “practice of the presence of God.”¢ In line with this and the
thinking above, we infer that Gen. 1 and 2 express the normative behaviors God
requires for humankind’s optimal development. However, this is not the same thing
as regarding pre-fall Eden as the ideal society. Clearly God intended humans to
use the creative abilities He gave them to construct more complex societies with
His assistance, but it is the pre-Fall principles that are crucial and integral to such
developments. We assume further that without the Fall, hierarchies and the afore-
said disruptions to human life would not have emerged naturally as the creation
was disclosed. This distortion from a higher ideal has been noted by many “reli-
gions, philosophies and the social sciences [which] agree that the world is not as it
should be, that there is a problem with human existence individually and corpo-
rately.” Christians believe that only God through Christ can make the world right
again.'’

Nevertheless, God was not content to let humankind remain in the unredeemed
and disrupted situation in which it found itself after the Fall. From perhaps 1250
BC, God gave the people of Israel the Mosaic Law to guide them in a settled society
to return to closer relationship with Himself, and to live and work with each other
in conditions closer to those He required for humankind. However, His chosen
people did not follow the necessary requirements, leading to the disintegration of
the state of Israel between 800 and 600 BC.

Helping the Poor through Work via the Mosaic Law

God’s pre-Fall intentions for human existence and work were characterized

“See Hamilton, Genesis, 194.

®Hamilton, Genesis, 202.

%\Westermann, Genesis, 174; John Walton, The NIV Application Commentary: Genesis (Grand
Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2001), 192, 196 in relation to Gen. 2:4-2:5.

"Mark Biddle, Missing the Mark: Sin and Its Consequences in Biblical Theology (Nashville, TN:
Abingdon Press, 2005), vii.
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by harmony, mutuality, co-operation, and peace between people. They were to enjoy
permanent self-employment and personal autonomy with God. To an imperfect
degree these qualities were reflected in some aspects of the Mosaic Law. The eco-
nomic provisions of the Law disclose how the triune God proposed to care for the
poor through work among the people of Israel on their settlement in the Promised
Land (as revealed in the Book of the Covenant: Exodus 20-23; the Deuteronomic
Code: Deuteronomy 4-31; and the Holiness Code: Leviticus 17-26), perhaps span-
ning 1250 BC to after 620 BC. This point is made, for example, by Claar and Klay:
“The law called Israel to institute certain practices to meet the immediate and longer-
term needs of the poor.” The view is accepted widely that Jesus upheld these (and
other) intentions of the Law and that He “brought the message forward in his
teaching.”®® Jesus is the sole authoritative interpreter of the Law, and it is clear that
He reinterpreted certain of the Law’s provisions. Nevertheless, the view is held
also that the Mosaic Law embodied God’s instructions for how Israelite society
should be organized to function as a light to the world. Christopher Wright’s inter-
pretation is that Israel was to serve as a paradigm or model of a society seeking to
live by God’s injunctions, that “here is the kind of society the LORD God wants.
This God’s desire is for a holy people, a redeemed community, a model society
through whom God can display a prototype of the new humanity whom he in-
tends to create.” In like vein, John Mason and Kurt Schaefer “argue that in the
Mosaic provisions designed for early Israel lie intentions the God of creation holds
for all peoples.” Kent Van Til suggests also the continuing “global applicability of
covenant law,” as does Sider: “The basic paradigm...is normative for us today.”
Schneider echoes these viewpoints, noting that “as Jesus made clear,” “specific
laws” contained in the Mosaic Law “may pass away, but the universal truths em-
bodied in the laws will not pass away.”* Many Christians believe that part of their
task is to help institute the new community based on the underlying intentions
and truths of the covenant law, both within and outside the body of believers,
despite the fallen and sinful nature of humankind.

The specific detail of the Law can be analyzed to discover God'’s help orienta-
tion to the poor. Although the detail is not applicable to modern societies, the un-
derlying truths, intentions, norms, principles, or guidelines of the Law are, em-
bodying the purposes and orientation of the legislation. With this assumption in
mind, the minutiae of the Law have been dissected by many scholars.? We rely on

8Claar and Klay, Economics, 188, 189.

¥Christopher Wright, Old Testament Ethics for the People of God (Leicester: Inter-Varsity Press,
2004), 364; John Mason and Kurt Schaefer, “The Bible, the State, and the Economy: A Frame-
work for Analysis,” Christian Scholar’s Review 20.1 (1990): 47; Van Til, A Biblical/Theological
Case,” 451-452; Sider, Just Generosity, 90; Schneider, The Good, 80.

2See Walter Kaiser Jr., Toward Old Testament Ethics (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1983);
John Mason, “Biblical Teaching and Assisting the Poor,” Interpretation 4.2 (1987): 1-14; “Bibli-
cal Teaching and the Objectives of Welfare Policy in the United States,” in eds. S. Carlson-
Thies and J. Skillen, Welfare in America: Christian Perspectives on a Policy in Crisis (Grand Rap-
ids, MI: Eerdmans, 1996), 145-85; Stephen Mott and Ronald Sider, “Economic Justice: A Bib-
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their conclusions rather than seeking biblical exegesis for each point we make.
Despite the difficulty of hermeneutical interpretation, one of their conclusions is
that the joint effect of the Law’s injunctions (had they been practiced) would have
been to ensure that most able-bodied Israelites were involved in permanent remu-
nerative work in extended family-owned farm units. Some native Israelites and
aliens would serve as full-time laborers on these farms or as periodic laborers on
them. All able-bodied persons would be employed in some capacity. A variety of
safeguards applied so that all persons were expected to be able to earn sufficient in
kind to enable them to participate fully in the religious, social, and economic life of
the Israelite community. A minimum standard of living would have been gener-
ated for each member of the society. Any idea of a permanently poor stratum of the
society outside the mainstream of life, burdened by debt and inadequate income,
was anathema to the provisions of the Law.

Aliens, orphans and widows were singled out as at risk of poverty, aliens
because they had no part in the initial land distributions, more or less equally
divided among tribes, clans and families (Num. 26:53-56; 33:54). Orphans and wid-
ows were also at risk because they received no initial land unless they were part of
an extended native Israelite family. This latter situation might not have been un-
common. Israelites who became widows or orphans after the land distributions
were also probably part of kin-related extended families and earned their keep
within them. Whatever the state of these people at risk to poverty, their material
needs were looked after in additional ways. If they were not part of a farm house-
hold, aliens, orphans and widows at risk could eat free food from the fields of
farmers at any time, while gleanings at harvest time belonged to these people who
had to gather them (Dt. 23:24-25, 24:19-21; Lev. 19:9-10, 23:22). A ten-percent pro-
duce tax (the tithe) at the end of every third year also accrued to these people
(shared with the Levite priests), as did the fallow produce every seventh year,
again to be harvested (Dt. 14:28-29; Ex. 23:10-11; Lev. 25:1-7). Those at risk had to
work regularly to gain these benefits in the sense that gathering food required
manual labor. The three-year tax distribution was not sufficient on its own. In ad-
dition, interest-free loans were mandatory from better-off farmers to Israelite or-
phans, widows and other poor Israelites, with the outstanding balance to be can-
celled every seventh year (Ex. 22:25-27; Lev. 25:35-38; Dt. 15:7-11, 23:19-20, 24:6, 12-
13,17, 15: 1-7). All these provisions imply attempts to get the at-risk into self-man-
aged, self-directed work, akin to Genesis pre-Fall creation. Finally, aliens, orphans,
widows and poor Israelites would be taken on by the owner-farmers as hired la-
borers, either on a daily basis or as bonded servants where they functioned as part
of the native Israelite extended family (for example, see Lev. 25:35-46).

lical Paradigm,” in D. Gushee, ed. Toward A Just and Caring Society (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker
Books, 1999), 15-45; Wright, Old Testament Ethics; Kurt Schaefer and Ed Noell, “Contract
Theory, Distributive Justice and the Hebrew Sabbatical,” Faith and Economics 45 (2005): 1-19;
Clive Beed and Cara Beed, Alternatives to Economics: Christian Socio-Economic Perspectives
(Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 2006); Sider, Just Generosity.
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A different set of beneficial provisions in the Law applied to Israelite owner-
farmers who did not prosper, perhaps because of insufficient application, death/
accident to a production member of the extended household, or weather misfor-
tunes. Moreover, interest-free loans from the better-off were required. The strug-
gling farmer could temporarily sell his land (Lev. 25:25-28), but it was redeemable
at a fixed price any time up to fifty years, hence in the Jubilee when it reverted
without additional charge to the original owner (Lev. 25:8-17). In the meantime,
the indigent Israelite and his family were to be employed as farm laborers or bonded
servants (Lev. 25:35-55), while other provisions assisted Hebrew slaves (Ex. 21:1-
11; Dt. 15:12-17). Kurt Schaefer and Ed Noell summarize the “primary goal of the
laws” as “enabling each family to maintain a base of resources with which to pro-
vide for itself,” including the provision of work.*

The Genesis 1-2 intentions were not met perfectly in the Mosaic Laws. For
instance, consider the issue of hierarchy. This is usually taken to mean a system of
identifiable, graded order of some attribute within an organization, by which power
and authority is exercised. Genesis 1-2 precluded the existence of hierarchy as the
ideal pre-Fall norm, but this norm was fractured by the Fall. This dislocation was
exhibited in the Mosaic Law. Thus, although farms were run as family self-owned/
self-managed units by the head of the extended family, hierarchy within the family
was not eliminated, although hierarchy between families was. Insofar as the Jubi-
lee provisions were designed to restore each Israelite family to its farm, they also
worked in the direction of maintaining low inter-farm hierarchy and inequality.

Notwithstanding these qualifications, at least three main principles or guides
might be gleaned from the Law’s ways of helping the poor, even though no defini-
tion of them was provided. These three principles were sympathetic to those from
early Genesis. First it is likely that all members of Israelite society were to be pro-
vided with permanent, productive full-time work. No concept existed of a depen-
dent able-bodied group relying on regular free handouts to support them (Levites
aside). Second, for Israelites, their work context was predominantly to be within
self-owned and self-managed extended-family units, with wage labor serving as a
temporary expedient and second-best condition. Third, a limited egalitarian bias
pervaded the regulations for helping the poor, so that all Israelites and aliens would
enjoy more equal outcomes than without the regulations. This bias derived mainly
from the given organization of production with redistributional transfers unre-
lated to production playing a secondary role. Productive capital or “wealth is [to
be] distributed to all the people and not hoarded by a few,” where “all the people”
means the heads of the Israelite extended families, while free and slave aliens did
not fare as well as Israelites.?? Had God’s instructions toward the at-risk groups
been followed, “the immediate and long-term needs of the poor” would have been

2Schaefer and Noell, “Contract Theory,” 10.
22Jim Halteman, “Productive Capital and Christian Moral Teaching,” Faith and Economics 44
(2004): 27.
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met.? We might presume then that the problem of the “poor” would have become
of minor import in Israelite society. The discussion below is mainly about the sec-
ond of the above guidelines. Since self-owned/self-managed work organization
seems to have been the priority choice for God, the Law-maker, this orientation
requires comment.

Perhaps God'’s preferred option for work organization existed merely because
of the nature of agriculture. Self-owned farms, then and now, tend to be the most
efficient form of agricultural production. Nevertheless, this has not stopped much
agriculture in the past and now from being organized on tenancy lines. Probably,
most ancient Near Eastern agriculture was so structured as it is currently in the
developing world. However, God-given issues were suggested in Genesis to help
explain God'’s preferences, and these are re-emphasized and extended by Jesus.

Jesus as Interpreter of Genesis and the Law

The normative inference for work organization in pre-Fall Genesis is toward
autonomous decision-making with God as guide, and each person in personal re-
lationship with God. God was the only employer in the pre-Fall work context.
Between people, mutually supportive relationships, self ownership and manage-
ment, permanent work, no hierarchy, and co-equal partnership describe intra- and
inter-workplace relationships, in which people were to be responsible to God and
each other for their actions. Cooperation between people, and between people and
God, was to be voluntary, marked by obedience to God, as the path to optimal
enjoyment of work in conditions of liberty, freedom, peace, and harmony. Maxi-
mum human fulfillment and purpose would be achieved by these requirements.
Expressions such as love, care, joy, lasting good, mutual benefit, and support de-
scribe workplaces intended by the original Creation.

These intentions to guide inter-personal and social relationships were consoli-
dated and reinterpreted by Jesus and are consistent with the original creation man-
dates. The assumption underlying the discussion below is that Jesus’ normative
teachings directed to both the twelve disciples and His wider body of followers are
intended to be a guide and exemplar for how Christian-based organizations should
be structured. These are organizations that seek to put into practice principles of
Christian belief, discussed further in the section following.?* Businesses seeking to

#Claar and Klay, Economics, 188.

%Applied to the business firm, Heatley’s interpretation of the concept of “Christian-based”
and “Christian-run” firms is that they are made up of “people who embrace this philosophy
of work as God intended,” something “sorely missing from our world” (The Gift of Work, 38).
Joseph Macariello argues that in such firms, “executives who are Christians” should “seek to
infuse the management systems of their organizations with values that are derived from the
Christian faith.” In the biblical view, “management is viewed as a process of developing
people through work,” whereas in the secular view, “‘management’ is defined as the process
of getting work done through people.” Cited in Joseph Macariello, “Business and Empower-
ment: Management Systems with a Heart for the Poor,” in Toward a Just and Caring Society,
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have an explicit Christian orientation need to be cognizant of the mandatory prin-
ciples to which Jesus directs His disciples.

First, it is no accident that the organizational model advocated by Jesus con-
forms in part to that by which Jesus spent the first thirty years of His life in work.
Schneider says that “through Jesus’ natural involvement in his trade and business,
the Incarnation gives divine approval to and redeems human economic culture
from all the powers of evil that seek to claim it.”? In Joseph’s self-owned family
carpentry firm, general business promotion and trade would be involved. By the
possession of property, Jesus’ family was able to function. In the same way, at least
five of Jesus’ twelve disciples were employed in self-owned family businesses. In
His teaching Jesus extends this organizational model for the body of believers.

At least nine teachings by Jesus in the first three gospels relate to these issues,
but attention here is confined to Luke, as interpreted by biblical exegetes (other
gospels are examined elsewhere®). A first Lucan text concludes a dispute among
the disciples at 9:48, with Jesus saying, “the least among all of you is the greatest.”
Joel Green interprets the background to the conclusion noting that “the exercise of
redemptive power and authority is not related to normal canons of honor and status and
kinship.” Instead, “this topsy-turvy social ethic is grounded in the divine purpose.”?
To honor those of lowest status—a child in the example here—is to honor Jesus. In
a Christian organizational work context, then, those of lowest status are to be hon-
ored; the social pyramid of conventional control is upturned. If status assesses the
professional/social standing or position of a person/worker in relation to others,
there is no place for it in Christian organizations. Jesus’ selection of a child (repre-
senting complete helplessness) to demonstrate greatness in the kingdom “illus-
trates how greatness comes by grace via the Great Reversal,” for greatness “is the
gift of God to those who serve the lowly.”? Darrell Bock interprets the text says
that “unlike the world, status is not a virtue,” since “greatness and exclusive power
do not coexist” in Jesus’ mission. “Jesus refuses to compare the disciples to each
other;” indeed, the only greatness relevant in Jesus ministry is “through knowing
Jesus.”® Even the functional specialization of the Twelve is open to others to minister.

David Gushee, ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 1999), 427, 434. An example of a Chris-
tian-based and Christian-run U.S. firm is Reell Precision Manufacturing that is “dedicated to
the purpose of operating a business based in the practical application of Judeo-Christian
values.” Cited in Helen Alford and Michael Naughton, Managing As If Faith Mattered: Chris-
tian Social Principles in the Modern Organization (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame
Press, 2001), 35. Examples are given in the next section of how this works out in practice.
Schneider, The Good, 129.

%Clive Beed and Cara Beed, “Applying Judeo-Christian Principles to Contemporary Eco-
nomic Issues,” Journal of Markets and Morality 8.1 (2005): 60-61.

2"Joel Green, The Gospel of Luke (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1997), 387; original emphasis.
BArthur Just Jr., Concordia Commentary: Luke 1:1-9.50 (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House,
1996), 414; John Nolland, Word Biblical Commentary Vol. 35B, Luke 9:21-18:34 (Dallas: Word,
1993a), 521.

®Darrell Bock, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament: Luke Vol. 1, 1:1-9:50 (Grand
Rapids, MI: Baker, 2003), 891, 893.
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Luke 22:24-28 contains other of Jesus’ sayings directed toward installing cor-
rect attitudes about status and authority among the disciples. Again, the context is
a dispute among the disciples about which of them is the greatest. As above, Jesus
reverses the “normal social protocols” of “those for whom the use of authority is
itself a means for gaining status honor.” Instead, among the disciples, “their man-
ner of ruling and benefaction must be utterly transformed;” they are “to give with-
out expectation of return.” The disciples “are to turn from their obsession with
their own status to a comparable attentiveness to the needs of others.”® In the
world, “the normal practice of sinners (ancient and modern) is to seek to be the
greatest and lord it over each other.” Exactly the reverse is required of the dis-
ciples, for “Jesus does not extol (what the world calls) ‘leadership skills’ for those
in the ministry.”® In a similar vein, “elitism is not the Twelve’s call, but service and
community among equals. The contrast to the world’s definition of leadership could
not be greater.” Accordingly, “greatness is defined as service, not authority. It is not
found in the power to take or exercise control, but in the ability to give and share.”
Jesus presents Himself to the disciples as the model leader, who “instead of mak-
ing his power felt, is to behave as one whose role is to serve the needs of others.”

Two further teachings by Jesus in Luke pertaining to authority and status are
epitomized at 14:11 and 18:14: “All who exalt themselves will be humbled, and
those who humble themselves will be exalted.” The first text concludes a teaching
on required behavior at a wedding banquet, the second, on the prayer patterns of
a Pharisee and a tax collector. As biblical exegetes point out, the implications of
Jesus’ conclusion extend far beyond the two contexts portrayed. Darrell Bock em-
phasizes that “humility is to mark the disciple,” and that “humility expresses itself
in ignoring issues of class or rank,” for “God honors the one who befriends the
poor, the lame, and the blind.” If humility means to be modest and of little preten-
sion, of not exaggerating one’s importance, of avoiding self-promotion, and being
without pride, structural features of Christian organization, discussed below, can
be directed toward encouraging these qualities.*® The model is Jesus who “opens
up the community of relationship so that no boundaries of class or rank exist.” Just
as in Luke’s social world, so in ours today, “the only commendation one needs
comes from the God who is unimpressed with such social credentials...as family
lineage, network of friends, and wealth.”%

In the discussion of Jesus’ sayings, of Genesis, and the Mosaic Law, the role of
power relations between people is important. “Power” can be defined as “the exer-

®Green, The Gospel of Luke, 767, 769.

S Arthur JustJr., Concordia Commentary: Luke 9.51-24.53 (St. Louis: Concordia Publishing House,
1997), 846, 844.

2Darrell Bock, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament: Luke Vol. 2, 9:51-24:53 (Grand
Rapids, MI: Baker, 1996), 1738; John Nolland, Word Biblical Commentary Vol. 35C, Luke 18:35-
24:53 (Dallas: Word, 1993b), 1067.

#Bock, Luke Vol. 2, 1260; Nolland, Vol 35B, Luke, 748.

#Bock, Luke Vol. 2, 1267; Green, The Gospel of Luke, 552.
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cise of constraint and compulsion against the will of an individual or group,”*
and “power relations” means relationships where “the powerful significantly af-
fect others to produce, or contribute to, outcomes.”*® Power and power relations
did not exist in the pre-Fall creation. God works in cooperative relation with the
first humans, but He does not exercise constraint or compulsion over them, nor do
they over each other. The Fall changes this situation. God exercises power over the
first humans, expelling them from the Garden, for example. Humans exercise power
over each other, such as Cain’s murder of Abel. Power relations are one distortion
from the original creation. A product of the post-Fall world, the Mosaic Law can-
not eliminate power relations. They continue to exist in the hierarchies within the
extended families of Israel. Jesus, however, is determined to suppress power rela-
tions. The forms of business organization we advocate for the advanced modern
economy also have as one aim to reduce power relations.

The themes running throughout Jesus’ example and teachings above extol the
virtue of authority as unrelated to normal standards of status. Instead, to honor
those of lowest status is to honor Jesus. Status as denoting the relative position of a
person on a publicly recognized scale or hierarchy is out of place in Christian orga-
nization. Greatness comes only by the grace of knowing Jesus, and is not attainable
through exclusive power. People/workers are not to control each other, and hier-
archies are anathema. The Twelve, or any group of them, do not constitute a hier-
archy, defined as a system of identifiable, graded order of some attribute within an
organization or group for the purpose of exercising power and authority. The pres-
ence of a hierarchy presumes the existence of power and top-down authority within
the organization, and Jesus sought to eliminate these attributes. Instead, Jesus pro-
motes equality of status and authority among those who commit themselves to
him. Greatness and leadership in Christian organizations are to be assessed as
service to Jesus, so that secular standards of merit carry little weight. Those of
lowest status are to be honored, and authority is to be shared among all partici-
pants. If these precepts are those Jesus promotes, the question arises as how best to
encourage them in work organizations seeking to function by Christian standards.
What manner of Christian-based work organization allows these criteria to be ap-
proached in the advanced economy (even if not achieved, given fallen human-
kind), and how can they be promoted for the poor?

Christian-based Work Organization for Helping the Poor

The unfractured paradigm of Genesis 1 and 2, the imperfect expression of
these orientations in the socio-economic forms favored in the Mosaic Law, and
Jesus’ interpretations of these guidelines, underlie God’s model for how work should

®Nicholas Abercrombie, Stephen Hill, and Bryan Turner, The Penguin Dictionary of Sociology
2"d ed. (London: Penguin, 1988), 16.

#Steven Lukes, “Power,” in The Blackwell Dictionary of Twentieth Century Social Thought, eds.
William Outhwaite and Tom Bottomore (Oxford: Blackwell, 1994), 505.
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be

organized to generate human socio-economic needs optimally. One of these

needs is that work was intended pre-Fall to be a “fundamental structure of love in
the kingdom of God,” so that people would come together in loving community to
benefit from and support each other.®” Against God’s intention has been the harsh
reality of “how very brutally oppressive existence has been for most human beings
in most societies throughout history.”® To mitigate this disaster, how can God’s
model be approached for the firm in the fallen world today?

For a business seeking to operate on Christian principles, variants of the fol-

lowing might be sought within the firm:

1.

10.
11.
12.
13.
14.
15.
16.
17.

18.

19.
20.

Voluntary cooperation between workers, each exercising her/his personal au-
tonomy with God.
Regular reliance on individual and corporate prayer as intrinsic to productive
activity.
Alow degree of power and control of one worker over another; non-authoritar-
ian structures.
Status is renounced.
The social pyramid of conventional control is upturned.
Each worker has an equal share in formulating firm activity, consistent with
firm efficiency.
Intra-firm service is to be among equals; the ability to give and share defines
greatness.
No separation between capital provider and worker. Otherwise, division of
responsibility, hierarchy, and unidirectional authority relationships are pro-
duced.
Those who provide the capital do the work.
Those who work provide the capital.
Authority stems only from performing work tasks.
Work is to be predominantly self-owned and self-managed.
Mutually-supportive relationships should characterize the workplace.
Each worker is responsible for the results of her/his work tasks.
Diversity still exists between worker function.
Employment security is sought, requiring retraining within the firm.
The development of the worker as person is as important as the nature and
results of the work.
The growth of Christ-like attributes characterizes the development of the per-
son.
Constant reiteration/application of Christian values within the firm.
An intrinsic interrelationship is sought between spiritual, social, and economic
capital in the firm.

Debate could be made over each of these items. For instance, item 6 might

$"Heatley, The Gift, 24-25.
%John Schneider, “Christian Theology and the Human Ontology of Market Capitalism,”
Journal of Markets and Morality 10.2 (2007): 287.
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seem improbable. However, enough instances of forms of its operation occur in
Christian-led or inspired firms and in secular ones to suggest its practicability (for
example, within the Italian Lega cooperatives, the Daily Bread Co-operative, the
Rainbow Grocery, San Francisco, and the Spanish Mondragon cooperatives). These
can include all equal worker-owners electing committees to perform particular
tasks. Item 8 suggests the absence of separation between providers of capital and
workers with this capital. It is possible to find examples in biblical texts where this
requirement is not met. For instance, Jesus accepted gifts to support His ministry,
and the Levites distributed the triennial tithe. However, these are descriptions of
events that occurred outside work functions, and cannot be read as having norma-
tive force related to productive activity within the firm of the time or now. Items 9
and 10, that those who provide the capital do the work and those who work pro-
vide the capital, might seem to be contradicted by the Mosaic Law provision on
gleanings, the Levitical provisions for charging interest on trade ventures, and by
Jesus’ work in Joseph’s shop. The gleaning provisions and the triennial tithe were
safety nets in the Mosaic Law intended to help maintain the poor in a reasonable
lifestyle. They did not relate to methods of organization of agricultural production.
The provision for interest on trade does not necessarily contradict items 9 and 10;
traders might well meet both requirements. Finally, Jesus’ work in Joseph’s shop
would also apply to all family members working on the extended-family farms of
Mosaic Law times. What items 9 and 10 imply is that the head of the family who
manages the capital represents the family unit as a whole—he is to act as steward
and servant to all. In Jesus’ time, sons worked in the business under the care and
direction of their fathers. They are part and parcel of the one extended-family en-
tity. Jesus extended this form of operation beyond the extended family for His
movement’s organization.

Item 12, that work is to be predominantly self-owned and self-managed, does
apply to Joseph’s joinery business. Who their customers were is a different matter
from the self-owned/self-managed nature of the business itself. Item 13, that mu-
tually-supportive relationships should characterize the workplace describes the
ideal qualities by which work is performed within the firm. Just as calling God
“Father” is the nearest that humans can think of as an ideal, the mutual coopera-
tion that should characterize the redeemed workplace is described best but imper-
fectly by good family interrelationships, especially in marriage. Finally, item 16,
that employment security is sought, is an implication of Genesis 1 and 2, that Adam
and Eve were intended to tend the Garden of Eden forever. It also stems explicitly
from the first conclusion above about the Mosaic Law that all members of Israelite
society were to be provided with permanent productive full-time work. The only
way of trying to achieve this condition in the advanced economy is to foster worker
retraining in the firm, as practiced by the Lega and other Italian and Mondragon
cooperatives that, so far, have avoided having to reduce their workforces.

To approach the qualities of the list above in a sin-ridden world, a necessary
step seems to be to ensure that those at risk of poverty be protected by ensuring
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them access to capital with which they can perform paid work. Thus, if we go back
to the Mosaic Law, one provision God required for the pre-monarchical Israelites
was that their extended family capital (land, livestock and buildings) be protected
from one generation to another via the Jubilee. As Claar and Klay point out, “with
access to land they [poor families] would again be able to take care of their basic
needs, without resorting to begging, borrowing or indenture.”*® No place was pro-
vided in this set-up for landlordism, tenancy, or usufructuary practices. The trans-
position of God’s requirements to contemporary Third World agricultural organi-
zation is clear. An example of its operation is the San Lucas Toliman Mission in
Guatemala buying agricultural land and donating it to the local population to en-
able them to become food self-sufficient. Given that lack of private property and
capital have long been recognized as a major cause of poverty, the remedy is to
extend private capital ownership. With this orientation, all manner of Christian,
other religious, and secular projects are underway in the Third World to extend
private capital ownership and work to the poor, such as the Indian Self-Employ-
ment Women’s Association with 800,000 members, providing micro-credit for en-
terprises like cleaning and street vending.

This approach is also relevant to the poor in advanced economies. The trans-
position depends on God'’s purpose for people to retain ownership of, and control
over, the capital with which they work, with earnings related only to personal
work effort. Only in this way can they approach work conditions of greater au-
tonomy, lower hierarchy, more freedom and liberty within the workplace, practic-
ing participative leadership, reciprocal responsibility, cooperation, and mutual
support. Freedom in the workplace is to be sought by an equable distribution of
workplace property. Atransposition of God’s preferred orientation to the advanced
free market economy suggests that self-employment, partnerships, 100% employee
stock ownership companies, and worker cooperatives are those by which employee
self-ownership/management, embodying a low degree of internal hierarchical
control, can be sought.

The poor in advanced economies do not appear to lack the entrepreneurial
skills to start their own businesses, as evidenced by the magnitude of the informal,
underground, black, or hidden enterprise economy, in which sweatshop condi-
tions are atypical. Thus, Steve Balkin documented that with sufficient capital at
their disposal, a greater likelihood arises that homeless men can organize them-
selves into self-owned/self-managed work.® What the poor do lack is capital to
start businesses. Partly, this is because the distribution of wealth in the U.S. is so
unequal. In 2004, the poorest 40% of households owned a negative 1.1% of the total
value of non-home wealth, and the poorest 80%, a positive 7.4%."* However the

#¥Claar and Klay, Economics, 189.

“Colin Williams, The Hidden Enterprise Culture (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 2006); Steve Balkin,
“Entrepreneurial Activities of Homeless Men;” Journal of Sociology and Social Welfare 19.4 (1992):
129-50.

“Edward Wolff, Recent Trends in Household Wealth in the United States: Rising Debt and the
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poor are defined, they cannot access even modest capital to start businesses. They
have no security to offer for loans; the capital market does not work for them. One
survey of low-income single mothers and of noncustodial fathers, for example,
showed their desire but inability to be able to purchase for their self-employment:

A sewing machine in good working order, catering equipment, roofing tools, exterminating
equipment, a home that meets code requirements and can be used for an in-home day-care
facility, a car or truck, a lawn mower and a pair of hedge clippers, and a forty-foot ladder.*?

The popularity of self-employment by the poor was also one finding of the Ameri-
can Dream Demonstration project that encouraged very poor participants to save
regularly: the largest number of withdrawals was for microenterprise, followed by
home purchase.” As John Butler notes, entrepreneurship as a way of capital accu-
mulation by the poor also teaches other helpful habits, such as putting “aside a
reserve for difficult times ahead and to make long-term investments” like pur-
chase of a home or life or health insurance.*

To foster Christian principles either in single-worker or multi-worker self-
owned firms requires further strategies. For starting/operating a Christian-based
firm—one that might try to encourage some of the twenty principles listed above—
lack of business experience or training might not necessarily be a barrier,”® even
though not all employees might be Christians. But funding issues are still a prob-
lem. The experience of U.S. government-funded faith-based initiatives suggests
they might not be good candidates for starting Christian businesses because of
restrictions on the religious side of their activities, such as not evangelizing on the
job.* Conversely, pointers can be gained from the experience of non-government
funded faith-based poverty-to-work initiatives that assist “in creating community
and in providing social support.”# It is these that might encourage development
of firms with a Christian orientation.

One implication of God’s work organization preference is that the joint stock

Middle-Class Squeeze (Working Paper no. 502. Annandale: The Levy Economics Institute, 2007),
11.

“Kathryn Edin, “More Than Money: The Role of Assets in the Survival Strategies of Material
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Spreading Asset Ownership (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2001), 217.
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316.
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company does not seem to serve as a satisfactory vehicle for His intentions. This is
because invariably, those who work in such companies do not own the capital with
which they work, and consequently are able to exercise only limited or minimal
control over the firm’s operations and their own conditions of work. The situation
is even more fragmented, for typically, capital owners (stock holders) play little
part in the company’s operations, having surrendered control to executives/direc-
tors (who may not be owners), and who need take little cognizance of owners’
wishes (as long as they generate acceptable share yields). A further fragmentation
is the division of stockholders into individual persons, and legal institutions, such
as other corporations. Often the voice of personal stockholders is overwhelmed by
corporate stockholders in matters like takeovers and employee tenure. Excluding
government and suppliers/customers, there are at least three groups of people
involved in the production activity of the joint stock firm (workers, executives/
directors, stockholders). Between these groups, interests need not be consonant,
coordination may not be straightforward and responsibility for firm outcomes need
have little personal implication. For example, stockholders might be far more in-
terested in share value than in the conditions of work of employees or the ethical
nature of products. Maciariello suggests that “the management systems of many;, if
not most, public companies are guided predominantly by shareholder values” that
“are to be contrasted to management systems guided by biblical values.” Christian
founder of Lincoln Electrics, James Lincoln, went further in holding that for estab-
lished firms, “the stockholder does not do much to contribute to the success of the
company and is not terribly committed to the company, its customers and work-
ers;” they have “very little loyalty.”*

Workers in joint stock firms are too far removed from the capital ownership
side of the equation to be able to exercise adequate personal responsible steward-
ship over the capital. Furthermore, these firms rely too heavily on hierarchical struc-
tures that are inimical to the egalitarian tendencies Jesus proposes. Also separated
from adequate stewardship of their capital in joint stock firms, investors (espe-
cially institutional investors) are too removed from being accountable for employ-
ees’ working conditions, remuneration, responsibilities, product quality, market-
ing, environmental outcomes of production, and so on. The empowerment of both
groups to meeting their responsibilities for mutual care of, and service to, each
other is harmed. Since the wealthiest 20% of U.S. households owned 90% of the
value of company stock in 2004, it does not seem that this restricted number of
investors is in a position to play a greater part in the operation of the millions of
joint stock companies.®® By necessity, they have to remain passive investors, enjoy-
ing property rights but bearing little other responsibility for their companies’ op-
erations. Conversely, the remaining 80% of households who own 10% of stock are
spread too thinly to affect company function. These barriers to personal account-

“Maciariello, “Management Systems,” 433, 457, 460.
“Wolff, “Recent Trends,” 43.
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ability and responsibility by owners (gaining dividends) and workers (gaining
wages) seem to contradict the Christian principles determined above. Lacking
ownership rights, workers cannot get close enough to managing their work tasks,
while owners are reduced to coupon clippers. Even seemingly benign corporate
stockholders, such as superannuation funds, are remote from playing an active
role in the companies in which they invest. To the extent that workers owned the
private capital with which they worked (and assuming flatter pay scales common
in worker-owned firms), a more even distribution of wealth among the population
would help to be generated (something Jesus and the Mosaic Law upheld). This
contrasts with the extremely uneven distribution that exists currently in the U.S.,
and that seems to be coming more uneven as time goes by.*

Throughout history, attempts have been made within the joint stock company
to mitigate the adverse effects of low worker participation in control. For instance,
in the first decades of this century, Filenes department stores formed

a system of self-government for employees, administered by the store co-operative associa-
tion. Working through this association, the employees have the right to appeal from and to
veto policies laid down by the management. They may adjust the conditions under which
employees are to work, and, in effect, prescribe conditions for themselves.*

Admirable as such intermittent efforts have been, they have not been typical of
arrangements within the joint stock company. The separation of ownership from
control (management) and from operation (workers) in the joint stock firm contin-
ues to be associated with a variety of alleged workplace ills. One, emphasized in
Catholic Social Thought, is the alienation of workers from feeling part of the firm,
since workers experience a low degree of personalization and belonging that helps
undermine productivity and community within the workplace. Michael Naughton
and Robert Wahlstedt write:

John Paul Il advocates worker ownership not only because it distributes wealth, but also
because it serves well as a means of personalization by positively affecting the formative
dimension of the person and creating stronger social relationships between worker and em-
ployer.®

Christian organizations and Christian business/social entrepreneurs, were they to
be convinced by the biblically-based arguments here advocating self-employment,
partnerships, worker cooperatives and 100% employee share ownership plans,
would have a crucial part to play in the formation of these firms. Christian busi-
ness entrepreneurs from the twentieth century in advanced economies have served

¥lbid., 11, 41-42.

St'Heatley, The Gift, 160, quoting Louis Brandeis, Business: A Profession (Boston: Small, Maynard
and Co, 1914).

2Michael Naughton and Robert Wahlstedt, “Implementing Just Wages and Ownership: A
Dialogue,” in eds. H. Alford, C. Clark, S, Cortright, and M. Naughton, Rediscovering Abun-
dance (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2006), 322.
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as important models in encouraging Christian principles in business, one effect of
which was to improve conditions for their and other workers. Obviously they were
influenced by their belief that “the business and its employees are some of the
‘talents’ for which they one day [would] be asked to give an account.”® Names
like Leon Harmel (d. 1915), John Spedan Lewis (d. 1963) (John Lewis Partnerships
UK), Enrique Shaw (d. 1962), Ernest Bader (d. 1982) (Scott Bader Chemicals UK),
Francois Michelin (Michelin Tyres), and Robert Ouimet (Ouimet-Cordon Bleu Foods,
Canada) come to mind. Cordon Bleu, for instance, practices at least ten Christian-
relevant principles, including provision of a silent meditation/prayer room for
workers. Other U.S. Christian entrepreneurs also run their businesses on Christian
principles, such as ServiceMaster, Lincoln Electric, Reell Precision Manufacturing,
and Herman Miller. Herman Miller, a large manufacturer of office furniture, en-
joys excellent employer-employee relations, with “the most productive workforce
in its industry,” exhibiting “egalitarian wage and salary structures, profit sharing,
and stock ownership programs which affect practically all” employees.>* How-
ever, these conventionally-organized firms do not always ride recessions well, as
the recent experience of Herman Miller suggests. Further Christian instances are
described by Steve Rundle and Tom Steffen, including one case where some of the
biggest accounts were turned over to “otherwise unemployable converts.” Ken
Eldred also cites examples, like the Riverview Community Bank and R. C. Wiley
Home Furnishings in the U.S.%

There may well be Christian entrepreneurs/organizations sympathetic to ven-
turing into encouraging self-owned/self-managed business targeting the poor in
advanced free market economies. Unlike state-sponsored Welfare/Poverty-to-Work
or start-up loans/grants for self-employment/small business (valuable as these
are), contemporary versions of the above Christian entrepreneurs/organizations
would have the responsibility of motivating the unemployed and dissatisfied em-
ployed into the favored forms of employment, and ensuring the firms were run on
Christian principles. Capital would need to be loaned to the workers, for as John
Bolt points out, “the poor need to have property of their own, property for which
they can be responsible and productive stewards.” If these sorts of firms could be
developed, perhaps the observed tendency for loss of job interest among the un-
employed, and their ability to get jobs yielding only low wages, might be miti-
gated.

One suggestion is for the Catholic hospital system to use its institutional
strength “to replicate New York’s Cooperative Home Care Associates,” a success-

Rundle and Steffan, Great Commission, 116.

%Alexander Hill, Just Business: Christian Ethics for the Marketplace (Downers Grove, IL:
InterVarsity Press, 1997), 156; Maciarello, “Management Systems,” 463.

*®Rundle and Steffen, Great Commission, 190; Ken Eldred, God Is at Work (Ventura, CA: Regal
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ful secular worker cooperative providing 1,600 jobs, many for formerly unemployed
African-American women.* Catholic orders, like the Maryknoll Mission, the De
La Salle Christian Brothers, and San Lucas Toliman, already work with the poor in
various types of economies, organizing quasi-production activities in less devel-
oped countries, and invariably are ready to share their expertise in other contexts.
With their orientation to community development programs via micro-credit/fi-
nance and rotating credit associations, they are joined by ecumenical groups, like
World Vision, Opportunity International, Tear Fund, and the Mennonite Economic
Development Associates, although so far these organizations have directed their
attention to less developed countries. Other business experience exists in the world
Christian movement. Focolare’s Economy of Communion encompasses 769 small-
and mediume-size businesses spread throughout the world, including 48 in North
America.® Even though they are not run on the basis advocated here, they have
certain features in common, such as providing a third share of profits to the poor.
Further Christian scope exists in advanced economies, encompassing Christian
business entrepreneurial associations, Christian social entrepreneurial groups,
business faculty in Christian universities and colleges, large churches, religious
orders, Christian credit unions, Jobs for Life, Good Samaritan Ministries and so on.
Some of these already have been involved in production activities, such as the
Circle Christian Development Corporation that has restored/built some hundreds
of residential units in Chicago.® These organizations might well be able to work
with secular encouragers of multi-worker self-owned enterprise, especially in the
United States. Many states continue to have employee ownership programs, en-
couraging, for instance, retiring owners “to sell their businesses to their employees
when there was no heir eager to continue the family business.”® Non-profit em-
ployee ownership encouragers could also be collaborators, such as the Industrial
Cooperative Association, as might for-profit companies, such as Ownership Asso-
ciates Inc., and the numerous private sector consultants who specialize in organiz-
ing employee ownership.

To date, few Christian-based exemplars of the favored firm types exist in ad-
vanced economies so that the advocacy here might seem like a pipe dream. How-
ever, there are numerous secular versions of them, which suggests the advocacy is
not utopian.®* Nevertheless, cases of firms run on Christian self-owned/managed

SJohn Logue, “Thinking Globally, Acting Locally: Subnational Strategies to Promote Em-
ployee Ownership,” Paper to Capital Ownership Group Conference: Fix Globalization: Make
It More Inclusive, Democratic, Accountable and Sustainable (Washington D. C., October 2002),
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lines do exist. One is the Daily Bread Co-operative in Northhampton, UK, market-
ing low-processed wholefoods.® Growing “out of a house group attached to a
local church,” the co-operative started trading in 1980 with three co-operators, ex-
panding to sixteen in 1998 with sales of near one million pounds. The ratio of
current assets to current liabilities was then 3.5, “compared to an industry average
of less than 2.” Workers are “Christians from various denominations,” with half an
hour every morning devoted to worship and Communion every fortnight. These
activities are viewed as integral to the day’s work and production decisions. A
high degree of employment security is enjoyed by co-operators, salaries are the
same for everybody, supplies derive from fair trade agencies, and over one hun-
dred thousand pounds has been donated to good causes. In addition, support has
been given to other worker co-operatives via soft loans and on-the-job training.
The relevance to employees from the poor in this case is that part of the working
group consists of people recovering from mental illness.

One thing the poor need is security and stability in their employment.
Stapleford notes that “it is rare for a person to get into the labor market, stick with
it and remain poor.” We might extend this comment from the labor market to the
firm. The observation resonates with those of Claar and Klay. Although their com-
ments are directed to macroeconomic stability—that “the welfare of the poor de-
pends on long-term growth and short-term stability”—it is also true that at the
firm micro-level, “without stability, the poorest among us will experience the greatest
disruptions.”® Just because job turnover rates have been increasing in modern
economies in the past few decades does not mean this is either necessary or a good
thing.% The challenge for the Christian firm is to foster employment security (in-
corporating retraining) as well as innovative development.

The advocacy above might seem to disregard the importance of educational
level in affecting job entry for the poor unskilled. After all, the relationship be-
tween low education level/skill training and poverty has been noted repeatedly.
The usual way of trying to ameliorate this link is to encourage people from poor
backgrounds to higher educational attainment. As Claar and Klay point out, “edu-
cation and jobs would appear to be keys for poverty reduction.”®® However, there
may be other ways of breaking the nexus without subjecting poor people to the
sometimes-tyranny of ex-work formal education. At times, on-the-job-training can
suffice. The CEO of Habitat International Inc. (manufacturer of synthetic grass and
indoor/outdoor carpet) explained his company was so successful because “‘I hire

341-344; Andrew Crane, Dirk Matten and Jeremy Moon, Corporations and Citizenship (Cam-
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the people no one else wants to hire.”” People with schizophrenia

drive forklifts next to those with Down syndrome, autism, and cerebral palsy. Recovering
alcoholics, deaf employees, and homeless people cut floor runners alongside co-workers
who have suffered strokes, severe head injuries, or loss of an arm. All are cross-trained on
every task in the plant. “We have practically no absenteeism and very little turnover. We’ve
also seen higher production, increased profits, better morale, greater respect from the com-
munity, and better customer relationships.®

In this case, a pursuit of in-firm excellence rather than seeking a competitive edge
has been the path to optimal firm performance and a way out of poverty for the
disabled, even though the example is not Christian-based. Nevertheless, the ideas
resonate with those of some Christian business entrepreneurs. Robert Oiumet,
within his own firms, observed that workers on assembly lines and in warehouses
often have a better intuitive grasp of their work tasks than MBA-educated manag-
ers. ServiceMaster, a Christian-run joint stock company, has “enjoyed widespread
success in hiring low-skill, untrained employees...and offering them numerous
opportunities for education and on-the-job learning” leading to higher-paid jobs
in the company.®” These examples are indicative of the “tremendous energy and
knowledge that are embedded in ordinary people everywhere.”®

One objection to the deductions above about God'’s preference for self-owned/
self-managed/low hierarchy employment can be noted. This is the claim that the
joint stock company has been the driving force and vehicle for technical innova-
tion over the last few hundred years, without which we would not enjoy the high
living standards of today. This is sometimes related to the claimed requirement for
modern corporations to be large: “Modern economies require large organizations
in order to accomplish very complex tasks.”®® Only they can assemble the large
amounts of private capital necessary to maintain economic growth. An inference
from this observation might be that the size of modern firms has to be greater than
the optimum size that might be envisaged for self-owned/self-managed firms to
function effectively. The optimal size criterion need not carry great weight, for the
size of Christian-inspired instances of such firms varies widely. John Lewis Part-
nerships currently employ 69,000 partners, and Scott Bader Chemicals, 450 work-
ers. These firms have good innovation-producing and capital-generating records,
as do smaller Christian-instigated worker-owned firms, like the 132 Spanish
Mondragon co-operatives, each averaging 379 co-operators. Non-Christian-based
cooperatives of 3,000 workers occur in the Italian Lega federation, while partner-
ship size also varies widely, with 2,500 partners in Andersen Consulting in 2000.7
Entrepreneurial incentives seem to have been preserved in these diverse environ-
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ments, tallying with the concept of “cooperative entrepreneurialism.”” Even if
there was a constraint for modern economies to require large firms, ways could be
envisaged by which worker-owned versions of them could function. For example,
large firm car manufacture could be constituted by co-operating worker-owned
entities, deriving from pre-existing work teams in a plant. Other alternatives exist
by which work tasks in a large corporation could be subdivided into co-operating
worker-owned firms. Enterprise networks, like the Mondragon Cooperative Cor-
poration with its important research and development arm, enable relatively small
individual co-operatives to enjoy the flexibility of small business with economies
of scale deriving from the whole group. Similarly, large co-operatives segment di-
visions into smaller co-operatives to avoid diseconomies of scale. Aside from this,
it is possible that economies of scale are becoming less important in the advanced
information economy than in the older manufacturing-based economy.

If the types of firms advocated here are good things, the question arises why
more of them do not exist. In fact, the majority of secular firm numbers in devel-
oped countries are of the advocated type, especially self-employment and partner-
ships. Worker cooperatives are more difficult to form, requiring workers willing to
risk putting capital into their firm. Ideally, they need an umbrella organization to
shepherd their formation, and the large and growing world examples demonstrate
this propensity. In Italy, over half a million workers (including mentally ill people)
are employed in 11,000 cooperatives, and 50,000 by the Mondragon Cooperative
Corporation in Spain, with the cooperatives cooperating with each other. Both these
cases have relied on institutional mechanisms for the regular creation of new coop-
eratives. One mechanism in Italy is the Lega Federation, operating its own large
bank, Fincooper, while the Mondragon Cooperative Corporation runs its Caja
Laboral Popular, the fourteenth largest bank in Spain. Both help research and fi-
nance new cooperatives, and both have been able to compete successfully with
conventionally-organized banks. Unions have had an ambivalent attitude to worker
cooperatives, some believing it helps make workers “little capitalists.” Historically,
unions in the U.S. and U.K. have been lukewarm toward worker cooperatives. On
the other hand, unions and the Catholic Church in Italy have been staunch sup-
porters of worker cooperatives since the 1880s. Further, unions in advanced coun-
tries now encompass such a small proportion of the workforce (11% in U.S.) that
they are unlikely to be willing to risk their members’ funds, even if they could be
persuaded to the advantages of worker cooperatives. Interestingly, the U.S. Fed-
eration of Worker Cooperatives (www.usworker.coop) does not appear to have
unions among its affiliated members.

"Joel Schoening, “Cooperative Entrepreneurialism: Reconciling Democratic Values with
Business Demands at a Worker-Owned Firm,” in V. Smith, ed., Worker Participation: Current
Research and Future Trends (Amsterdam: Elsevier, 2006).
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Conclusion

The argument in this essay has been that normative principles can be deduced
from the teachings of God and Jesus designed to mold the organization of remu-
nerated work throughout history. They are applicable to all contemporary econo-
mies, although the focus here has been on how they relate to providing work for
the poor in advanced free market economies. The principles emerge in the pre-Fall
chapters of Genesis, are applied imperfectly in the Mosaic Law, perhaps first for-
mulated around 1250 BC, and then are reapplied and reinterpreted by Jesus.
Throughout this long period of time, the principles speak of the need for worker
co-operation with God, co-partnership, co-equality and mutuality between work-
ers, a low degree of domination and exercise of power by one participant in the
workplace network over another, autonomy of workers in action with God, and
preparedness to accept responsibility for one’s actions. One Christian entrepre-
neur puts this last requirement “that, as a matter of biblical principle, ‘people need
to know that there are consequences to their actions’,” that extends beyond remu-
neration.”? All these principles may be summed up as love in action, with everyone
seeking to do to others as they would want done to them. Practicing these prin-
ciples is the optimal path toward the “physical and material delightfulness (super-
fluity) [that] is needful for healthy human well-being everywhere.””

It might be thought dubious to relate God’s injunctions formulated thousands
of years ago to contemporary life. Yet, if we believe that the triune God is consis-
tent through space and time, as the biblical evidence suggests, there is every rea-
son why His desires, plans, preferences, principles and paradigms should relate to
every instance of human history. Despite the fallenness of humankind, the triune
God is constantly calling people out of sin toward the guidelines He provides for
human improvement. It would make no sense and have no appeal to envisage a
God whose precepts were restricted in time and place. The challenge is to relate
them to circumstances other than those in which they first were formulated. If we
decide this task is too difficult because of the greater size, impersonality, and com-
plexity of modern society, we are virtually throwing in the towel. We might be
driven to the conclusion then that the Christian belief system has little to offer life
today outside of personal, privatistic devotion and partial attempts to help the
poor (via homeless shelters and soup kitchens, valuable as these are). The idea that
Christian socio-economic policies cannot be formulated should drive Christians to
examine more fully the socio-economic implications of God’s requirements for
human life. A priori, it is likely that the triune God who seeks to improve the spiri-
tual and material lot of people indeed would provide guidelines for humanity to
organize itself in work and elsewhere. Since “God has given humanity responsi-
bility for the management of his creation,” we should also expect it for business

Rundle and Steffen, Great Commission, 115.
3Schneider, The Good, 61.
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organization, and that God’s ways would “be more effective and more just in deal-
ing with the problems of management.”™

The biblical deductions and advocacy for the orientation of work here com-
port with the understanding of God’s work in the theology of work projects of Volf
and Jensen. They observe “a general crisis of work” in contemporary society, char-
acterized by “the negative attitude of workers toward their work,” by the high
personal and social costs of unemployment and by alienation. This last consider-
ation is important because “alienation from God is the root cause of all other forms
of alienation.””™ Both deduce that God’s economy, on the other hand, “operates
with odd assumptions about the nature of work: labor is meant to be shared, work
is meant to enrich and sustain the life of creation, work draws us into communion
with each other and God.” For Jensen, “God’s economy displays no hierarchy of
work other than that between the Creator and creation” so that “the attempt to
elevate one worker over another ... is theologically misguided,” and “any system
that fosters the domination of others through work is suspect on theological
grounds.” One start on the road to God’s economy “would be to expand worker/
employee ownership of firms and amplify worker voices in management.”’

The most appropriate ways of fostering the desired qualities with God, con-
cerning paid work in advanced free market economies, was argued here to be via
Christian-based forms of self-employment, partnerships, worker co-operatives,
100% employee share ownership plans and other variants of these firms. The ex-
amples of Christian-instigated and/or operation of these types of firms suggest
that opportunity exists for Christian entrepreneurs and organizations to assist the
poor into employment in these firms. Since jobs are the basis for overcoming pov-
erty, ways can be designed from the normative biblical paradigm to increase the
take-up of jobs by the poor. Confident in God’s guidance, Christian-based firms of
the types advocated would be better placed than joint-stock firms to offer livable
wages, employment security, and on-the-job training, thereby increasing the inno-
vation-generating potential of the firms. Run on Christian lines, they can also present
to the market as light to the world, fostering market-wide qualities of honesty,
trustworthiness, responsibility and ethical behavior.”

"Maciariello, “Management Systems,” 428.

\olf, Work, 35, 53, 165.

®Jensen, Responsive, 49, 56, 101.
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Dante: A New Pauline Apostle?
By Marsha Daigle-Williamson

St. Paul is mentioned first at the outset of The Divine Comedy when Dante’s pilgrim
is about to embark on a journey through the three realms of the afterlife to see the
souls of the damned, those who are being purified, and the blessed. Uttering his
famous protest about his unworthiness for this journey to his guide Virgil, the
pilgrim says, “I am not Aeneas; | am not Paul” (“lo non Enéa, io non Paulo, sono”
[Inf. 2.32].)! In the Purgatorio, Dante refers to Paul once.? In the Paradiso, Dante
mentions his name twice (Par. 18.131; 18.136) and refers to him periphrastically
three times (Par. 21.127-128; Par. 24.62; and 28.138). However, unlike other well-
known apostles and saints who appear in Dante’s heaven, Paul is nowhere in sight.
Itis assumed he is in the company of the blessed, but why does Dante’s pilgrim not
see this famous apostle?

Although in one sense, Dante’s pilgrim sense represents Everyman during
this spiritual journey, Dante structures certain events, especially in the Paradiso, to
link the pilgrim’s journey experiences to Paul’s life and mission.® Paul’s presence,
then, is felt indirectly throughout this third section of the poem because of the
pilgrim’s words and actions. However, since the identity of Dante the poet over-
laps with that of Dante the pilgrim, the link between the pilgrim and Paul neces-
sarily implies an association between the poet and Paul.* And in fact, Dante does
believe he is engaged in apostolic activity as he writes his Commedia.

In his “Letter to Can Grande,” in which he dedicates the Paradiso to that noble-
man, Dante explains the overall intent of his poem. Although the literal subject of
his poem is the state of souls after death, its allegorical subject is how “man...in the
exercise of his free will...is deserving of reward or punishment by justice.”® This of
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course is in line with Paul’s teaching that at judgment “everyone [will] receive the
things done in his body, according to that he hath done, whether it be good or bad”
(2 Cor. 5:10).% His purpose, as stated in his letter, is not merely for philosophical or
moral instruction “but for a practical purpose,” that is, to effect change: “the aim of
the whole and of the part is to remove those living in this life from a state of misery,
and to bring them to a state of happiness.”” Dante’s purpose corresponds to Paul’s
self-described mission in Acts 26:18: ““To open [people’s] eyes so that they may turn
from darkness to light...so that they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place
among those who are sanctified by faith.”

Dante’s understanding of the essence of The Divine Comedy is expressed not
only in his letter but in his poem as well. When he refers to it as “the sacred poem”
(“lo sacrato poema” [Par. 23.62]) and the “sacred poem to which both heaven and
earth have set their hand” (“..."l poema sacro / al quale ha posto mano e cielo e
terra” [Par. 25.12]), Dante is asserting that his poem is inspired by God. James Collins
believes that Dante’s poetry can “be called ‘sacred poetry’ since Dante attributes
the source of his inspiration not to himself or to some special talent of his but to

Text and translation are by John D. Sinclair, “The Divine Comedy” of Dante Alighieri, 3 vols.
(London: The Bodley Head, 1939-1946; reprint, New York: Oxford University Press, 1974).
Aeneas, as the future founder of Rome, has the requisite qualifications for a journey into the
realm of the dead (Inf. 2.20-21). Paul has the qualifications as a great apostle, but as Rachel
Jacoff and William A. Stephany point out, “In the case of Paul ... divine favor was not a
reward for prior behavior” (Inferno Il [Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1989],
69). Geoffrey F. Nuttall makes a similar point that this pilgrim’s journey is not “in any sense
his own achievement or something granted him in recognition of his genius. Only a spirit in
Hell suggests this” (The Faith of Dante Alighieri [London: SPCK, 1969], 17). A journey willed
by God is always a grace, and that major distinction between Aeneas’ and Paul’s journeys
makes the pilgrim’s journey significantly more like Paul’s.

2In the allegorical procession of the books of the Bible in the Garden of Eden, Paul’s writings
are represented as an old man “with a sword so bright and sharp that...it put me in fear”
(“con una spada lucida e aguta / tal che..mi fé paura” [Purg. 29.141-142]). Paul’s icono-
graphic representation with a sword is based on his comparison of the word of God to the
sword of the Spirit (Ephes. 6:17) and to a sharp, two-edged sword (Heb. 4:12).

*Dante’s pilgrim is given a specific mission in the Paradiso that likens him to Paul, but he
does not cease being Everyman simultaneously, even in that realm. As Charles S. Singleton
points out, “Many have entered upon this itinerarium mentis in the past, many shall yet do so
until the end of time....[It] is an event which repeats itself in the Christian heart as time
unfolds, over and over again” (Dante Studies, Vol Il: Journey to Beatrice [Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1958], 5).

“All Dante scholars distinguish between the pilgrim and the historical poet. Now some also
are stipulating three “Dantes” because the narrator (who recounts the journey of the pilgrim)
is also a fictional character created by the poet. For the clearest discussion and description of
the “three Dantes” to date, see Robert Wilson, Prophecies and Prophecy in Dante’s “Commedia,”
vol. 346: ‘Biblioteca dell’ “Archivum Romanicum” (Florence: Leo S. Olschki, 2008), 3-14.
*Dante, “Letter to Can Grande,” para. 28 and 29 (Dantis Alagherii Epistolae: The Letters of
Dante, trans. Paget Toynbee, 2" ed. [Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1966], 209-210.

8Unless otherwise noted, the English text is from the King James Version. Vulgate citations
will be from Biblia Sacra (Torino: Casa Editrice Marietti, 1965).

™‘Letter to Can Grande,” para.16, 202; para. 15, 202.
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God Himself. It...contemplates everything with the eyes of faith and sees all in the
light of God’s grace.” There is general agreement among critics that Dante be-
lieved he was communicating biblical truths that were intended to have a salvific
effect on his readers.’

Dante’s poetic strategy in achieving his overall purpose—and in legitimizing
his literary enterprise as apostolic—includes an identification of his pilgrim (and
himself) with Paul. To see how Dante accomplishes this, 1) we will examine Dante’s
narrative methodology for constructing parallels between the pilgrim and Paul; 2)
we will look at the significance of those specific parallels; 3) we will identify which
parallels are strictly fictive and which ones involve Dante the poet; and 4) we will
examine parallels between Dante and Paul that exist outside of the poem and would
have been known by his first readers.

Dante achieves the links between his pilgrim and Paul primarily through the
narrative method of biblical typology.*® In brief, in biblical typology the narration
concerning a person or an event foreshadows the circumstances surrounding an-
other person or event. The similarities can be in the substance or in the attendant
details or both, but they establish an intrinsic connection between particular per-
sons or events. In medieval exegesis, generally the two persons or events are re-
ferred to as “figura” and “fulfillment.”** A person or an event in the Old Testament,
called the “figura,” can point to another person or event, called the “fulfillment.”
Moses, leading the Jews to the Promised Land, is a figura who foreshadows Christ,

8James Collins, Pilgrim in Love: An Introduction to Dante and His Spirituality (Chicago: Loyola
University Press, 1984), 164.

°According to Peter S. Hawkins, Dante wrote a poem “that he believed had a divine mission
to reform the world and transform the reader” (Dante: A Brief History [Malden, MA: Blackwell
Publishing, 2006], 28). Similarly, Nick Havely, Dante (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing,
2007) sees Dante as “a writer who himself aspired to be a ‘chosen instrument,” a new convert,
capable of converting others” (82).

It is beyond the scope of this article to discuss the complexities and nuances of Dante’s
style in relation to the Bible, but any interested reader can find that discussion in the series of
classic essays collected and republished in Dante and Theology: The Biblical Tradition and Chris-
tian Allegory, vol. 4, Dante: The Critical Complex, ed. Richard Lansing (New York: Routledge,
2003). For an in-depth description of the biblical method of typological narrative, see Henri
de Lubac, Medieval Exegesis, trans. Mark Sebanc (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998); and
Jean Daniélou, From Shadows to Reality: Study in the Biblical Typology of the Fathers, trans.
Waulstan Hibberd (London: Burns & Oates, 1960). For a succinct overview of the history of
biblical typological interpretation, see George T. Montague, Understanding the Bible: A Basic
Introduction to Biblical Interpretation (New York: Paulist Press, 1997), esp. chapter 2 on the
typological approach of the church fathers (29-51) and chapter 3 on that of the Middle Ages
(52-72).

“For these terms and their significance, see Erich Auerbach’s essay, “Figura,” in Scenes from
the Drama of European Literature, trans. Ralph Manheim (New York: Meridian Books, 1959),
11-76. Auerbach also lists other terms used by church fathers and medieval writers to express
this relationship: “figura” is also called “umbra,” “imago,” and “shadow”; “fulfillment” is
also called “veritas” and “substance.” Generally, modern biblical scholars call the foreshad-
owing person or event the “type” and the fulfillment the “antitype” (see, for example, Charles
T. Fritsch, “Principles of Biblical Typology,” Bibliotheca sacra 104 [1947]: 214-22).
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the fulfillment. In turn, the fulfillment can be reenacted later by another person or
event, which A. C. Charity calls “a recapitulation” or “sub-fulfillment.”*2 Christ’s
death is reenacted by Stephen because similarly, he forgives those who are putting
him to death as he commends his spirit to God (Acts 7:59-60).

In line with this typological method, Dante’s narration concerning his pilgrim
and his experiences, especially in the Paradiso, is designed to reenact or “recapitu-
late” the substance and the details of Paul’s conversion experience, his heavenly
visions and his subsequent ministry, thereby establishing him as a “sub-fulfill-
ment” of the apostle Paul. However, because of the partial identification between
the pilgrim and the poet, the poet is also presenting himself as a “sub-fulfillment.”
Dante’s typological parallels, then, are intended to indicate the claim that Paul and
his mission are being reenacted in another time and place.

The initial, and obvious, similarity in the Paradiso is the raptus, the pilgrim’s
being taken up into heaven, which recalls Paul’s raptus into the heavens (2 Cor.
12:2-4). As Teodolinda Barolini comments: “In choosing Paul as a model, Dante
chooses a precursor who ‘went’ as well as ‘saw.””** Guy P. Raffa goes so far as to
say that Dante’s pilgrim is not only a parallel to Paul but surpasses him: “Dante’s
wayfarer...[will] see and hear things in the heavens that surpass the vision of even
his chosen predecessor [Paul].”**Paul does not know if it was an out-of-body expe-
rience and neither does Dante’s pilgrim. Paul’s statement, “whether in the body or
out of the body, I cannot tell; God knoweth” (2 Cor. 12:3b) becomes paralleled in
the pilgrim’s paraphrase about not knowing if he was in or out of the body: “If |
was only that part of me which Thou createdst last [the soul], Thou knowest” (“S’
i’ era sol di me quel che creasti / novellamente,.../ tu ’l sai...” [Par. 1.73-75]). Paul
cannot tell some of the things he heard: he “heard unspeakable words, which it is
not lawful for a man to utter” (2 Cor. 12:4b). Likewise, the pilgrim is instructed not
to tell certain things he heard.’® Because Dante compares Paul and his pilgrim

A, C. Charity, Events and Their After-Life (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1966),
152. Charity, in a thorough discussion of Dante’s use of typology, states that “nothing...is
nearer to its [New Testament’s] typological method than these echoing narratives [in Dante’s
poem]” (152). Although Robert Hollander points to the pilgrim’s protestation that he is nei-
ther Aeneas nor Paul as “the first overt use of typological comparison in the poem” (Allegory
in Dante’s “Commedia” [Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1969], 81), the pilgrim’s pro-
test does not fit the category of typological parallels since Paul uttered no such protest; rather
that early protest functions to bring Paul to mind for the reader from the very beginning of
the poem.

Teodolinda Barolini, The Undivine Comedy: Detheologizing Dante (Princeton: Princeton Uni-
versity Press, 1992), 148.

“Guy P. Raffa, Divine Dialectic: Dante’s Incarnational Poetry (Toronto: University of Toronto
Press, 2000), 129. As proof for this statement, Raffa says, “Paul, in the end, ‘only’ made it to
the tertium caelum...and therefore never reached—much less saw beyond—the solar heaven”
(129). However, Beatrice contradicts this when she says that Paul himself saw the nine orders
of angels in the ninth sphere of the Primum Mobile (Par. 28.138).

For example, Charles Martel “told me of the treacheries his seed was to suffer, but said, ‘Be
silent, and let the years revolve’; so that | can say nothing” (“...mi narro li ‘nganni / che
ricever dovea la sua semenza; / ma disse ‘Taci, e lascia volger li anni’; / si ch’io non posso
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explicitly on some of these specific points regarding the raptus in his “Letter to Can
Grande,” this pilgrim’s journey cannot be considered merely as “one of several
medieval astral journeys to wisdom modeled on Cicero’s Dream of Scipio,” as one
critic believes.'” Clearly it is designed to reenact a Pauline journey.

In addition to the raptus, Paul’s blinding by heavenly light is also reproduced
typologically as Dante continues to present his pilgrim as a “sub-fulfillment” of
Paul. Paul experiences blindness only once, but the episode is described three times
in Acts with small variations: once by the author of Acts (9:3-9) and twice when
Paul himself retells the event (Acts 22:6-11; 26:13-18). Dante’s pilgrim, in a varia-
tion of this pattern, is blinded three different times as he journeys through the nine
spheres of the Ptolemaic heavens and into the Empyrean.

Although James Gaffney believes that “Dante is blinded...twice in Paradise,”*
it seems clears that in fact there are three occasions. Given Dante’s predilection for
triads, the fact that the Pauline event is recounted three times in Acts, and espe-
cially the fact that Dante is using typological methodology, it seems likely that
Dante intended three occasions of blindness for his pilgrim purposefully. Kevin
Brownlee does list three incidents in the Paradiso “as recall[ing] the Apostle’s pre-
conversionary blindness on the road to Damascus,”*® but he gives no details and
makes no distinctions between the three. Dante constructs each of these incidents
to reenact Paul’s experience in different ways by including various narrative de-
tails that, taken together, recall the substantive elements and nearly every minor
detail of the original Pauline episode.

The first incident of blindness occurs when Dante’s pilgrim sees Christ first as
a “living light” in the eighth sphere of Fixed Stars: “Through the living light the
shining substance showed so bright in my eyes that they could not bear it” (“per la
viva luce trasparea / la lucente sustanza tanto chiara / nel viso mio, che non la
sostenea” [Par. 23.31-33]). As his initial vision of Christ, it recalls Paul’s vision on
the road to Damascus because that is his first vision of Christ. The pilgrim’s tempo-
rary blindness is removed through the healing power of Beatrice’s eyes (Par. 23.46-
48). The reader learns later, during the second healing incident, that she has the
same healing power as Ananias, who prayed for Paul’s sight to be restored, so a

dir...” [Par. 9.2-5]). Similarly, Cacciaguida tells the pilgrim things about Can Grande that
should not be told: “*And thou shalt bear this written in thy mind about him and shall not
tell it'—and he told things which shall be incredible to those that witness them” (“‘E potera’ne
scritto nellamente / di lui, e nol dirai;’ e disse cose / incredibili a quei che fien presente” [Par.
17.91-93)).

16|_etter to Can Grande,” para. 28 and 29, 209-210.

Alison Cornish, Reading Dante’s Stars (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2000), 1.
8James Gaffney, “Dante’s Blindness in Paradiso XXV-XXVI: An Allegorical Interpretation,”
Dante Studies 91, ed. Anthony L. Pellegrini (Albany, NY: State University of New York Press,
1973), 109. Gaffney omits the first episode in Paradiso 23.31-33.

%Kevin Brownlee, “Ovid’s Semele,” in The Poetry of Allusion: Virgil and Ovid in Dante’s
“Commedia,” eds. Rachel Jacoff and Jeffrey T. Schnapp (Stanford, CA: Stanford University
Press, 1991), 253, n. 5. See Irma Brandeis, The Ladder of Vision (New York: Anchor Books,
1962), 223, for another critic who stipulates three episodes of blindness.
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Pauline allusion is present here even if that becomes clear only in retrospect.

The second temporary blindness occurs when the pilgrim peers too intently to
see if the body of the apostle John is present in heaven (Par. 25.118-121).2 As many
critics note, Dante links this episode to Paul’s blinding on the road to Damascus
and subsequent healing (Acts 9:10-18) through an explicit comparison between
Beatrice and Ananias: “The Lady who guides thee through this divine region has
in her look the same virtue as had the hand of Ananias” (“...la donna che per questa
dia / region ti conduce, ha nello squardo / la virtti ch’ebbe la man d’Anania” [Par.
26.10-12]).%

The links in this episode, however, go well beyond this obvious similarity and
include the typological recapitulation of a number of details. When Paul is blinded,
“the men which journeyed with him stood speechless” (Acts 9:7); when Dante’s
pilgrim is blinded, the heavenly host in that sphere becomes silent (Par. 25.130-
132). When Paul is blinded, he engages in dialogue (with Jesus); when Dante’s
pilgrim is blinded he also converses with a heavenly being (the apostle John)—the
only time he speaks during a blinding. Paul is afraid of the light and the voice
(“tremans ac stupens” [Acts 9:6a]).2 Similarly, Dante’s pilgrim, troubled about his
loss of sight (Par. 25.136), experiences fear this time (Par. 26.1, 19). Paul is reas-
sured—through a vision of Ananias coming and laying his hands on him (Acts
9:12)—that his sight will be restored. So, too, Dante pilgrim is reassured he will be
healed when he is told that his vision is “confounded, but not destroyed” (“smarrita
e non defunta” [Par. 6.9]). The phrase echoes the cadence of verses in 2 Corinthians
4:8-9: “perplexed, but not in despair,...cast down, but not destroyed,” and this is
yet another way in which Paul is brought to mind.

In one significant similarity, Paul is challenged about what he is doing: “Saul,
Saul, why persecutest thou me?” (Acts 9:4b); Dante’s pilgrim is challenged about
trying to see John’s body: “Why dost thou dazzle thyself to see that which has no
place here?” (“Perché t’abbagli / per veder cosa che qui non ha loco?” [Par. 25.122-

2The significance of some details in Dante’s story becomes clear only in hindsight. As Barolini
points out, “one of the Commedia’s basic techniques [is] imparting crucial information which
the pilgrim/reader is not yet in a position to appreciate, so that [these details] accrete greater
significance with hindsight” (Undivine Comedy, 31). Making a similar point, Anthony K. Cassell
reminds readers that to correctly interpret Dante we need “to remain mindful of the entire
work...[and] to interpret Dante with Dante” (Inferno I, foreword by Robert Hollander [Phila-
delphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1989], xxix). Christopher Kleinhenz’s interesting
observation that the Commedia, apart from a horizontal and linear reading, can also be read
“vertically (each canto holding up foil-mirrors to the others)” applies to the allusion-in-retro-
spect here (“On Dante and the Visual Arts,” in Dante for the New Millennium, eds. Teodolinda
Barolini and H. Wayne Storey [New York: Fordham University Press, 2003], 282).

2“As one that strains his eyes, trying to see the sun in partial eclipse, and by seeing becomes
sightless, such | became” (“Qual & colui ch’ adocchia e s’Targomenta / di vedere eclissar lo
sole un poco, / che, per veder, non vidente diventa; / tal mi fec’ io...” [Par. 25.118-121]).
2See, among others, Giuseppe Di Scipio, “Dante and St. Paul: The Blinding Light and Wa-
ter,” Dante Studies 98 (1980): 151-157.

ZGee Acts 9:4-6; 22:7-10; 26:14-18.
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123]). Paul, prior to his blinding, was on his way to Damascus to continue his
persecution of Christians, so his Damascus vision operates as a corrective and re-
directs him in a profound way. In an analogous way but to a less serious degree,
Dante’s pilgrim is blinded because he too needs correction: it is curiosity rather
than a holy desire that makes him strain to see if John’s body is in Paradise, so he
needs redirection as well.

James Gaffney argues that “The interpretation of Dante’s blindness as a pun-
ishment for a fault of curiosity finds no positive support in the text” and that it is
unnecessary “to understand John’s words as a reproof and it is incongruous to do
s0.”?* However, taking into account the broader framework of Dante’s deliberate,
typological Pauline parallelism in which the pilgrim is reenacting Paul, he is being
corrected and redirected as well. Joseph Cremona compares this scene to another
instance of the pilgrim’s curiosity needing correction in the Paradiso, when he asks
Adam four questions and Adam answers the third one first: “in Adam’s reorder-
ing, [there is] a rebuke to...Dante’s eager but uncritical curiosity, similar to...the
curiosity that led him to peer too closely at [John].”? Barbara Reynolds also inter-
prets curiosity as the basis of the blinding here: “The general significance seems to
be that irrelevant and superstitious curiosity can blind one, temporarily, to the
truth of God.”%

The third incident of blindness occurs in Paradiso 30 when Dante’s pilgrim
leaves the physical universe and ascends into the heaven of the Empyrean. Like
his first case of blindness, this one occurs prior to a heavenly vision—this time of
all the host of heaven (God, the angels, and the redeemed). It is here that the pil-
grim is surrounded and blinded by a heavenly light: “A vivid light shone round
about me and left me so swathed in the veil of its effulgence that nothing was
visible to me” (*“...mi circunfulse luce viva; / e lasciommi fasciato di tal velo / del
suo fulgor, che nulla m’appariva” [Par. 30.49-51]).

Critics have noted the obvious similarity between this light and the light that
envelops Paul on the Damascus road primarily because of Dante’s use of
“circunfulse” in this verse. Dante’s verb is a clear echo of the Vulgate’s verb
“circumfulsit” in Acts 9:3b when Paul is blinded: “subito circumfulsit [emphasis
mine] eum lux de caelo”; “suddenly there shined round about him a light from
heaven.” Although generally critics list Acts 22:6 as the Vulgate source for Dante’s

%Gaffney, “Dante’s Blindness,” 110, 103.

®Joseph Cremona, Paradiso XXVI,” in Cambridge Readings in Dante’s Comedy, eds. Kenelm
Foster and Patrick Boyde (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981), 185.

*Barbara Reynolds, Comedy of Dante Alighieri the Florentine: Cantica Ill: Paradise, trans. Dor-
othy Sayers and Barbara Reynolds (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1964), 286. In terms of the
significance of the blindness, Gaffney’s proposal that it “constitutes the occasion for seeking
within himself the lesson of love he is required to express” (“Dante’s Blindness,” 110) seems
quite tenuous. Another interpretation, suggested by Francis Ferguson, seems even wider of
the mark: “Does this blindness...suggest death—perhaps Beatrice’s? Or love separated from
the direct perception of its object, as the Christian’s love of God must be on earth?”” (Dante
[New York: Macmillan, 1966], 191).
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verb, actually the word “circumfulsit” in relation to the Pauline event appears first
in Acts 9 and is then repeated in Acts 22:6 and 26:13, for a total of three times.?

In addition to the vivid light, however, many other similarities to the Pauline
episode are reproduced in this third incident. In Acts, the light comes “suddenly”
(“subito” in the Vulgate in Acts 9:3b and 22:6). For Dante’s pilgrim, this heavenly
light comes “like sudden lightning” (“Come subito lampo...” [Par. 30.46]). Paul
indicates that his blinding occurred at noon, and Dante evokes a midday timeframe
for the reader when his pilgrim surmises that it is noon on earth.?® The pilgrim’s
healing on this occasion comes as he hears Beatrice explain that all souls are pre-
pared to enter the Empyrean by this enveloping light: “No sooner had these brief
words reached my mind than...new vision was kindled in me” (“Non fur piu tosto
dentre a me venute / queste parole brievi, [che].../.../...di novella vista mi raccesi”
[Par. 30.55-58]). Paul is healed when Ananias speaks the Lord’s word to him and
lays hands on him, so Paul’s healing could be attributed to the word he hears as
well as to Ananias’ hands.

The details reproduced in the three incidents account for nearly all of the de-
tails in the Pauline episode. As Christopher Kleinhenz notes about Dante’s ap-
proach to biblical material in general, Dante, “through a remarkable conjunction of
individual words, complete phrases, and images...is able to draw our attention to
the specific biblical text and its larger referential context.”? In this case, Dante has
included the different details about Paul’s blindness in three separate instances to
continue building a case for the pilgrim’s clear identification with Paul.

In addition to the raptus and Paul’s blindness, another set of typological paral-
lels between Paul and Dante’s pilgrim concerns the articulation of faith before church
authorities. Fourteen years after his Damascus vision, Paul goes to Jerusalem to
communicate with the elders of the church about the gospel he preached to the
Gentiles (Gal. 2:2, 7), and the elders who approve his message are “James, Cephas
[Peter] and John” (Gal. 2:9). Dante’s pilgrim, as a new Pauline figure, is now in the
“heavenly Jerusalem,” so it is fitting that the same three apostles would examine
the beliefs of this “new apostle”—which they do in Paradiso 24-26—so that he and
his understanding of the faith can also be approved.

“'See, for example, Hollander, Allegory, 193-194; Prudence Shaw, “Paradiso XXX,” in Cam-
bridge Readings in Dante’s Comedy, eds. Kenelm Foster and Patrick Boyde (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 1981), 201; Giuseppe Di Scipio, The Presence of Pauline Thought in the
Works of Dante (Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 1995), 290; and Peter S. Hawkins, “Dante,
St. Paul, and the Letter to the Romans,” in Medieval Readings of Romans, eds. William S.
Campbell, Peter S. Hawkins, and Brenda Deen Schildgen (New York: T & T Clark Interna-
tional, 2007), 121. The citation from Acts 22:6 was perhaps chosen by these critics because it
is a first-person account like Dante’s: “de caelo circumfulsit me lux copiosa™ (“there shone
from heaven a great light round about me” [italics added]).

paul refers to “media die” [Acts 22:6b] and “die media” [Acts 26:13b]; Dante reports, “Some
six thousand miles away [on earth] the sixth hour burns” (“Forse semilia miglia di lontano /
ci ferve I’'ora sesta” [Par. 30.1-2]). Di Scipio (Pauline Thought) also notes this detail (289).
®Christopher Kleinhenz, “The Poetics of Citation: Dante’s Divina Commedia and the Bible,”
Italiana 1988 (1990): 17.
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Paul gives no details about his encounter with the three “pillars” (“columnae”
[Gal. 2:9]) of the church in Jerusalem, but he does explain his faith before Jewish
and Roman authorities on three occasions (Acts 22:1-21; Acts 24:10b-21; Acts 26:2-
23). Dante’s pilgrim, in a typological variation, explains his beliefs three separate
times as he converses with each apostle, and he makes use of Pauline phrasing to
do so.

The pilgrim’s examinations by Peter, James, and John in the sphere of Fixed
Stars—on faith, hope, and love, respectively—follow the sequence of these theo-
logical virtues as listed by Paul in 1 Corinthians 13:13a.% Just as Paul exhorts the
Corinthian community to “examine yourselves, whether you be in the faith” (2
Cor. 13:5a), Beatrice encourages Peter to “test this man on points light and grave as
thou seest good regarding the faith” (“tenta costui di punti lievi e gravi, / come ti
piace, intorno della fede” [Par. 24.37-38]). Paul encourages Timothy to “study to
show yourself approved unto God” (2 Tim. 2:15), and Dante’s pilgrim is compared
here to a university student (“come il baccellier” [Par. 24.46]) undergoing an oral
exam and seeking to be approved. In his response to Peter’s question about the
definition of faith, Dante’s pilgrim—quoting directly from the New Testament for
the only time in the Paradiso—uses Paul’s words from Hebrews 11:1: “Faith is the
substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen” (“fede € sustanza di
cose sperate, / ed argomento delle non parventi” [Par. 24.64-65]). The pilgrim ac-
knowledges that the source of his definition is “the truthful pen” of Peter’s “dear
brother” (“...’l verace stilo /...del tuo caro frate” [Par. 24.61-62]).%* Paul proclaims
to the governor Felix: “I worship the God of my fathers, believing all things which
are written in the law and in the prophets” (Acts 24:14). In a parallel to that faith
statement, Dante’s pilgrim proclaims that he believes in the one true God (“lo credo
in uno Dio / solo ed etterno...” [Par. 24.130-131]) and in “the truth that rains down
hence through Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms” (“la verita che quinci piove
/ per Moise, per profeti, e per salmi” [Par. 24.135-136]).

In the second and third of the pilgrim’s examinations—on hope and then love—
naturally the content focuses more on James and John and their writings, but Pauline
wording is still present in his answers. During the examination by James, Dante’s
pilgrim is again compared to a student (“Come discente...” [Par. 25.64]) who wants
to be approved. In response to John’s examination, the pilgrim says that one of the
“cords” God has used to draw him (“...altre corde / [per] tirarti verso lui...” [Par.
26.49-50]) is “the death he bore that | might live” (“la morte ch’el sostennne perch’io
viva” [Par. 26.59]). This response paraphrases Paul’s teaching in 2 Corinthians 5:15
that Christ “died for all, that they which live should...live...unto him.”

While the pilgrim is undergoing his examinations in this sphere, a very minor
detail emerges that demonstrates the extent to which Dante attempts to identify

%“And now abideth faith, hope, charity....” | am indebted to Hawkins (“Dante, St. Paul,” 1)
for this point.

#Dante is echoing the very phrase in the Vulgate that Peter uses to refer to Paul in 2 Peter
3:15: “carissimus frater noster Paulus” (“our dearest brother Paul”).
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his pilgrim completely with Paul. When the pilgrim arrives in this sphere of Fixed
Stars, he enters the constellation of Castor and Pollux—the sign under which Dante
was born (Par. 22.118-120). His arrival occurs just prior to entering the Empyrean,
which Beatrice calls “that Rome of which Christ is Roman” (“quella Roma onde
Cristo € romano” [Purg. 32.102]). Since Dante’s metaphor for his journey through
Paradise is one of sailing in “my ship” (“mio legno” [Par. 2.3]), then he is meta-
phorically about “to sail to the heavenly Rome,” so to speak. The parallel with Paul
here is that when traveling to Rome, he sails on the only ship in the New Testament
that is identified specifically: “a ship of Alexandria...whose sign was Castor and
Pollux” (Acts 28:11).

Clearly, the interview, the setting, and the characters in these conversations
are fictive, but the line between the pilgrim and the poet begins to be blurred here.
The answers given by the fictive pilgrim are, in substance, the answers that Dante
the poet would himself have given as a believing, fourteenth-century Catholic poet.
The purpose of both men’s visions is, of course, their personal salvation. Saul has
been acting in opposition to God by persecuting Christians, and his vision turns
the course of his life completely around. Dante’s pilgrim needs a journey through
the afterlife because he is lost and confused (“smarrito” [Inf. 2.4]) and needs to
have his life turned around. He acknowledges his spiritual condition himself in
the famous opening lines of the poem: “In the middle of the journey of our life [age
35, according to Psalm 90:10] | came to myself within a dark wood where the straight
way was lost” (“Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita / mi ritrovai per una selva
oscura / che la diritta via era smarrita” [Inf. 1.1-3]). His otherworldly journey is the
only way he can be rescued from the dark wood and redirected to the right path.
However, once the pilgrim has journeyed through and out of Hell (signifying re-
jection of sin) and climbed the seven ledges of Mount Purgatory (signifying cleans-
ing from the seven sinful inclinations of fallen human nature and growth in their
opposite virtues), he has been delivered from the dark wood of his confusion and
has been morally restored (although he still needs revelation and teaching of theo-
logical truths).

However, having been divinely rescued for the sake of their own salvation (on
the Damascus road and in the dark wood respectively), both men later learn that
their visions are also—and perhaps primarily—for the sake of others. Describing
his mission to others, Paul says that God sent him “to open [people’s] eyes, that
they may turn from darkness to light and from the power of Satan to God, that
they may receive forgiveness of sins and a place among those who are sanctified
by faith” (Acts 26:18). Early in the poem Dante describes the purpose of Paul’s
journey to heaven this way: “That he might bring [back] confirmation of that faith
which is the beginning of the way of salvation” (“per recarne conforto a quella
fede / ch’ e principio alla via di salvazione” [Inf. 2.29-30]).

The pilgrim receives the first indication that his journey is for more than just
his sake in the Garden of Eden at the top of Mount Purgatory. Beatrice explains
that he needs to write down what he sees there “for the world’s good which lives
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ill” (“in pro del mondo che mal vive” [Purg. 32.103]). In conversation with James in
the Paradiso, the pilgrim is told that God has allowed him to come face to face with
the heavenly court of the redeemed before death “so that, having seen the truth of
this court, thou mayest with that strengthen in thyself and others the hope that
begets true love below” (“si che veduto il ver di questa corta, / la spene che lagiu
bene innamora 7 in te ed in altrui di cio conforte” [Par. 25.43-45]). Dante’s phrase
“the hope that begets true love” comes from Colossians 1 where Paul teaches that
“the hope which is laid up for you in heaven” (v. 5) leads to “the love which ye
have for all the saints” (v. 4). While the purpose of Paul’s heavenly journey was the
confirmation of faith (Inf. 2.29), the purpose of this journey is to strengthen the hope of
believers. Although these purposes overlap, the difference in emphasis can some-
what be accounted for by the different audiences that each is addressing. As Ronald
Herzman notes, “Paul had to spread the Gospel to the ends of the earth...Dante, on
the other hand, has to spread the gospel to his fellow Christians,...the nominal
Christians of his day.”®? Dante’s poem, however, does present an exposition of
basic gospel truths, so its teaching can be said to repeat Paul’s message.

When Paul and the pilgrim receive divine commissioning to report the super-
natural things that they have seen and heard, the line between Dante the pilgrim
and Dante the poet becomes even more blurred. Through Ananias’ prophecy, Paul
is told, “you will be a witness for him [Jesus] to all men of what you have seen and
heard” (Acts 22:14). Later, Paul relates that on the Damascus road he was told by
Christ, “I...make thee a minister and a witness both of those things which thou hast
seen and of those things in which | will appear to thee” (Acts 26:16).

In an analogous mode, Dante’s pilgrim is told on four occasions to report spe-
cific things that he has seen and heard. Earlier, in the Purgatorio, Beatrice instructs
the pilgrim that, upon his return, he is to write down what he has just seen in the
Garden of Eden (an allegorical representation of Dante’s understanding of church
history): “What thou seest do thou write when thou hast returned yonder” (“quel
che vedi, / ritornato di 13, fa che tu scrive” [Purg. 32.104-105]). She also tells him to
repeat her very words: “Take note, and even as these words are uttered by me
teach them” (“Tu nota; e si come da me son porte, / cosi queste parole segna”
[Purg. 33.52-53]).

The allegorical scene in the garden is fictional but on the next three occasions,
which all occur in the Paradiso, the specific messages the pilgrim is told to report
transcend the fiction of the poem. When Peter Damian (a Benedictine abbot and
later a cardinal) is asked why he is the designated speaker on Saturn, the sphere of
contemplatives, he is told that the answers to some questions lie “in the abyss of
the Eternal Ordinance” (“nel abisso / dell’ etterno statuto” [Par. 21.94-95]) and that
this teaching should be conveyed when he returns to earth (“al mondo mortal,
guando tu riedi, / questo rapporta” [97-98]). The message that there are mysteries

2Ronald Herzman, “‘lo non Enéa, io non Paulo sono’: Ulysses, Guido da Montefeltro, and
Franciscan Traditions in the Commedia,” Dante Studies 123, ed. Richard Lansing (New York:
Fordham University Press, 2005), 57.
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of Divine Providence that are not given to people to understand is a standard ele-
ment of Christian teaching. Next, the apostle John tells the pilgrim to report to the
world below (“e questo apporterai nel mondo vostro” [Par. 25.129]) that, contrary
to some popular legends, his body is not yet in heaven. This message also accords
with the accepted theological opinion of Dante’s day and is not merely a literary
fiction on the poet’s part. Perhaps most importantly, the apostle Peter, after deliv-
ering an invective against corruption in the papacy, instructs the pilgrim to repeat
what he has just heard: “And thou, my son, who...shall return again below, open
thy mouth and do not hide what | hide not” (“E tu, figliuol,.../ ancor giu tornerai,
apri la bocca, / e non asconder quel ch’io non ascondo” (Par. 27.64-66). Corruption
in the church existed on many levels in Dante’s time, and it needed to be addressed.
By being told to open his mouth boldly (which recalls Paul’s request for prayer in
Ephesians 6:19-20 to speak boldly) and being called “son” by Peter, the pilgrim
becomes linked intimately to the apostolic family in yet another way.

Although it is the pilgrim who is commissioned by the first pope to address
church leaders when he returns to earth, it is of course the poet who will accom-
plish that task and he does so in two ways. First, Dante writes a poem in which
invectives are delivered by several saints against a variety of abuses. In addition to
Peter’s description of abuses in the papacy (Par. 27.22-27; 46-60), Thomas Aquinas
speaks about the abuses in the Dominican order (Par. 11.124-139); Bonaventure
speaks about those in the Franciscan order (Par. 12.112-126); and Benedict speaks
about those in monastic life (Par. 22.73-93). Peter Damien decries the vanity and
gluttony of prelates (Par. 21.118-120; 130-135), and Beatrice denounces preaching
that is unorthodox and watered down (Par. 29.70-126). In all cases, these objections
were relevant to the historical condition of the church in Dante’s time.

Second, the poet undertakes that task in his own life as an active Catholic
layman. While he was writing The Divine Comedy, Dante sent a letter to the Italian
cardinals in 1314 in which his message and self-description recall Paul. He urges
the cardinals to repent for leading the church and the sheep astray and defends his
credentials for upbraiding church leaders this way: “Verily | am among of the least
sheep of the pasture of Jesus Christ....By the grace...not of riches, but of God, | am
what | am, and the zeal of his house hath eaten me up.”*® His comments and phras-
ing are of course reminiscent of Paul’s defense of his credentials to the Corinthians:
“I am the least of the apostles....But by the grace of God | am what | am, and his
grace which was bestowed upon me was not in vain” (1 Cor. 15:8).3* Dante also
paraphrases Paul when he warns the cardinals, “make not light of the patience of

3“Epistle 8,” para. 5, 144.

*It is interesting to compare the phrases I have italicized here, first in the Vulgate’s render-
ing of Paul statement and then in Dante’s Latin statement: “[E]go enim sum minimus
apostolorum...gratia autem Dei sum id quod sum et gratia eius in me vacua non fuit sed
abundantius illis omnibus laboravi non ego autem sed gratia Dei mecum” (1 Cor. 15.8);
“Quippe de ovibus in pascuis lesu Christi minima una sum...Non ergo divitiarum, sed gratia
Dei sum id quod sum, et ‘zelus domus eius comedit me’” (p. 132).
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Him who awaits your repentance,” recalling Paul’s challenge to the Romans:
“Despisest thou the riches of his...forbearance...not knowing that the goodness of
God leadeth thee to repentance?” (Rom. 274).% In his letter to the Florentines in
1311, Dante describes himself as having a “prophetic soul [or mind]” (“praesaga
mens mea”),*® and warns them of impending judgment for their rebellion and
greed in much the same way that Paul warns the unrepentant of coming judgment
in Romans 2”5.%

Although Dante’s pilgrim is charged with a prophetic mission to church lead-
ers by Peter, the larger charge of reporting all that he sees and hears in his
otherworldly journey is commissioned by his ancestor, the crusader Cacciaguida.
This event occurs in the central canto of Paradiso (Par. 17), signaling the importance
of the event.® Paul’s initial commission comes through a prophet (Ananias in Acts
22.14-16). Dante sets up a typological parallel for his pilgrim’s commissioning by
the narrative implication that Cacciaguida is a prophet as well. When the light of
Cacciaguida’s soul becomes brighter as he responds to the pilgrim’s questions, he
is compared to a burning coal (“carbone in fiamma” [Par. 16.28-29]), evoking the
burning coal that purified the lips of the prophet Isaiah in 6:6-7. This comparison
can be counted as one of many examples of the Dantean procedure that Peter S.
Hawkins refers to when he says, “A substantial biblical text, with many implica-
tions for the poem, can be called up by a single word.”® In addition, Dante de-
scribes Cacciaguida as speaking “not with dark sayings...but in plain words and
express terms” (“Né per ambage.../.../ ma per chiare parole e con precise / latin...”
[Par. 17.31, 34-35]). The wording here recalls God’s approach in speaking to Moses—
“With him | will speak...clearly, and not in dark speech” (Num. 12:10a)—and serves
to further underscore the divine nature of this commissioning. In this prophetic
and divine context, Cacciaguida commissions the pilgrim to “put away every false-
hood and make plain all thy vision” (*“...rimossa ogni menzogna, / tutta tua vision

®“Epistle 8,” para. 4, 144.

¥“Epistle 6,” para. 4, 79.

Ibid., para. 1 and 2, 77.

¥According to Uberto Limentani, “It was not by chance, but by design, that [Par. 17]...was
placed exactly in the center of the Paradiso” (“Paradiso XV11,” in Cambridge Readings in Dante’s
“Comedy,” ed. Kenelm Foster and Patrick Boyde [Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1981], 155). Richard Lansing points out that in the epic tradition, “Events located at the
middle accrued special import because...what was at the centre [sic] was deemed ‘central’ to
the meaning of the work” (“Narrative Design in Dante’s Earthly Paradise,” in Dante: Contem-
porary Perspectives, ed. Amilcare A. lannucci [Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1997],
133).

¥peter S. Hawkins, “Dante and the Bible,” in The Cambridge Companion to Dante, ed. Rachel
Jacoff [New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993], 124). Christopher Kleinhenz makes a
similar point about biblical citations in the Commedia: “Whether they are long or short—
several lines, an entire verse, or even just a single word [italics added]—they are enough to
trigger a response in the mind of the reader, to evoke that other text and its context and
meaning” (“Dante and the Bible: Citation in the Divine Comedy,” in Dante: Contemporary Per-
spectives, ed. Amilcare A. lannucci [Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1997], 77).
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fa manifesta” [Par. 17.127-128]).% Paul’s mission focuses on the cross of Christ, and
he glories in preaching of the cross (1 Cor. 1:18; Gal. 6:14a); Dante’s pilgrim is
commissioned in the only heavenly sphere in which the symbol of the cross ap-
pears, the sphere of Mars. As Jeffrey T. Schnapp notes, “Dante’s literary vocation—
the earthly articulation of otherworldly truth—thus appears simultaneously as vi-
sionary prophecy and as self-sacrifice, the taking on of his personal cross.”#

A spiritual experience that leads to a subsequent mission for the sake of others
could point to the ministry of an apostle (apostolos, “one who is sent”). That is
clearly the case for Paul, but it also now seems to become the case for Dante’s
pilgrim as well. It was required that each of original twelve apostles (and Judas’
replacement) had seen Christ and been with Him during his early ministry (as
referenced in Acts 1:21-22). Although not one of the the original twelve, Paul is,
nevertheless, an apostle in the post-Pentecost church age. In arguing his creden-
tials to the skeptical Corinthians, he points to his personal vision of Christ as one of
his qualifications for that ministry: “Am | not an apostle? Have | not seen Jesus our
Lord?” (1 Cor. 9:1). Following Paul’s line of argument, Dante’s pilgrim will have
that same credential for apostleship because not only has he received supernatural
revelation and divine commissioning but, at the end of his journey in the Paradiso,
he too will have “seen Jesus our Lord.”*

Although scholars have recognized the obvious major links between the pil-
grim and Paul, there is considerable divergence as to when Dante’s pilgrim be-
comes identified definitively with Paul. For Kevin Brownlee, the identification oc-
curs from the moment of what he calls the “famous double denial” in Inferno 2—*|
am not Aeneas; | am not Paul”—because “he is in effect offering that he is [italics
original]...Paul.”* Likewise, V. Stanley Benfell posits, “The parallel between Dante
and St. Paul...becomes explicit as early as Inferno I1.”* However, the pilgrim’s de-
nial that he is like Paul seems to establish only a negative parallel—and certainly
not any kind of typological parallel—so a clear identification with Paul at this point
is not warranted.

Other critics point to later events in the poem. According to Peter S. Hawkins,
“From the outset of the Paradiso Dante makes it clear that his pilgrim is modeled on
St. Paul;” at this early point in the journey, “suddenly the ‘I am not Paul’ becomes
an open identification with him.”* It is true that parallels with Paul occur at the

“The wording of this commission is specifically reminiscent of God’s charge to Habakkuk:
“Write the vision, and make it plain upon tables” (2:2). Dante, like Habakkuk, is not told to
preach but to write down what he sees.

“effrey T. Schnapp, The Transfiguration at the Center of Dante’s Paradise (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1986), 215.

“2As Peter S. Hawkins points out, with Beatrice, Cacciaguida, Peter, John, and others assign-
ing the pilgrim the task of reporting what he has seen, “no prophet or apostle in either Testa-
ment of Scripture was ever more fully commissioned” (Dante’s Testaments: Essays in Scriptural
Imagination [Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1999], 75).

“Brownlee, “Pauline Vision,” 202.

“Benfell, “Biblical Truth,” 92.

“Hawkins, Dante’s Testaments, 213.
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beginning of the Paradiso, but parallels, by themselves, merely indicate similarities
and do not necessarily signify an intimate identification. Some critics stipulate it
occurs at the pilgrim’s entrance into the Empyrean in Paradiso 30. Robert Hollander,
for example, says that it is at this point that “Dante is, figurally speaking,...becom-
ing a second Paul.”* Likewise, Prudence Shaw believes that the Paradiso 30 event
during which the pilgrim is surrounded by light is what “confirm[s] that Dante is
a new Saint Paul.”¥ However, being surrounded and blinded by heavenly light
does not make someone an apostle, even if it is an interesting typological detail.
The commissioning by Cacciaguida, on the other hand, seems to be the point of
clear identification between the pilgrim and Paul because that event reflects a par-
allel of typological substance—over and above a parallel of a circumstantial, minor
detail. The pilgrim’s similarity to Paul as an apostle is established clearly when,
having had revelations of the spiritual realm, he is given the charge to tell all his
vision.® Both Uberto Limentani* and Barbara Reynolds® posit that the identifica-
tion with Paul occurs during the commissioning by Cacciaguida in Paradiso 17, but
neither one states a rationale for that conclusion.

In a highly unusual literary tour de force, this fictive commissioning of a fictive
pilgrim during a fictive journey becomes the basis for Dante the poet’s claim of
divine authorization to write The Divine Comedy. In this commissioning event, the
clearest links in the poem between the poet and Paul begin to emerge: the future
that Cacciaguida prophesies for the pilgrim will actually unfold in Dante’s life. It is
at the time of Paul’s commissioning and the pilgrim’s that the issue of future suf-
fering is raised. In Acts 9:15, Christ tells Ananias that He would “show him [Paul]
how great things he must suffer for my name’s sake.” Dante’s pilgrim, after receiv-
ing prophecies in the Inferno and in the Purgatorio about future trials, hopes that
Cacciaguida will now clarify the “things of ill omen [that] were said to me” (“dette
mi fuor di mia vita futura / parole gravi” [Par. 17.22-23]).%

“Hollander, Allegory, 194.

4’Shaw, “Paradiso XXX,” 202.

“Failure to keep in mind the kind of identification that occurs in biblical typology can lead
some critics to become accidentally mired in ontological and/or linguistic murkiness. | would,
therefore, be “linguistically unable” to agree with Herzman that “by the end of the journey,
Dante...is Paul” (“lo non Enéa,” 59) or with Brownlee that in Inferno 2, “he is in effect offering
that he is [italics original]...Paul” (“Pauline Vision,” 202). | would also disagree with Hawkins
when he states that, by the end of the poem, “Dante...has essentially become [italics original]
him [Paul]” (“Dante, St. Paul,” 133) and with Henry Griffith Brinton who believes that “Paul
does not encounter the pilgrim because Paul is inside [italics original] the pilgrim guiding his
theological reflections” (“The Pilgrim and Paul in Dante’s Divine Comedy,” in Church Divinity
1986, John H. Morgan, ed. [Bristol, IN: Wyndam Hall Press, 1986], 55). However, | would
agree with Brinton that Dante “saw himself as an evangelist in the Pauline tradition: a per-
son with the ‘mind of Christ,” appointed by Heaven” (62).

“Limentani, “Paradiso XVII,” 159: “Now he can at last portray himself as being...another
Paul.”

%Barbara Reynolds says that through the commissioning, the pilgrim becomes “the new St.
Paul” (Dante: The Poet, the Political Thinker, the Man [New York: I. B. Tauris, 2006], 354).

5In the Inferno, see the prophecies by Brunetto Latini (Inf. 15.61-64; 70-72]), Ciacco (Inf. 6.64-
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Links between Paul and the pilgrim now cross over from the poem into his-
tory and become parallels between Paul and Dante. One of the things both Paul
and Dante suffer is being sent away in exile. Paul is told that his fellow citizens—
the Jews of Jerusalem—would bind him and hand him over to the Gentiles (Acts
21:11b). The pilgrim is told he will be driven out of Florence by his fellow citizens
(Par. 17.48). Dante was exiled for corruption in political office on January 27, 1302,
but when he failed to appear and answer the charges on March 10, 1302, he was
then exiled permanently from Florence under pain of death if he returned.®? Paul
has to leave his beloved brethren and the churches he established; similarly, Dante’s
pilgrim is told, “You will leave everything you love most dearly” (“Tu lascerai
ogne cosa diletta / piu caramente” [Par. 17.55-56]). Dante had to leave behind his
home, family, and friends when he was exiled.® While in prison (exile), Paul warns
Timothy that people would become “covetous...proud, blasphemous...unthankful,
unholy...incontinent, fierce” (2 Tim. 3.2-3). Dante’s pilgrim is told that during his
exile, he would suffer from “the wicked and senseless company [of his fellow ex-
ileswho are]...wholly ungrateful, quite mad and furious” (“la campagnia malvagia
e scempia /.../ tutta ingrata, tutta matta ed empia” [Par. 17.62, 64]). Other White
Guelphs (Dante’s party) were expelled from Florence at the same time as Dante,
but Dante soon broke with them because he did not agree with their schemes to
reenter Florence and was dismayed by their continual strife.>

The manner in which their divine missions are fulfilled yields even more simi-
larities between Paul and Dante. By preaching God’s truth, Paul is able to say, “I
was not disobedient to the heavenly vision” (Acts 26:19); he affirms to the Ephesian
elders that he has declared to them, “all the counsel of God [emphasis mine]” (Acts
20:27). Dante will write all that the pilgrim saw and heard. When Paul is facing
opposition from some Jews in Corinth, Christ tells him (in a night vision), “Do not
be afraid, but speak and do not be silent” (Acts 18:9). Although initially Dante’s
pilgrim is afraid of opposition because he has seen “that which, if | tell it again,
will taste for many of bitter herbs” (“‘quel che s’io ridico, / a molti fia sapor di forte
agrume” [Par. 17.116-117]), he determines not let fear silence him and refuses to be
“a timid friend to truth” (“al vero...timido amico” [Par. 17.118]). However, it is the
poet, and not the pilgrim, who overcomes timidity by writing things that he knows
some readers will not like. (After all, he did put some popes and a variety of clergy,
honored classical heroes, and political rulers in hell!)

Although Paul accomplishes his mission through his preaching, he also does
so through his epistles, some of which were written when he was in prison. There

75), Farinata (Inf. 10.79-81), and Vanni Fucci (Inf. 24.142-151). In the Purgatorio, see the proph-

ecies by Malaspina (Purg. 8.133ff), Oderisi (Purg. 11.139-141), and Bonaguinta (Purg. 24.43-
48).

2John A. Scott, Dante’s Political Purgatory (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press,
1996), 20.

®Hawkins, Dante, 10.

%Scott, Dante’s Political Purgatory, 29, 35; Reynolds, Dante: The Poet, 49.
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is dispute among modern biblical scholars about the authorship and dating of some
epistles, but Dante and pre-modern readers accepted that Ephesians, Philippians,
Colossians, 2 Timothy, and Philemon were written during Paul’s “exile” (prison in
Caesarea or house arrest in Rome). Likewise, the poet fulfills his mission to write,
and he does so when he is in exile.*® Paul’s knowledge of Jewish law and his rhe-
torical skills to address first-century Gentiles find a parallel in Dante’s theological
understanding and rhetorical skills to address fourteenth-century Italy—skills that
uniquely qualify each of them for effective writing.*® Benfell says correctly that
Dante resembles Paul “in his own writing,” but he adds that it is also “in his fate as
pilgrim that Dante resembles Paul [italics added].”” However, in reality it is not the
pilgrim but the poet whose fate resembles that of Paul: the future prophesied to the
pilgrim occurs “post-journey,” outside the poem’s confines and in the life of the
historical poet.

For both Paul and Dante, their writings about spiritual truths are meant to
cause each of them to become ““a light of the Gentiles...for salvation unto the ends
of the earth” (“lumen Gentium, ut sis in salutem usque ad extremum terrae” [Acts
13:47]). Although this citation, originally from Isaiah 49:6b, usually is associated
with and applied to Jesus, Paul and Barnabas apply it to themselves and their
mission when they are in Antioch (see Acts 13:13-47). By extension, it can also be
applied to other Christians who, like the pilgrim—and thus Dante—have been
divinely commissioned to proclaim the gospel.

In addition to parallels with Paul’s life and the frequent use of Pauline phrase-
ology, some of Paul’s teachings are reproduced when Dante verbally incarnates
those teachings in several events in the journey-story. As Christopher Kleinhenz
reminds us: “The Florentine poet expected his readers...to understand the poem
within the larger context of the Judeo-Christian [tradition and to]...pick up on [bib-
lical] references and allusions.”® In Romans Paul says: “The invisible things of
him [God]...are clearly seen, being understood by the things that are made” (1:20a).
Dante, who quotes this verse in “Epistle 5,7 applies this Pauline teaching literarily
by structuring many events in the poem to express invisible spiritual truths in
visible ways. Erich Auerbach describes this narrative approach as the Commedia’s
“dogmatic instruction transformed into concrete images;”® Guy P. Raffa refers to
it as the use of “incarnate words to translate theological concepts into visual im-
ages.”®

®Although there is dispute among critics as to the exact year Dante began to write the poem
ranging from 1306 to 1308, there is no disagreement that it occurred after his exile in 1302.
%] am indebted to Jacoff and Stephany for this point (Inferno 1, 73-74).

V. Stanley Benfell, “Biblical Truth in the Examination Cantos of Dante’s Paradiso,” Dante
Studies 95, ed. Christopher Kleinhenz (New York: Fordham University Press, 1997), 92.

%K leinhenz, “Dante and the Bible,” 75.

S“Epistle 5,” para. 8, 61.

©Erich Auerbach, Dante: Poet of the Secular World, trans. Ralph Manheim (Chicago: Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, 1961), 162.

'Raffa, Divine Dialectic, 127.
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For example, the mode of travel for Dante’s pilgrim in the Paradiso gives con-
crete form to Paul’s paradigm of spiritual growth for Christians in 2 Corinthians
3:18: “We all,...beholding as in a glass the glory of the Lord, are changed into the
same image from glory to glory.” This text is “fleshed out” when Dante’s pilgrim
beholds the glory of the Lord reflected by Beatrice’s eyes (Par. 1.64-66, Par. 2.22,
etc.) and is thereby transported from sphere to sphere. As he is propelled upward,
he becomes filled with more light/revelation and, therefore, more glory. Traveling
upward from sphere to sphere, then, is the poem’s physical equivalent to, and
demonstration of, Paul’s teaching about moving “from glory to glory.”

In another instance, the author of Hebrews (whom Dante’s generation consid-
ered to be Paul) tells Christians that they “are come...unto the city of the living
God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and to an innumerable company of angels” (12:22).
In the ninth sphere of the Primum Mobile, the pilgrim sees countless numbers of
angels (Par. 29.133-135), and when he enters the Empyrean, indeed he arrives at
the “city of the living God.”®> He is now accepted literally as one of the “fellow
citizens with saints and the household of God” (Eph. 2:19). There are multiple
instances of this kind of concrete imaging of Pauline teaching, and it also functions
to link the pilgrim to Paul as a new example of a Pauline apostle—a new emissary,
divinely appointed to present God’s truth.

The parallels between the pilgrim and Paul end with his vision of Christ in the
Empyrean at the very end of the poem, but the pilgrim’s mission is embraced by
the poet in the writing of the poem. In the Monarchia, his Latin treatise on political
theory, Dante says that “although there are many who record the divine word, it is
God alone who dictates, deigning to reveal his pleasure to us through the pens of
many men” (“Nam quamquam scribe divini eloquii multi sint, unicus tamen dicta-
tor est Deus, qui beneplacitum suum nobis per multorem calamos explicare dignatus
est [italics added].”® Dante believes that God may inspire the pen of whomsoever
who chooses, and he describes himself as a “scribe” in the Paradiso when he is
attempting to convey God’s reflection in the magnificent order of all creation, that
is, “the theme of which | am made a scribe [italics added]” (“quella material ond’ io
son fatto scriba” [Par. 10.27]).

Considering himself a scribe who receives inspiration, Dante, through his nar-
rator at the beginning of the Paradiso, prays, “make me a vessel of thy power”
(“fammi del tuo valor si fatto vaso” [Par. 1.14]).% In praying to be a “vessel,” Dante

%2The pilgrim sees God and all the host of heaven in the Empyrean in his symbolic vision of
the river of light (Par. 30.61-63) and then in his vision of the “white rose” (“candida rosa”
[Par. 31.1]).

%Dante, Monarchia, 3.4.11, trans. and ed. Prue Shaw (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press
1995), 110-11.

80 good Apollo [Christ] for the last labour [the writing of the Paradiso] make me such a
vessel of thy power as thou requirest for the gift of thy loved laurel” (“O buono Apollo,
all’ultimo lavoro / fammi del tuo valor si fatto vaso, / come dimandi a dar I’'amato alloro”
[Par. 1.13-15]). Kevin Brownlee notes that “vaso” here in verse 14 is a hapax in the Commedia
(“Pauline Vision and Ovidian Speech in Paradiso I,” in The Poetry of Allusion: Virgil and Ovid
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ties himself linguistically to Paul who is called vas electionis in the Vulgate in Acts
9:15b. That title is the one Dante uses in his first reference to Paul in Inferno 2.28:
“Vas d’elezione” (“the Chosen Vessel”). The word “vessel” appears in two other
places in Paul’s writings. In 2 Corinthians he says that Christians “have this trea-
sure [the life of Christ] in earthen vessels (vasis fictilibus), that the excellency of the
power may be of God, and not of us.” In Romans, Paul compares God to a potter
who is able to make a “vessel of honor (vas in honorem)...that he might make known
the riches of his glory” (Rom. 9:21, 23). If the Pauline comments about vessels are
combined, then Dante is actually praying to be a vessel of God’s power in order to
make known the riches of God’s glory.

It is important to note that Dante is not attempting to bring “new truth” or to
create “a new scripture” through his poem. As Christopher Kleinhenz points out,
the message of The Divine Comedy “derives its moral and spiritual force precisely
because it is rooted in and appeals to the authority of Holy Scripture.”® In fact
John A. Scott counts “more than 570 biblical citations and allusions” in the poem.®
Dante offers an imaginative, literary “retelling” of scripture in a new vernacular
for the people of his age and for future generations of readers as well, whom he
refers to as “those who will call these times ancient” (“coloro / che questo tempo
chiameranno antico” [Par. 17.119-120]). Peter S. Hawkins remarks aptly that Dante’s
poem is “not the proclamation of any new revelation, but rather a call to take the
old one seriously”—which is a very different thing.%” If the gospel is an eternal
gospel to be preached to the whole world, then its substance needs to be “re-pro-
claimed” in succeeding ages, even if it is done so in new ways.

Despite all the similarities between Paul and Dante the poet, however, there
remains, the question as to whether an author of literature can qualify as an apostle
(especially if some of the typological parallels for being a sub-fulfillment are fic-
tive!). In 1 Corinthians 12, Paul lists a series of spiritual gifts, “charisms,” that are
distributed by the Holy Spirit according to his will—and that list is not considered
exhaustive. There is of course such a thing as a literary vocation for a Christian, but
not all Christian writers are thereby apostles. Paul says in Ephesians that Christ
gave “apostles...for the edifying of the body of Christ” (Ephes. 4:11-12). In the
Paradiso, the apostle James says the pilgrim’s vision was given to him so that he
could strengthen the hope of Christians upon his return, which would qualify as
edifying the body of Christ (Par. 25.44-45)—and Dante’s other writings indicate
that was surely his intention. As Charity notes, “the biblical tradition of typology

in Dante’s Commedia, eds. Rachel Jacoff and Jeffrey T. Schnapp [Stanford, CA: Stanford Uni-
versity Press, 1991], 205).

®Kleinhenz, “Dante and the Bible,” 76-77.

%John A. Scott, Understanding Dante (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2004),
299. For that reason, Harold Bloom’s statement that “The Comedy, for all its learning, is not
deeply involved with the Bible” is completely mystifying and most certainly mistaken (Ruin
the Sacred Truths [Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1989], 47).

S"Hawkins, Dante’s Testaments, 68.
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fastens on an event of conversion with the aim of effecting another,” and “the de-
scription of Dante’s journey is...a way of effecting that change.”%

Might there be a charism of divinely inspired literary ability to present the
whole gospel? If so, what better way to use that charism than to write a literary
work that teaches the basic doctrines and truths of the Bible? In the 20*" century,
one Christian writer of imaginative literature, C. S. Lewis, has been called an “apostle
to the skeptics™® because of his apologetic skills and the wide audience he has
enjoyed. Kevin Brownlee writes about Dante’s Paradiso that it “may be seen as a
new Pauline vision articulated by a new kind of authoritative voice: that of the
Christian, vernacular ‘poeta,””” but what he says applies, in fact, to the whole
Commedia. (Herzman remarks humorously that if Dante were ever canonized, he
“could stand next to his counterpart Paul, whose icon is the sword, with a gigantic
oversized pen.”™)

Dante links his pilgrim—and himself—to Paul through typological parallels
because he understands himself and his poem as sharing Paul’s purpose and mis-
sion. In 1 Corinthians 4:16, Paul says, “l beseech you, be ye followers of me,” and
in 1 Corinthians 11:1, “Be ye followers of me.” The phrase “follow me” is repeated
often by Christ in the New Testament, with Paul’s use of it as the only exception.
By means of a fictional protagonist who is rescued dramatically from spiritual dark-
ness and journeys to the heavens, and by means of writing an inspired poem of
Christian instruction, Dante attempts to obey this New Testament exhortation
through his poetic enterprise. The Divine Comedy’s fictional pilgrim does indeed
undergo Pauline experiences, but it is the poem’s author who actually follows in
the footsteps of Paul and, by presenting the eternal truths of Scripture anew to a
new generation, it is he who is the new Pauline apostle to the Gentiles.

8Charity, Events, 168, 208.

®Chad Walsh uses this phrase in the title of one of his books, C. S. Lewis: Apostle to the Skeptics
(New York: Macmillan, 1949).

Brownlee, “Pauline Vision,” 203.

""Herzman, “lo non Enéa,” 59.



Does Miguel de Unamuno’s Doubt
Keep Him from Faith? Some
Considerations with Glances to

Pascal and Kierkegaard
By Jan E. Evans

Miguel de Unamuno is Spain’s most distinguished twentieth-century man of let-
ters, having published in every possible genre from drama and poetry to the philo-
sophical essay, the short story, and the novel. All this he did while teaching Greek
and working as rector of the University of Salamanca during most of the years
from 1891 into the 1930s. His tenure at the university was interrupted at intervals
by his outspoken criticism of the government, and during one six-year period, he
lived in exile in France. His last banishment from his post as president of the uni-
versity was caused by his public, explicit criticism of the Francoist forces in Octo-
ber of 1936.

The story goes that Unamuno went to a celebration of El Dia de la Raza, the
commemoration of the discovery of the new world by Christopher Columbus, on
October12, 1936, in the Paraninfo of the University of Salamanca with a letter he
had just received from the wife of a Protestant pastor who had been detained and
incarcerated by Franco’s forces in August of 1936. Unamuno had tried to intervene
on behalf of the man, Atilano Coco Martin, stating his support of the right of the
Protestants to assemble and worship. It is said that Unamuno communicated with
Franco himself, but the letter from the pastor’s wife brought the news that the
pastor was to be executed.! Unamuno was presiding at the meeting at the univer-
sity, but it was taken over by Franco’s General Millan-Astray who incited the crowd
with Falangist rhetoric. As Unamuno listened, he penned his response on the en-
velope of the letter from the pastor’s wife. Those remarks included his now fa-
mous statement, directed explicitly at Millan-Astray, that “venceréis pero no
convenceréis,” “you will succeed, but you will not convince,” underscoring that
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Miguel de Unamuno identifies with Christian thinkers Blaise Pascal and Sgren Kierkegaard
and includes them in a list of thinkers who embody his tragic sense of life. Unamuno em-
braces their suspicion of certainty and with them questions classical proofs for God’s exist-
ence. Nevertheless, Jan E. Evans argues in this essay that Unamuno’s understanding of the
role of doubt in faith is not that of Pascal and Kierkegaard. Key is each author’s view of the
limits of reason, illustrated in their reactions to the hiddenness of God. It is Unamuno’s view
of reason that keeps him from making the leap of faith that Kierkegaard and Pascal make.
Ms. Evans is Associate Professor of Spanish at Baylor University.
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neither reason nor moral right was on the side of the Falangists. Unamuno was put
under house arrest and died in December of that year.

Protestants in Spain have revered Unamuno ever since for his stand on the
separation of church and state and for his courage in supporting the Protestant
pastor. As recently as October of 2008, a prominent Evangelical Spanish writer,
Juan Antonio Monroy, wrote that Unamuno lived his whole life as a Christian,
following St. Paul’s declaration that “For me to live is Christ.”? Protestants have
attributed more faith to Unamuno than has the official Catholic Church in Spain,
which put two of his books, The Tragic Sense of Life and The Agony of Christianity, on
its index of prohibited books, when it was still in force before 1964. In 1938, just two
years after his death, the Archbishop of Salamanca declared that Unamuno was a
heretic. Unamuno scholar Felipe Lapuente has done an extensive study of the di-
vergent views on Unamuno’s faith. He says that critics fall into three categories:
those who believe that Unamuno was a Catholic all his life, those who believe he
completely lost his faith after his religious crisis of 1897, and those who think that
Unamuno is better understood as a Lutheran or a liberal Protestant.® He ends his
study by noting the significant number of Unamuno’s friends among the clergy
and the fact that the official Catholic Church did not fully know or understand the
work of Unamuno. He calls for careful theological study of Unamuno’s admittedly
contradictory corpus.*

The purpose of this essay is to ask whether Unamuno can be considered a
Christian thinker or whether he remained in the category of the seeker of religious
truth. The crucial issue in this discussion will be the role of doubt in the life of faith.
Is doubt a necessary part of faith? Are doubt and faith mutually exclusive? Are
there dangers in claiming certainty of belief? This issue of doubt is connected closely
to two others: the “hiddenness of God” and the nature of reason and its relation to
faith.

To help us understand Unamuno’s stance with respect to Christianity, | shall
also look at some aspects of the thought of Blaise Pascal and Sgren Kierkegaard
because Unamuno identifies himself with these Christian writers in many places.
Clearly, Unamuno saw himself as allied closely with these decidedly Christian think-
ers, and in some respects he is close to them. Nevertheless, there are clear differ-
ences between these two thinkers and Unamuno, particularly with respect to the
nature of faith and the role played by human uncertainty. Examining those differ-

1As recently as January of 2009, Atilano Coco was honored by the Salamanca Association for
Memory and Justice as a man who was dedicated to democracy and tolerance. For further
details, see: http://protestantedigital.com/new/nowleernoticia.php?r=262&n=12378. Ac-
cessed January 24, 2009.
http://www.protestantedigital.com/new/nowleerarticulo.php?r=247&a=2428. Accessed
October 14, 2008.

SFelipe Lapuente, “Unamuno y la Iglesia Catélica: Reaccion y critica,” in Actas de X Congreso
de la Asociacion Internacional de Hispanistas; Barcelona, 21-26 de agosto de 1989 (Barcelona: PPU,
1992), 33.
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ences will help us understand why Unamuno was unable to commit to the robust
faith found in Kierkegaard and Pascal. In a single paper, of course | cannot provide
a comprehensive treatment of any of the three thinkers. However, my primary
interest is with Unamuno, and thus the treatments of Kierkegaard and Pascal will
be very limited, focused on points where similarities or differences with Unamuno
will be helpful.

At the end of the first chapter of The Tragic Sense of Life, Unamuno provides a
list of thinkers who for him embody such a life. Included in the list are Pascal and
Kierkegaard, who are said to be “men who are burdened with wisdom rather than
knowledge.””® For Unamuno, the tragic sense of life is bound up with the question
of immortality and the fact that while our heart demands that our individual selves
live in some way after death, our head knows better, continually showing us that
this life is all we get. Reason shows that we will all die. “Rational truth and life are
antithetical . . . Reason, human reason, not only doesn’t prove rationally that the
soul is immortal, it rather proves that the individual conscience cannot persist af-
ter the death of the corporal organism on which it depends.”® Of course, Unamuno
is equating reason here with natural science and the positivism that he absorbed as
a university student in the late nineteenth century. It may appear that my question
about whether Unamuno was a Christian thinker can be answered very easily,
since orthodox Christianity has always affirmed the hope of the resurrection. How-
ever, Unamuno’s views were more complex than they might appear initially.
Unamuno does not think that “reason” necessarily has the final word about such
matters. We must listen to our “hearts” as well. Unamuno believes that Pascal and
Kierkegaard are men of “wisdom” and not “knowledge” precisely because they
deal with the same struggles that Unamuno has between his heart and his head. In
The Agony of Christianity, Unamuno so identifies with both Pascal and Kierkegaard
that he says, “But | have been this person! And | have lived again with Pascal in his
century and in his environment, and | have lived again with Kierkegaard in
Copenhagen.””

Pascal is just as passionate as Unamuno in his concern for life after death.
Unamuno quotes Pascal when discussing those who are indifferent to the question
of immortality:

Like Pascal, | cannot understand the person who self assuredly says that this matter doesn’t
concern him a bit, this abandonment of something, “that is about the essence of themselves,
of their eternity, of their all, irritates me more than it moves me to pity; it surprises me and
frightens me.”®

With Pascal, Unamuno calls those who do not care about their eternal fate “mon-

SMiguel de Unamuno, Del sentimiento tragico de la vida, in Obras completas vol. 7, M. Garcia
Blanco, ed. (Madrid: Escelicer, 1967), 120. Translations of the Spanish are mine.

bbid., Del sentimiento tragico de la vida, 7:171.

’Ibid., La agonia de crisitianismo, 7:314.

8lbid., Del sentimiento tragico de la vida, 7:133.
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sters.” Kierkegaard shares Unamuno’s concern about existence and relates all of
our present existence to our eternal happiness. Unamuno calls Kierkegaard his
brother and uses a long quote from Concluding Unscientific Postscript to shore up
his argument that abstract thought about immortality kills the individual’s sense
of existence because what remains is theoretical. “The abstract thinker does not
serve me or my immortality, but rather he kills me as an individual singularly
existing.”®

So Pascal and Kierkegaard, like Unamuno, have a passionate concern for life
after death. Whether they fully shares Unamuno’s perspective remains to be seen,
but there is at least a common conviction that this issue involves some degree of
uncertainty. This concern for life after death also is linked to belief in God, since in
order to believe that there is life after this one, there needs to be a God who is the
guarantor of that life. Faith in God makes possible a faith that this life will not be
the end of me, my thinking, willing being.

Though Unamuno desperately wants to believe in a God who would be the
guarantor of life after death, doubt regularly gets in the way of that faith. Unamuno
clearly felt drawn to Pascal and Kierkegaard because of their shared passions.
However, though each deals extensively with the possibility of faith as an answer
to the question of immortality, Pascal and Kierkegaard do not share wholly
Unamuno’s embrace of doubt. In order to understand the differences, it will be
helpful to explore how each thinker relates faith to reason and how each reacts to
what | will call the hiddenness of God. Ultimately, it is Unamuno’s view of reason
that is the source of his inability to make the leap of faith that Kierkegaard and
Pascal makes. I will first outline what Unamuno means by “doubt” and then ex-
plain his insistence on the foundational nature of doubt for understanding exist-
ence and living it.

Since reason tells us objectively that our lives end, and our heart’s desire is for
that not to be the case, Unamuno finds hope in a life of doubt. For him, doubt is not
just religious doubt; it extends to doubt of what we learn from “the head,” doubt
about reason and science. His chapter “In the Depths of the Abyss” maintains that
skepticism about the possibility of any life after this one must face the force of our
will to live, and recommends that the two—skepticism about life after death and a
fervent desire for life after death—*“embrace like brothers.”'® The resulting skepti-
cism and uncertainty then form the basis of the hope that counters the desperation
of the heart. Doubt brings hope because reason is not allowed the last word about
our final end. However, the same doubt is applied to our heart’s desire to live on
after death. “Peace between these two powers is impossible, and one must live
from their war. And one must make of that war, of war itself, the condition of our
spiritual life.”

°Ibid., 174.
lbid., 172.
"lbid.
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Unamuno wants nothing to do with Cartesian doubt. Rene Descartes’ attempt
to know by doubting everything seems to Unamuno to be a non-starter. He makes
fun of such comic, methodological doubt and called it the “philosophical doubt of
the stove.”*? Rather, what Unamuno has in mind is a passionate doubt: “It is the
eternal conflict between reason and feeling, between knowledge and life, between
logic and the biotic.”** One must doubt reason because the longing for immortality
lies outside of rationality. However, any faith that would allow you to believe in
immortality needs the challenge of reason. Unamuno insists that faith and reason
need each other but that mutual need is expressed in tension, not in reconciliation
or synthesis:

Faith and reason are two enemies that cannot be sustained, the one without the other. That
which is irrational demands to be rationalized, and reason can only operate on what is irra-
tional. They have to support each other and associate with each other. But to associate in
struggle since struggle is a means of association.*

Unamuno applies doubt equally to both faith and reason, but he describes the two
differently. Rationalism or reason is equated with intelligence and the instinct of
knowing. Faith is a vitalism that is equated with the will and the instinct of sur-
vival. The only thing that is sure is that both absolute doubt (skepticism) and abso-
lute certainty are excluded. Unamuno states that a total skeptic’s life is not possible
because then a person would be required to doubt his very existence. Likewise
certainty, either that life ends with death or that there is a future existence after
death, is unbelievable as well, because there is a still, small voice within us that
questions both. Unamuno wants to keep both voices talking to each other; some-
times, in his works, it seemed like they scream at each other. He says, “For my part,
I do not want peace between my heart and my head, between my faith and my
reason; rather, | want for them to fight each other.”*

What does Unamuno mean when he says that doubt is just as important on
the faith side of the equation as on the side of reason? He refers in many places, but
particularly in The Tragic Sense of Life, to the story in Mark’s gospel about the father
who brought his son who was possessed by demons to be cured by Jesus. The
disciples had tried to exorcise the demons and had been unsuccessful. The father
was desperate. In his request to Jesus, the father revealed his less than robust faith.
He put the request in terms of “if you can do something, please help us.” Jesus
called him on his vacillation and said, “‘If you can?’ Everything is possible for him
who believes.” To which the father replied, “I do believe; help me overcome my
unbelief!”® Unamuno says that the father demonstrated faith based on incerti-
tude. It is the faith that Sancho Panza had for Don Quixote and the faith of Don

2lpid., 173.

Blbid.

“Ibid., 175.

®1bid., 180.

¥Mark 9:23-24, NIV.
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Quixote himself. “Our lord Don Quixote is the prototype of the vitalist whose faith
is based on uncertainty and Sancho is the prototype of the rationalist who doubts
his own reason.”'” Unamuno says that the father who wanted his son to be healed
demonstrated a faith that he called querer creer, to want to believe, which is a matter
of the will, not of reason.

The negative contrast is with the faith of el carbonero, the coal delivery man,
who never questions his faith. Unamuno mentions this character in multiple places.
This is a person who unthinkingly accepts faith, and when anyone asks a troubling
question, el carbonero, along with many who are taught the Catholic catechism, say,
“Do not ask me the reason of that, for | am ignorant; Holy Mother church possesses
doctors who will know how to answer you.” Unamuno sees this as an evasion,
rather than as proper humility, and he would not tolerate it. He calls the coal deliv-
ery man’s faith an “absurd” faith—a term he does not mean as a compliment—but
his criticism is not limited to the humble, uneducated carbonero. Unamuno also
excoriates the incredulity of the intellectual who is equally unable to test his as-
sumptions. He equates the absurd faith of the coal delivery man with the absurd
incredulity of the intellectual and considers them both stupid.*® The certainty of el
carbonero and the incredulous intellectual is the sort of certainty that is the basis for
dogmatism against which Unamuno fought in all its forms for all of his life.

In The Agony of Christianity, the depth of the struggle and the darkness of the
doubt seem to be starker. Here Unamuno again appeals to Scripture, this time draw-
ing on Luke 12, where Jesus said that he did not come to bring peace, but rather a
sword. Jesus pointed to the fact that to follow him may require normal relation-
ships to be broken, those of a son to his father, a daughter to her mother and even
a daughter-in-law to her mother-in-law. What Unamuno hears from the Scripture
is that you cannot have peace without war and vice versa. Conflict will always be
present. He admits that there may be many other passages about the peace that the
Gospel is to bring, but he claims to be in the company of St. Paul, St. Augustine and
Pascal in his emphasis on the polemical nature of Christianity.

For Unamuno, the center of the polemical nature of Christianity is doubt. “The
way to live, to struggle, to struggle for life and to live from the struggle, to live
from faith, is to doubt.”*® This is so because even Christ doubted as he said on the
cross, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”? Unamuno underscores
that the depiction of Christ before which the Spanish believer worships is the ago-
nizing Christ, not the Christ at peace in death or, one might add, the Christ of the
resurrection. It is the Christ on the cross who calls out to question God in his own
pain and struggle. Always the linguist, Unamuno explains the root of the verb
dudar from the Latin dubitare that clarifies the root, duo or two. For Unamuno, “the
two” is the equivalent of struggle, and for him that needs to be the essence of

"Unamuno, Del sentimiento tragico de la vida, in Obras completas, 7:180-81.
¥|bid., 181.

¥Unamuno, La agonia de cristianismo, in Obras completas, 7:311.

®Mark 15:34, NIV.
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existence. He contrasts the poet, the creative part of himself that affirms and be-
lieves, with the rational part of himself that denies, disbelieves, and doubts. The
part of him that struggles between the two he identifies as Christian, the one with
which he tries to make sense of eternity.> For Unamuno, there is no part that can
be left out.

Is Unamuno’s Doubt Shared by Pascal and Kierkegaard?

I shall try to show that Unamuno’s picture of faith differs significantly from
the views of Pascal and Kierkegaard, even though he is correct to see that they
share his distaste for dogmatism and his recognition of the human condition as
one that includes some degree of uncertainty. The differences between Unamuno
and the two Christian thinkers center on their views about doubt. However, | shall
start with points of agreement. To begin, we can note that Pascal is just as hard on
Descartes as Unamuno. It is not Descartes’ sort of doubt that these three authors
are interested in. Pascal says, “Descartes. In general one must say: Pointless, uncer-
tain, and arduous. Even if it were true we do not think that the whole of philoso-
phy would be worth an hour’s effort.”? Kierkegaard is kinder to Descartes but still
is critical of the view, one that he attributes to Hegel, that philosophy begins with
a kind of doubt—an exhaustive critical reflection.?® In Philosophical Fragments, the
author compares Hegelian doubt and Greek skepticism. He says, “We must not lay
at his [the Greek’s] door the stupid opinion [referring to the Hegelian] that one
doubts by way of necessity, as well as the even more stupid opinion that, if that
were the case, doubt could be terminated.”* Beginning with doubt is dismissed as
a viable method of doing philosophy.

Second, as already noted, there is the matter of dogmatism. All three authors
bristle at the kind of certainty that gives rise to dogmatism. For Kierkegaard, the
dogmatist takes away the dialectical, which in this case means simply the ability to
question. In Concluding Unscientific Postscript, his pseudonym Climacus says:

Whether it is a word, a sentence, a book, a man, a society, whatever it is, as soon as it is
supposed to be a boundary, so that the boundary itself is not dialectical, it is superstition and
narrow-mindedness. In a human being there is always a desire, at once comfortable and
concerned, to have something really firm and fixed that can exclude the dialectical, but this

2bid., 311.

2Blaise Pascal, Pascal Pensées, trans. A. J. Krailsheimer (Middlesex, England and Baltimore,
MD: Penguin Books, 1966), 84:52. This and all subsequent passages from Pascal will be noted
throughout by first quoting the number of the fragment and then the page on which it can be
found in this edition.

2See the somewhat surprising remarks about Descartes in Fear and Trembling where Descartes
is praised as a thinker who “did what he said and said what he did” and who did not recom-
mend doubt with respect to matters of faith. Kierkegaard, Fear and Trembling, Repetition, eds.
and trans. Howard and Edna Hong (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1980), 6-7.
#Sgren Kierkegaard, Philosophical Fragments, eds. and trans. Howard and Edna Hong
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985), 82.
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is cowardliness and fraudulence toward the divine.?

He says that even in revelation, where one would be claiming a fair amount of
certainty if one believes that one has heard a message from God, there is still the
possibility of the dialectical in the moment that the person appropriates the revela-
tion.

Pascal has equally harsh things to say about the dogmatist and the skeptic.?
He maintains that the person who says that he is in certain possession of the truth
is just as wrong as the skeptic who doubts everything. The key here is the misuse
of reason. The dogmatist claims too much for reason and the skeptic not enough.
Pascal says: “Instinct, reason. We have an incapacity for proving anything which no
amount of dogmatism can overcome. We have an idea of truth which no amount of
skepticism can overcome.”? This view reflects the dual nature of humankind—
that the human person is both wonderful and wretched—but recognition of the
dual nature is impossible apart from God’s help. For Pascal, human reason as it is
used to justify certainty is bound to fail because of our fallen nature. Human rea-
son is flawed by sin. Yes, there is a natural, created capacity to know something of
the truth that is God-given, but only in faith can one overcome the flaw and be
given the truth about one’s own condition. Therefore Pascal says, “Know then,
proud man, what a paradox you are to yourself. Be humble, impotent reason! Be
silent, feeble nature! Learn that man infinitely transcends man, hear from your
master your true condition, which is unknown to you. Listen to God.”?® The proper
use of reason is found only through God’s revelation of the true human situation.

It is not surprising that Unamuno, Kierkegaard and Pascal share a dim view
of the so-called proofs for God’s existence, given their suspicion of claims to cer-
tainty, but their objections to the proofs differ. Unamuno says that he lost his faith
while trying to rationalize it, as the classical proofs for God’s existence attempt to
do:

The supposed classical proofs for God’s existence all refer to this God-ldea, to this logical
God, to the removed, abstract God, and therefore, strictly speaking, they prove nothing, that
is, they don’t prove anything more than the existence of this idea of God.?®

His disagreement was with scholastic theology that he says created cristianismo
despotencializado, emasculated Christianity, that took away the felt, loving God that
guarantees immortality. For Unamuno, Thomistic proofs for the existence of God,
though they attempt to use reason, actually make the faith “super-rational” when
in fact it is “contra-rational.”

Blbid., Concluding Unscientific Postscript, vol. 1, eds. and trans. Howard and Edna Hong
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991), 35n.

%] am indebted to Peter Kreeft and his book Christianity for Modern Pagans: Pascal’s Pensees
(San Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1993), for his insights into Pascal’s work.

ZPascal, Pensées, 406:147.

#bid., 131:65.

®Unamuno, Del sentimiento tragico de la vida, in Obras Completas, 7:204.
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Unamuno also objects to having to swallow the whole of Catholic theology
that has been developed over centuries by the same “doctors of the Church.” He
does not think that the proofs work, and he resents having to believe that they do.
He says that the Church considers the biggest sin that of heresy, of thinking for
oneself, and that is what he declared that he would do. So, Unamuno’s objections
to the proofs for God’s existence are rooted in the Church’s assumption that reason
does demonstrate the existence of God, and that the proofs are therefore compel-
ling. The proofs demand that any reasonable person will agree that God exists.
Unamuno considers himself a reasonable person and was not persuaded.

Certainly there are some similarities between this reaction on the part of
Unamuno to rational apologetics and Kierkegaard’s aversion to rational arguments
for Christianity. C. Stephen Evans points out that there is evidence of Kierkegaard’s
resistance to apologetics in his signed works as well as his pseudonymous ones.*
In Works of Love, Kierkegaard states, “woe to the person who could make the miracle
reasonable.”! Evans says that Kierkegaard, “rejects the idea of proving God’s ex-
istence, not primarily because the proofs are bad, though he thinks they are less
than conclusive, but because they make it appear that something (the existence of
God) that should be certain for an individual is doubtful.””®? In Concluding Unscien-
tific Postscript, Johannes Climacus says that it is ridiculous to attempt to prove the
existence of someone who is present to the exister, and it is actually an affront.* In
Philosophical Fragments, he makes fun of anyone who would attempt to prove God’s
existence saying,

Therefore, anyone who wants to demonstrate the existence of God . . . proves something else
instead, at times something that perhaps did not even need demonstrating, and in any case
never anything better. For the fool says in his heart that there is no God, but he who says in
his heart or to others: Just wait a little and | shall demonstrate it—ah, what a rare wise man
he is!®

In addition to Kierkegaard’s objections to proofs of God’s existence, he has objec-
tions to proofs of the truth of Christianity and the truth of the incarnation. Climacus
speaks of the incarnation as a paradox, that God came to earth and became man,
and calls it the essence of Christianity. The human reaction to the paradox is either
faith or offense. Climacus worries that an apologetic proof might make believing
Christianity more palatable and take away the ability of the paradox to offend.*
When the understanding met the paradox and responded in faith, “the under-

0C. Stephen Evans, “Apologetic Arguments in Philosophical Fragments,” in Kierkegaard on
Faith and the Self (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2006), 133.

3Kierkegaard, Works of Love, eds. and trans. Howard and Edna Hong (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1995), 200.

#Evans, “Can God Be Hidden and Evident at the Same Time? Some Kierkegaardian Reflec-
tions,” Faith and Philosophy 40.3 (2006): 241.

#Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientific Postscript, 545.

#Ibid., Philosophical Fragments, 43.

®Evans, “Apologetic Arguments,” 141.
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standing surrendered itself and the paradox gave itself.”* If reason insists upon
understanding the paradox, if it does not surrender itself, then the result would be
offense. Climacus’ objection to apologetic proofs stems from his objection to any-
thing that would lessen the need for faith. If reason alone can get the person to
believe in the incarnation, what is the use of faith?

In agreement with Kierkegaard, Pascal insists that faith is God’s doing and no
amount of reason can get a person to believe that God exists. However, he has
more appreciation for the place of proofs in the process toward faith. “Faith is
different from proof. One is human and the other a gift from God . . . This is the
faith that God himself puts into our hearts, often using proof as the instrument.”*
Pascal is not against using reason for good purpose. “Men despise religion, they
hate it and are afraid it might be true. To cure that we have to begin by showing
that religion is not contrary to reason.”*® However, showing that religion is not
contrary to reason is not the same as conclusive proof.

According to Pascal, one of the reasons that proofs for God’s existence cannot
be compelling is that there must be room for the freedom of will. The person must
decide for himself or herself, God will not force himself on the person. He says,
“The way of God, who disposes all things with gentleness, is to instill religion into
our minds with reasoned arguments and into our hearts with grace, but attempt-
ing to instill it into hearts and minds with force and threats is to instill not religion
but terror.”* The way of God with us should help us understand how we also
should behave—to allow freedom to choose for those whom we try to persuade of
his existence. Pascal explains this further: “If we submit everything to reason our
religion will be left with nothing mysterious or supernatural. If we offend the prin-
ciples of reason our religion will be absurd and ridiculous.”® So Pascal sees an
important role for reason. It is a necessary component of faith, but it is not suffi-
cient. Kierkegaard would agree. Though many have characterized the
Kierkegaardian “leap of faith” as being a leap into the absurd, this is an over sim-
plification. For Kierkegaard, the leap is a matter of choice. It will appear absurd to
the person who lacks faith, but not so for the person of faith. Offense is not more
rational than faith. Both are passionate responses to an encounter with the para-
dox.*

So far, we have looked mainly at areas where there is broad agreement be-

%Kierkegaard, Philosophical Fragments, 54.

$"Pascal, Pensées, 7:34.

*®lbid., 12:34.

*bid., 172:83.

“lbid., 173:83.

“See Kierkegaard’s Philosophical Fragments, 59, where the pseudonymous author Johannes
Climacus insists that faith and offense are opposite passions, alternative ways of responding
to the Incarnation, but that offense is no more rational than faith, which is a “happy encoun-
ter” with the incarnation. For a fuller argument for this, see C. Stephen Evans, “Is Kierkegaard
an Irrationalist?”” in Kierkegaard on Faith and the Self (Waco, TX: Baylor University Press, 2006),
particularly 129-30.
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tween Unamuno, Pascal, and Kierkegaard, an agreement that makes understand-
able Unamuno’s sense of spiritual kinship with these two thinkers. We have seen
that none of the three thinkers bought into Cartesian skepticism and all are wary of
anyone who claimed to have absolute certainty. Therefore they stand stridently
against dogmatism of any kind. Their shared suspicion of proofs for God’s exist-
ence is not a surprise, then, but in the reasons for their rejection of the proofs we
begin to see some basic differences between Unamuno and the other two philoso-
phers. For Kierkegaard and Pascal, those differences have as much to do with the
limits of reason as they do with the appreciation of the work of providence in faith.
Unamuno wants to keep doubt and faith in continual tension. Certainty, dogma-
tism and the proofs of God’s existence are intellectual matters that all three authors
address, but Kierkegaard and Pascal do not share fully Unamuno’s angst about the
inability to know conclusively. All three authors are persons who embrace the im-
portance of the matters of the heart. However, Unamuno’s embrace of the life of
pain and conflict sounds a somewhat different note than can be found in Pascal
and Kierkegaard.

In the section of The Agony of Christianity discussed above, Unamuno claims
that the doubt of which he speaks is agonic, polemic and Pascalian. Is he justified
in such a claim? Already we have noted Pascal’s disgust at the person who is indif-
ferent to the question of immortality or the person who lives a life so diverted by
pleasure that he has not stopped to consider the importance of the matter. But is
the search for an answer to the question of immortality as problematic for Pascal?
It seems so in the following quote: “I condemn equally those who choose to praise
man, those who choose to condemn him, and those who choose to divert them-
selves, and | can only approve of those who seek with groans.”# Pascal is rejecting
both the optimists and the pessimists about human nature and along with those
who avoid the difficulty by enjoying life and not thinking. He only endorses those
who are searching for truth and admits that it is an agonizing process. However,
unlike Unamuno, Pascal does not glorify the agonizing process itself; he holds out
hope that one can overcome the agony.

To be sure, it seems likely that Pascal has experienced some of the same struggle
that Unamuno displays when he says, “I look around in every direction and all |
see is darkness. Nature has nothing to offer me that does not give rise to doubt and
anxiety.”* He goes on to say that Nature does not give conclusive evidence for or
against the existence of God, though he would like for God to have displayed
himself more clearly so that he would know the course he should take. He con-
cludes this Pensée by saying:

Instead of that, in the state in which | am, not knowing what | am nor what | ought to do, |
know neither my condition nor my duty. My whole heart strains to know what the true good
is in order to pursue it: no price would be too high to pay for eternity.*

“Pascal, Pensées, 405, 146-7.
“1bid., 429:162.
“Ibid., 429:163.
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It is fair to say that Pascal experienced doubt and had great compassion for those
who faced it daily, but to say that Pascal is caught up in a life-struggle like
Unamuno’s would not do justice to the rest of the Pensées. They reveal a Pascal
who thought that if nature proved God, then we would not have to seek him with
our hearts. For Pascal, there is a clear source of Truth and that is Christ, but finding
this truth requires passionate searching that depends on the heart and on the will,
not just the mind that might be persuaded by nature. Much later in the Pensées,
Pascal says: “It is good to be tired and weary from fruitlessly seeking the true
good, so that one can stretch out one’s arms to the Redeemer.”*

Pascal could come to this conclusion because his view of reason is different
from Unamuno’s and is based on a different view of the human person. While
Unamuno identifies “reason” in a positivistic way with what could be known by
science, Pascal has a richer conception of reason. For Pascal, reason could take on
different qualities, depending on the character of the reasoner. There is a duality
that Pascal sees in the human personality that cannot be escaped. We are wonder-
fully made in the image of God with God-like capacities, and we are also wretched
folk whose capacity to do harm to others and ourselves is limitless. Our ability to
reason is subject to the same duality. It can be used for good, and it can also be
horribly flawed. Pascal recognizes both when he says:

One must know when it is right to doubt, to affirm, to submit. Anyone who does otherwise
does not understand the force of reason. Some men run counter to these three principles,
either affirming that everything can be proved, because they know nothing about proof, or
doubting everything, because they do not know when to submit, or always submitting, be-
cause they do not know when judgment is called for.*

Unamuno sees the danger in affirming that everything can be proved, as the dog-
matist does, and the danger in always submitting, as in the faith of el carbonero. But
he does not seem to be able to judge when to submit, because he does not embrace
Pascal’s belief that reason can be flawed, that there are limits to our ability to know.
Pascal says: “Reason’s last step is the recognition that there are an infinite number
of things which are beyond it. It is merely feeble if it does not go as far as to realize
that. If natural things are beyond it, what are we to say about supernatural things?”’4
Unamuno says that he recognizes that the question of immortality lay outside the
bounds of reason, as we will see shortly, but he does not accept happily any limits
on his ability to know about the existence of God or the end of this life.

What about Kierkegaard’s view of doubt? We have noted already that Unamuno
considered Kierkegaard a person who knew and lived the “tragic sense of life.” In
an essay entitled “Ibsen y Kierkegaard,” Unamuno states that Kierkegaard was a
person full of “resignacion desesperada,” desperate resignation.® Kierkegaard shares

“Ibid., 631:237.
“Ibid., 170:83.
“Ibid., 188:85.
“Unamuno, “lbsen y Kierkegaard,” in Obras completas, 3:289.
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with Unamuno a concern about authentic existence that is concrete, which matters
both now and for eternity. In The Tragic Sense of Life, Unamuno quotes Kierkegaard’s
Climacus to underscore his contention that the question of the immortality of the
soul lies outside of reason, because reason, abstract thought, refuses to take the
question seriously. The quote from Concluding Unscientific Postscript is worth re-
producing, in part, here:

The dubiousness of abstraction manifests itself precisely in the connection with all existential
questions, from which abstraction removed the difficulty by omitting it and then boasts of
having explained everything. It explains immortality in general, and see, it goes splendidly;,
inasmuch as immortality becomes identical with eternity, with the eternity that is essentially
the medium of thought. But abstraction does not care about whether a particular existing
human being is immortal, and just that is the difficulty. It is disinterested, but the difficulty of
existence is the existing person’s interest, and the existing person is infinitely interested in
existing. Thus abstract thinking helps me with my immortality by killing me as a particular
existing individual and then making me immortal and therefore helps somewhat as in Holberg
the doctor took the patient’s life with his medicine—but also drove out the fever.*

Yes, Kierkegaard was concerned with immortality, and he also shared Unamuno’s
distrust in the power of reason to dispel the uncertainty about the end of life. But
Kierkegaard’s anxiety is not caused simply by not knowing what would happen
when he dies. Rather, Kierkegaard’s anxiety is rooted in the human condition which
includes the terrible freedom to have a relationship with God or to fail to do so. His
book, The Concept of Anxiety, is about sin as it stems from anxiety and destroys a
proper relationship between the infinite and the finite.

At this point it is important to counter a popular misconception about
Kierkegaard’s view of doubt and faith. Kierkegaard would not agree with
Unamuno’s claim that “Faith that does not doubt is dead faith.”* The doubt that
Unamuno champions is equally applied to reason and faith. The life based on doubt
will be a life of struggle, as quoted above: “The way to live, to struggle, to struggle
for life and to live from the struggle, to live from faith, is to doubt.”** While
Kierkegaard eschews the kind of certainty that leads to dogmatism, he is far from
promoting doubt as a way of life. Rather, Kierkegaard sees the need to act, even
when there are known risks involved. In Fragments, Climacus says, “When belief
resolves to believe, it runs the risk that it was an error, but nevertheless it wills to
believe. One never believes in any other way; if one wants to avoid risk, then one
wants to know with certainty that one can swim before going into the water.”®
Though faith and doubt can exist in the same person for Kierkegaard—and thus
are not mutually exclusive—they are “opposite passions.”

“Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientific Postscript, 302.
®Unamuno, La agonia de cristianismo, in Obras completas, 7:311.
Sbid.

%2Kierkegaard, Philosophical Fragments, 83.
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Belief* is the opposite of doubt. Belief and doubt are not two kinds of knowledge that can be
defined in continuity with each other, for neither of them is a cognitive act, and they are
opposite passions. Belief is a sense for coming into existence, and doubt is a protest against
any conclusion that wants to go beyond immediate sensation and immediate knowledge.
The doubter, for example, does not deny his own existence, but he draws no conclusions, for
he does not want to be deceived.*

Resolution is called for, even in the presence of risk. The Kierkegaardian leap is
truly a leap and not just a matter of querer creer or wanting to believe. “The conclu-
sion of belief is no conclusion [Slutning] but a resolution [Beslutning], and thus
doubt is excluded.” Again, the opposite passion of doubt is faith. What is ex-
cluded is not uncertainty because that is part and parcel of faith. Rather, what is
excluded, from Kierkegaard’s point of view, is vacillation and mistrust. Although
faith is a response to uncertainty, it is not an embrace of that uncertainty. To choose
faith is to choose not to doubt. To illustrate the importance of this difference be-
tween Kierkegaard and Unamuno, let us look at each of their reactions to an issue
already noted in the discussion of Pascal, that of the hiddenness of God.

The Hiddenness of God

The chapter of The Tragic Sense of Life entitled “In the Depths of the Abyss,”
contains Unamuno’s sonnet “The Prayer of the Atheist,” while emphasizing the
“torturing doubts” of August Hermann Francke. The poem serves as a poignant
complaint to a God who is hidden, conceived as a prayer to a God who does not
exist. Just the last terceto is quoted in the text:

Sufro a tu costa,
Dios no existente, pues si Tu existieras
Existiria yo también de veras.

| suffer at your cost,
Non-existent God, for if you were to exist
I would also exist in reality.%®

Within the poem the greatness of God is diminished as the deity becomes nothing
more than an Idea. The poetic voice decries this God who is the cause of his suffer-
ing, a God who, if he had made himself more evident, would guarantee the exist-
ence of the poet as well.

Unamuno also reveals his frustration with a God who will not allow his face
to be seen in his multiple references to the fact that Moses was denied the chance to

%The Danish word tro can be translated either “belief” or “faith.” The Hongs have chosen
“belief” here, but it could just as correctly be rendered “faith.”

%Kierkegaard, Philosophical Fragments, 84.

$lbid.

%Unamuno, Del sentimiento tragico de la vida, in Obras completas, 7:181. The entire poem can
be found in 6:359.
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see God’s face. One of them is found in a play called, La venda, a story about a
formerly blind woman, Maria, who refuses to take off the bandage that keeps her
from seeing her father, whom she has only known through relationship and in-
sight, not through sight. There is much to be mined from this play as it reveals the
playwright’s attitudes toward faith and reason, but our focus here is on the intro-
duction to the action given by the characters Don Pedro and Don Juan.

Don Pedro and Don Juan represent the two warring factions in Unamuno’s
worldview, reason and faith respectively. They are discussing living according to
truth or according to illusion—living according to reason or according to faith.
Don Pedro maintains that one must live according to the truth, while Don Juan
counters that to do so is to die, and to live by illusion engenders life. Don Juan then
refers to the Old Testament story about Moses desiring to see God and God refus-
ing to let Moses see his face, because if he were to see the face of God, he would
die.’” When Don Juan intimates that the same thing might happen to us if we were
allowed to see God, Don Pedro replies: “What a beautiful death! To die as a result
of having seen the truth! Can you want anything else? . . . reason reveals to us the
secret of the world; reason makes us work.”* One has the sense that Unamuno,
though showing us the extremes of the views, agrees with Don Pedro. For him,
truth should not be hidden. Man should know the secret of the world; it should not
be denied him. By hiding himself, God denies us the truth.

There are, of course, other ways to read the text from Exodus. One can read
God’s refusal to let his face be seen as a mercy, as a kindness. Later in the biblical
text, we find that God tells Moses that he will show him proofs of his kindness and
he will allow him to know his name. And when God passes by, he mercifully cov-
ers Moses’ eyes, protecting him from death, but he allows Moses to see his back.
God allows Moses to see and to know what he is capable of knowing. Unamuno
would not be content with such an explanation. He wants to know it all, and he
believes that he should be able to know it all. He is offended by a God who would
not let him see his face.

Why does God not dazzle us with his brilliance and make himself known, so
that there would be no question about his existence? Many have asked the same
question and Kierkegaard partially answers it in Concluding Unscientific Postscript.
There he argues that God would not be revealing his true nature if he were to do
such a thing as appear to us as “a rare, enormously large green bird with a red
beak, that perched in a tree on the embankment and perhaps even whistled in an
unprecedented manner.”* The person who would be convinced by such a tawdry
display might be impressed, but impressed with what? In Philosophical Fragments,
Kierkegaard answers the question more positively by emphasizing that what God
desires in revealing himself to us is a relationship, a relationship that is based on

S’Exodus 33:17-23.
%Unamuno, La venda, in Obras completas 5:224.
®Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientific Postscript, 245.
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freedom and trust. Kierkegaard illustrates his point by telling the story of the king
who loved a humble maiden and wanted to woo her. Though he most certainly
could have her as his wife by revealing his status, his riches and power, and all
those around him would have told him that the girl would be fortunate for having
been chosen, he did not want to coerce her or manipulate her into loving him.
Rather, he came to her disguised as a humble servant so that the relationship would
be one of equality, not rank. Likewise, for God to reveal himself to humankind
requires a kind of hiddenness. The incarnation is the way God accomplishes this.

For Kierkegaard, God is hidden to some and partially hidden to others. The
ability to see and know God has to do with certain characteristics of the person
which he termed “inwardness,” or “subjectivity.”

Nature, the totality of creation, is God’s work, and yet God is not there, but within the indi-
vidual human being there is a possibility (he is spirit according to his possibility) that in
inwardness is awakened to a God-relationship, and then it is possible to see God every-
where.%

Knowledge of God is linked with spiritual development.®* That is not to say that
knowledge of God is linked with education or intelligence. Spiritual development
must be available to all persons, educated or not. It has more to do with moral
development as one is aware of the good that one should do and one’s inability to
do the good without God’s help. This is important because “linking the knowl-
edge of God to the development of subjectivity ensures that coming to know God
will be a process whereby | grow and flourish as a person.”® The crucial element
here is humility and submitting to the authority of God. It is the ability to say that
God may have good reason to remain hidden from me at any one moment, and the
fact that | do not know God is due to my finitude and possibly my sinfulness, not
to the fact that God is not there.

We have noted already that Pascal did experience the “dark night of the soul,”
knowing personally the despair of the hiddenness of God. At other points in the
Pensées, he speaks to the issue in ways that are consistent with his general view of
the human condition and the proper relationship of the individual with God, given
that condition. Once again, his general view of the human condition is: by nature
we have two sides, one that is glorious because it is made in the image of God and
one that is terribly flawed by the presence of sin. God reveals himself in ways that
are consistent with our nature and his.

If there were no obscurity man would not feel his corruption: if there were no light man
could not hope for a cure. Thus it is not only right but useful for us that God should be partly
concealed and partly revealed, since it is equally dangerous for man to know God without
knowing his own wretchedness as to know his wretchedness without knowing God.®

O1bid., 246.

81See Evans, “Can God Be Hidden?,” 245.
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Pascal noted also that in the case of God incarnate, the coming of Jesus to earth, it
was predicted clearly that his divinity would be hidden, even to some of those
who saw him face to face. “What do the prophets say about Jesus Christ? That he
will plainly be God? No, but that he is a truly hidden God, that he will be not
recognized, that people will not believe that it is he, that he will be a stumbling-
block on which many will fall.”% So, what determined who would see Christ as
God and who would not? Pascal says what the New Testament does, that those
who have ears to hear, hear. Jesus came to heal the sick, to call sinners to repen-
tance while those who feel they are righteous and those who are rich will go away
empty. Centuries after the fact, the divinity of Christ is perceived according to the
heart of the person, just as it was when Jesus was first on earth. Pascal concludes:

Thus wishing to appear openly to those who seek him with all their heart and hidden from
those who shun him with all their heart, he has qualified our knowledge of him by giving
signs which can be seen by those who seek him and not by those who do not. There is
enough light for those who desire only to see and enough darkness for those of a contrary
disposition.®

The response of our three authors to the hiddenness of God allows us to bring into
focus why it is that Unamuno was unable to make the leap of faith that Kierkegaard
and Pascal made. The clear difference between Unamuno and the others is his
view of reason and what it should be able to accomplish. Unamuno is offended by
a God who would not allow him to see his face. In “The Prayer of the Atheist,” we
see an angry poet who is affronted by a God who does not make his existence
known plainly. Both Kierkegaard and Pascal are wholly aware of the hiddenness
of God, but see the individual as needing to learn something through it. They see
human reason as limited and flawed and in need of revelation and grace. If for a
moment we can equate the hiddenness of God with the paradox, we can say that
Kierkegaard actually predicted Unamuno’s response to the paradox when he
pointed out in Postscript that the only true responses to the paradox are faith and
offense. Unamuo is offended by the hiddenness of God because he sees no need for
his ability to know to be challenged by revelation or changed by grace. Therefore
he is unable to make the leap of faith. Unamuno is left, rather, with querer creer and
with the agony of doubt and faith held in perpetual tension.

Conclusion

We began with Unamuno’s claim that Kierkegaard and Pascal embodied the
tragic sense of life. It is true that Unamuno resonated with parts of their authorship
and believed that they shared the essence of his agonic life. But it is hard to charac-
terize Unamuno as a Christian thinker, as is the case with Pascal and Kierkegaard.
As | have shown, if one looks at how each author dealt with the critical relation-

#lbid., 228:101.
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ship between doubt and faith, significant differences come to light that mitigate
against Unamuno’s assertion that Kierkegaard and Pascal share his tragic sense of
life. It is true that all three philosophers see real danger in claims of certainty that
lead to dogmatism. None of the three sees much usefulness for logical proofs for
God’s existence. They all see limits to reason, but for Kierkegaard and Pascal, the
limits are imbedded in the human condition of being fallen and finite. They all
acknowledge the existence and importance of uncertainty in relationship to faith,
but for Kierkegaard and Pascal, uncertainty is not the same as doubt.

The doubt that Unamuno wants to apply equally to reason and to faith, which
he sees as the life force keeping the two in tension, becomes paralyzing for him
with regard to faith. Unamuno recognizes the inability of reason to decide matters
like the existence of God or the knowledge of a life beyond this one. But, in truth,
he chafes at that inability and believes that he should be able to know. This is
demonstrated in his response of offense to the hiddenness of God as contrasted
with the response of Kierkegaard and Pascal. Kierkegaard believes seeing God is a
matter of inwardness and that God shows as much of himself to the person as the
person is able to profitably grasp as he matures spiritually. Pascal cried out against
a God who is hidden from him at times, but in the end, he sees his inability to
know God as a result of his finitude and his own need of God’s revelation and
grace. With Martin Gelabert, | see no room for revelation in Unamuno’s view.%

Rather than being characterized as a Christian thinker, Unamuno should be
seen as a seeker of religious truth because of his insistence on his doctrine of querer
creer, to want to believe, as his definition of faith. Querer creer allows him to con-
tinue to doubt and not to commit. Unamuno is content with wanting to believe,
rather than making the leap of faith. Though he says that faith is a matter of the
will, wanting to believe is enough for him, and therefore Unamuno is kept from
embracing the faith of Kierkegaard and Pascal by retaining a doubt that privileges
the struggle between reason and faith above faith itself.

%See Martin Gelabert, “Dios, exigencia y pregunta del hombre segiin Unamuno,” Razon y fe
213 (1986): 170, where he said that given Unamuno’s presuppositions, “No hay sitio para la
revelacion en Unamuno,” “There is no place for revelation in Unamuno.”
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Introduction

“Before the end of the eighteenth century, man did not exist.”* So claimed
Michel Foucault in his intellectual archaeology of modernity, The Order of Things.
Indeed “man,”” he continued,

is a quite recent creature, which the demiurge of knowledge fabricated with its own hands
less than two hundred years ago: but he has grown old so quickly that it has been only too
easy to imagine that he had been waiting for thousands of years in the darkness for that
moment of illumination in which he would finally be known.?

“Man,” in this picture, is not only a new idea, a new creation, but also a fleeting
one: his time is past. He has quickly grown old and is alreadyfading away, like the
grass. “Strangely enough,” Foucault mused, “man—the study of whom is sup-
posed by the naive to be the oldest investigation since Socrates—is probably no
more than a kind of rift in the order of things.” He is “only a recent invention, a
figure not yet two centuries old, a new wrinkle in our knowledge” who “will dis-
appear again as soon as that knowledge has discovered a new form.”*

Foucault’s flippant requiem for “man” reflects a midcentury antihumanism in
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European thought which, in the wake of two World Wars in the heart of Europe,
had become suspicious of the “anthropotheism” of humanism wherein “Man” re-
placed the God who had died.® For these antihumanists, humanistic atheism had
never really gotten over its theological tendencies; so the result of the death of God
was the divinization of Man. But having witnessed the atrocities committed in the
name of such anthropocentrism, midcentury theorists sought to displace human-
ism. Antihumanism, in a strange sense, was out to protect humanity.® But the effect
was to downplay or even diminish the role and agency of “the subject,” emphasiz-
ing the impersonal systems, forces, and structures that conditioned human behav-
ior. Thus, structuralism can be seen as “the single most influential inheritor of this
early antihumanism,” later influencing a more naturalistic understanding of the
human species and pressing a certain “biologization” of human action as under-
stood in the social sciences.’

While | do not mean to overestimate the influence of European thought on the
social sciences, we find ourselves nonetheless in an academic climate that reflects a
similar antihumanism. Various trends in social scientific theory reflect, in quite
different ways, a similar antianthropocentrism—whether in the growing influence
of sociobiology and evolutionary psychology or more “theory-driven” accounts of
social construction and systems theory. In both cases, the agency of human persons
is diminished, downplayed, and often derided as downright fiction. The “wrinkle
in our knowledge” that was “man” seems to have disappeared with our new knowl-
edge.

But not quite. The works under consideration in this review essay can be taken
as indications of a (re)turn to the person in contemporary theory, an anti-antihu-
manism of sorts. They reflect a revival of philosophical anthropology and a grow-
ing consideration of what we might have described, in our pre-Hegelian naiveté,
as “human nature.” But for the most part, this is not a return to the invented “man”
of Foucault’s archaeology, nor to the “subject” of modern philosophy. In fact, most
of these works are concerned with protesting the reductionism that yielded such
stunted, monolithic creatures.

The exception is the book by Ulrich Steinvorth which is remarkable for its
trenchant commitment to just the sort of reductionistic subject the others seek to
criticize. Indeed, Rethinking the Western Understanding of the Self is a re-thinking

*Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (New York: Vin-
tage, 1994 [1966]), 308.

2] am framing this with the gender-specific term “man” in this Introduction only to echo the
historical epoch under consideration. Below we will shift to a proper emphasis on “the
human person.”

3Foucault, The Order of Things, 308.

“1bid., xxiii.

5This story is told brilliantly by Stefanos Geroulanos in An Atheism That Is Not Humanist
Emerges in French Thought (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2010).

5See, for example, Geroulanos’s discussion of Emmanuel Levinas in Ibid., 194-205.

Ibid., 307-311.



The (Re)Turn to the Person in Contemporary Theory—A Review Essay

only in the sense that it is a restatement and repetition of what Steinvorth describes
as “Cartesian modernity,” which he hails as that which “best preserves the values
of the West” (5) and offers a renewed hope in “progress,” that byword of pre-
World War optimism (188). Like the work of his favorite dialogue partners, Samuel
Huntington, Francis Fukuyama, and Bernard Lewis, Steinvorth extols the free, ra-
tional, individualist Cartesian self as that alone which can resist the bogeyman
lurking in the shadows of this book: Islam. In a way that still seems largely foreign
to North American academia, the “threat” of Islam is generating retrenched reac-
tions from European scholars who are remythologizing the rationalism of the En-
lightenment as a bulwark against “religious fundamentalism” (187), which is gen-
erally just code for Islam.® What we get from Steinvorth is not a turn to the person
but rather the last gasp of the modern subject. | find nothing to be gained from his
project.

But the works by David Kelsey and Christian Smith are a marked contrast in
this regard: they are projects that deserve wide, deep consideration from Christian
scholars across a range of disciplines. While my consideration here will be con-
cerned particularly with the implications of the “turn to the person” for the social
sciences, there are also important themes here for the humanities and natural sci-
ences. In what follows, | will begin with a consideration of Smith’s theoretical
manifesto in What Is a Person?, addressing the central critique of reductionism in
the social sciences. Noting the limits, or perhaps timidity, of Smith’s thesis, | will
then turn to Kelsey’s stunning, two-volume masterpiece, Eccentric Existence.

Blunting Occam’s Razor: The Critique of Reductionism
The Principle of Sufficient Complexity

If you are a Christian scholar working in the social sciences, Christian Smith’s
2003 book Moral, Believing Animals is probably the most important book you have
not read.® Many have been familiar with Smith’s work as a sociologist of religion,
including his earlier work on evangelicalism®® as well as his most recent work on
youth spirituality.* But unlike many sociologists of religion, Smith is also deeply

8Steinvorth also criticizes Pope John Paul II's account of the relation between faith and rea-
son (in Fides et ratio) as an “abandonment” of reason akin to Islamism. In short, for Steinvorth,
any religion is a fundamentalism (190-195). In this respect, Steinvorth reads like a footnoted
version of the simplistic rants of the new atheists.

°Christian Smith, Moral, Believing Animals (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003).
©Christian Smith, et. al., American Evangelicalism: Embattled and Thriving (Chicago: Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, 1998); Michael Emerson and Christian Smith, Divided by Faith: Evan-
gelical Religion and the Problem of Race in America (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000).
H“Christian Smith, with Melinda Lundquist Denton, Soul Searching: The Religious and Spiritual
Lives of America’s Teenagers (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005); Christian Smith, with
Patricia Snell, Souls in Transition: The Religious and Spiritual Lives of Emerging Adults (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2009).
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interested in theoretical issues in the philosophy of social science.? In particular,
as Moral, Believing Animals made clear, Smith is particularly critical of the lack of
theoretical reflexivity in the social sciences—which, he argues, is detrimental to
the social scientific task of understanding and explaining human behavior and
social life. There are two intertwined issues here: on the one hand, the lack of philo-
sophical reflection in mainstream of North American social science only serves to
pad the myth that social scientific description is neutral, objective, and unbiased,
just giving us “the facts” on the basis of observation. On the other hand, this myth
of neutrality, sustained by a lack of theoretical reflection, serves to hide the actual
(and questionable) theoretical assumptions that inform social scientific observa-
tion and analysis. As long as social scientists do not ask about the normative as-
sumptions behind their work, they can continue to pretend they do not have any.

For a decade now, Smith has called into question both sides of this problem.
On the one hand, he roundly criticizes the myths of neutrality and objectivity. As
he put itin Moral, Believing Animals, all of us (including social scientists) are believ-
ers:

We moderns stake our lives, our convictions, our politics, our associations on governing
beliefs that no available independent or objective reason can conclusively verify. In the end,
we simply believe them—as assumptions and commitments embedded in larger systems of
beliefs and practice that make each of the particular beliefs seem perfectly valid.®®

And if that is true, then “evidence” and observation and data cannot adjudicate
between governing beliefs: “The ability of data to prove or disprove a theory...is
problematic when the data themselves are always and profoundly theory-laden. It
is our assumptions and beliefs that tell us what is relevant data and not, under
what conditions and why.”** So the ruse of secular objectivity does not stand up.
He puts this starkly: “Strong foundationalism is dead. Its quest has come up empty-
handed. The sword remains fast in the stone without a champion to remove it.
There is no secular, universal, indubitable foundation of knowledge available to us
as humans.”*® What we need to do, then, is not pretend we do not have pre-theo-
retical assumptions and presuppositions, but rather own up to them, put them on
the table, and then critique and evaluate them vis-a-vis the phenomena we encoun-
ter (in this case, human social life and behavior). The result will be an

21t is significant that Smith has such a large body of social scientific analysis in his corpus;
there can be no question that he is a practicing sociologist. In other words, he is not a philoso-
pher of social science taking pot shots from the lofty abstraction of “theory.” He is a reflective
practitioner who demonstrates that theory matters. In this respect, | think there is an article
waiting to be written that would consider just how (whether?) Smith’s theoretical convic-
tions inform and are illustrated by, say, his study of youth spirituality.

3Smith, Moral, Believing Animals, 51-52.

“Ibid., 52.

®lbid., 46. It is of note on this point Smith cites Nicholas Wolterstorff, Alasdair MaclIntyre,
and Richard Rorty. | will return to this below.
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“antifoundationalist” social science.®

It is at this point that the second aspect of Smith’s project comes to the fore:
when we disclose and evaluate the tacit, functional theoretical assumptions that
inform much of contemporary social science, we will find that they do not do jus-
tice to the complexity of human persons, social life, and institutions. If our social
scientific paradigms assume that humans are only “rational,” egoistic choice ma-
chines, then we will never understand human social life adequately because we
will have reduced human persons to less than they are. For instance,

we will never really understand human social life if we do not pay close attention to the
content and function of the beliefs that humans together hold and build their lives on. Cer-
tain accounts of the human animal that do not accord importance to their ultimate condition
as believers, but instead posit some universal, primordial drive or motivation, claim that we
can afford to disregard human beliefs and their cultural derivatives...What all of these theo-
ries badly miss, however, is the variable, world-open, creative, trusting, and believing condi-
tion at the core of human animals that generates a variety of socially constructed realities in
diverse human communities.

On this point, What Is a Person? is an expansion of and a sequel to Moral, Believ-
ing Animals. In its very opening, Smith rehearses this twofold critique: “There is no
social science analysis that does not at least implicitly assume some model of the
human to help underwrite its explanation. Therefore, the better we understand the
human, the better we should explain the social.”*® What is at issue, then, is the
shape of that model: “While many of our social science theories are interesting and
do illuminate particular dimensions of human social life, | am not convinced that
we as people actually find ourselves well represented by them.”*

At issue here is reductionism, the besetting sin of regnant paradigms in social
science analysis and one of the primary targets of Smith’s critique. The rich com-
plexity of human persons and social institutions blunt the incision of Occam’s ra-
zor effectively (and rightly), Smith argues.?

If it turns out that human and social reality is quite complicated, as in fact it does, then
Occam’s razor does not authorize us to hack away toward oversimplification for the sake of
parsimony. What critical realism suggests, instead, is that the principle of parsimony must be
balanced by the principle of “sufficient complexity.”*

So Smith is out to make things more difficult, to complicate matters when it comes

®Smith, What Is a Person?, 21.

"Smith, Moral, Believing Animals, 58.

®Smith, What Is a Person?, 2.

¥lbid.

®For a humorous depiction of academics’ commitment to Occam’s razor, see Richard Russo’s
satirical skewering of academic life in Straight Man (New York: Vintage, 1998), 28.

Z1bid., 12. Here Smith hooks the principle of sufficient complexity to “critical realism,” a
central aspect of the book (more below). | would note, however, that critical realism is not a
necessary condition for affirming the principle of sufficient complexity. Indeed, a pragmatist
emphasis on “holism” would yield the same appreciation for complexity.
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to our theoretical assumptions about human person and institutions, for without
sufficient complexity, the argument goes, we will not really understand human
social life, but only some reduced slice of it.

The remainder of the book aims to sketch a sufficiently complex understand-
ing of human persons and social structures in contrast to the overly reductionistic
models assumed by social constructivism (ch. 3), network structuralism (ch. 4),
and variables sociology (ch. 5). To do so, in chapter 1, Smith first makes the case for
“emergence” as a model for articulating a basically naturalist account of why hu-
man persons are sufficiently complex such that their actions, behavior, and social
life cannot be reduced to “lower” or less complex causes (for example, the physical
or the biological). While humans are essentially material, embodied creatures, there
are nonetheless “real, distinct, interrelated causal capacities” that are “emergent
from the human body, particularly from the human brain,” which constitute “the
ability to bring about changes in material or mental phenomena.”? Such causal
capacities cannot be explained sufficiently by their material substratum. Therefore
any attempt to reduce them to a physicalist account will fail to appreciate their
emergent complexity. Furthermore, any account that is inattentive to the range of
these capacities will also be insufficiently complex. So Smith runs through a laun-
dry list of 30 such capacities (43-54) that finally yields his sufficiently complex
definition of a human person:

By person | mean a conscious, reflexive, embodied, self-transcending center of subjective ex-
perience, durable identity, moral commitment, and social communication who—as the effi-
cient cause of his or her own responsible actions and interactions—exercises complex capaci-
ties for agency and intersubjectivity in order to develop and sustain his or her own incom-
municable self in loving relationships with other personal selves and with the nonpersonal
world.?

Put that in your rational choice theory and smoke it! Or try generating a simplistic
survey instrument that will do justice to the multiple interests and capacities of
such complex human persons. If this is what human persons are, then our social
scientific instruments need to be calibrated sufficiently for such complexity.
Smith emphasizes especially the final layer of complexity in this picture: the
normative, teleological dimension of human personhood. Echoing his argument
in Moral, Believing Animals,?* Smith argues that we will not understand human
social life adequately if we fail to appreciate that human persons are inescapably
“moral,” governed by normative concerns about “the good.” Often the social sci-
entific myth of neutrality has been attended by a myth of moral neutrality, thereby
bracketing morality. Not only was social scientific analysis taken (mistakenly) to
be morally neutral, the assumed model of the human person also could not recog-
nize human persons as moral animals acting for moral reasons. That, argues Smith,

21bid., 42.
Z1bid., 61.
#See especially Moral, Believing Animals, 10-20.
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is one of the most egregious aspects of reductionism. Thus, his definition of the
person emphasizes the exercise of capacities “in order to develop and sustain his or
her own incommunicable self in loving relationships with other personal selves and
with the nonpersonal world.”? If our social scientific analysis does not honor the
fact that human persons act for normative reasons and with moral interests, then
we will fail to understand human social life adequately.

And that, as it turns out, is exactly the failure of the dominant, reductionistic
paradigms considered in chapters 3-5. For example, network structuralism, while
rightly rejecting radical individualism, loses the agency of the person in a web of
impersonal systems (270). While network structuralists are right to emphasize the
significance of intersubjective systems and networks, what is needed is further
attention to “the nature of the nodes assumed by network structuralist accounts”
(272). On this score, network structuralism does not offer sufficient resistance to
reductionism. In a similar fashion, Smith points out the inadequacies of variables
of sociology, calling for social science “to make not variables but persons the causal
agents of the social world” (314).% If social scientific research assumed a suffi-
ciently complex understanding of the person (for example, as defined by Smith),
the result would be a better, more fine-grained understanding of human social
life.?

I think Smith’s principle of sufficient complexity is just right and is a welcome
antidote to the various reductionisms that have implicitly dominated social scien-
tific research over the past generation. This brief summary has not begun to do
justice to his analyses and arguments, and | commend a careful reading of the book
both to those working in the social sciences, as well as scholars in the humanities,
especially theology, philosophy, and religious studies. My only criticism is that,
with respect to an understanding of human action, Smith’s account is still too far on
the side of parsimony and lacks sufficient complexity. While he is right to empha-
size the emergent agency of human persons, contra the varieties of determinism
that attend physicalism and evolutionary psychology, his account tends to reduce
the options to a dichotomous either/or. The result is actually a rather narrow un-
derstanding of agency as “the human capacity to employ intention, deliberation,
and choice to make decisions and to impose them on the surrounding world.”?
Granted, this is certainly a contrast with his target: the reduction of human action
to “unreflective, deterministic, causal processes involved in various natural forces.”?

BSmith, What Is a Person?, 74-75, emphases added.

%] found his critique of social constructivism (197-198) less persuasive, | think precisely be-
cause his own account (perhaps even more so in Moral, Believing Animals) is so close to this
school of thought. More on this below.

“Though Smith does not harbor any hopes for a “complete” understanding of human per-
sons or social life: as he points out up front, human persons are “not only complicated but
also in many ways ultimately mysterious” (What Is a Person?, 20). This resonates with Kelsey’s
conclusion that human persons are “finite living mysteries” (Eccentric Existence, 1027).
%2Smith, What Is a Person?, 69-70.
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But to battle determinism, Smith offers only a narrow, cognitivist account of hu-
man action which tends to reduce action to cognitive deliberation. As a result of
this insufficiently complex account, Smith falls into what Charles Taylor describes
as an “intellectualist” model of the human person that construes the agent
reductively as a processor of “representations.”® Instead Taylor, following Pierre
Bourdieu, articulates a model of agency which honors a kind of “know-how” that
is not reducible to deliberation. In this respect, Taylor also continues the work of
Merleau-Ponty who, like Smith, also wanted to resist the reduction of human ac-
tion to mere instinct. But unlike Smith, Maurice Merleau-Ponty did not simply
assert the importance of intellect; rather, Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of ac-
tion attends carefully to a mode of pre-intellectual, embodiment intentionality that
cannot be reduced to deliberation.®* In other words, Merleau-Ponty’s account is
more sufficiently complex. This remains an area for further reflection.

Critical Realism, the Specter of Relativism, and Christian Scholarship

I have not adequately broached another significant thread in What Is a Person?,
namely Smith’s concern to articulate “critical realism” as the best theoretical frame-
work for social scientific analysis. | cannot engage this line of his argument in
detail in this context, but | do want to note what is at stake in this aspect of his
argument. He gives us a clue in an important footnote early in the book: “Another
way to understand the purpose of [What Is a Person?],” he suggests, “is as a reply to
a problem that | posed for myself in...Moral, Believing Animals.”®?> What is that
problem? The problem of relativism.®* As we have already noted above, Smith’s

#|bid., 70.

%See Charles Taylor, “To Follow a Rule...,” in Bourdieu: Critical Perspectives, eds. Craig Calhoun,
Edward LiPuma and Moishe Postone (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), 45-60,
esp. 45-49. In this essay, Taylor is criticizing reductionism in the social sciences; what inter-
ests us here is the extent to which Smith’s supposedly antireductionist account of the human
person (particularly human agency) would still fall prey to this criticism.

31See especially Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Colin Smith
(Routledge, 2002), 142-162. For commentary, see Shaun Gallagher & Dan Zahavi, The Phe-
nomenological Mind: An Introduction to Philosophy of Mind and Cognitive Science (London:
Routledge, 2008), 153-169. At one point, Smith concedes that “we should not conceive of
centers in strictly rationalist, Cartesian terms; personal centers of the sort | mean can and do
also involve dimensions that operate below consciousness awareness” (What Is a Person?, 79,
n.79); however, nowhere does this impinge on his account of agency.

$\What Is a Person?, 6, n. 11.

3While | cannot deal adequately with these issues in this space, | would note that, in addi-
tion to accepting problematic terms of debate (such as “antirealism”), | think Smith mistak-
enly conflates positions which are separable. Because Smith is contesting both reductionism
and relativism (which he seems to lump together with “postmodernism,” antirealism, and
social constructivism), he tends to treat the two as intertwined—as if, for example, antireal-
ism entails reductionism. As a result, he seems to think defending “critical realism” provides
an answer to all of these problems. Thus he claims that we must reject the “package” of
“antirealism, positivism, empiricism, reductionism, constructionism, and pragmatism” (270).
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“antifoundationalist” account in Moral, Believing Animals entails that there is no
evidentialist foundation for our assumptions about human nature: “All our knowl-
edge,” as he sums it up, “is situated within particularistic knowledge systems that
are ultimately based on beliefs and assumptions that are nonuniversal and inca-
pable of being independently and objectively verified.”* So,

normally the best anyone can do, at least in the short and medium run, is to own up to one’s
starting-point suppositions, to recognize them as such, and to work out with integrity their
implications. Whether or not this must lead us to a relativist, skeptical, or nihilist position that
despairs of ever adjudicating between alternative beliefs and worldviews is a question | take up at
the end of the next chapter.®

The new book then points us to that later passage; there Smith asks the looming
question: “Does this mean we must all become relativists, perhaps even tolerant
nihilists?”** While he emphasizes that no one lives as a functional relativist, he
concedes that this “does not necessarily mean that our actual situation is not a
relativistic one in which any discussion between and evaluations of different nar-
ratives is finally impossible.”¥” Does this mean we should despair of trying to offer
“reasonable accounts for why one life-constituting story may be preferable to an-
other?” “I think not,” was Smith’s reply in 2003, though he did not marshal suffi-
cient resources to ward off the specter of relativism. Thus in Moral, Believing Ani-
mals, he only tipped his hat to “critical realism” as holding promise for warding off
relativism. What Is a Person? is his attempt to finally make this case, and thus de-
finitively banish the specter of relativism from his nonetheless nonfoundationalist
account.®

In addition to this being a very idiosyncratic “package” that | cannot imagine anyone actu-
ally holding together, | am generally skeptical about these constituting a package at all. |
suspect that Smith would take my own position on these matters to be “antirealist,” perhaps
even “relativist,” precisely because | learn towards pragmatism. But it is my pragmatism
that would generate my own critique of reductionism. So | am not at all convinced that
securing any form of “realism” is necessary in order to underwrite antireductionism. | hope
to address these issues in much more detail in Who’s Afraid of Relativism? Taking Wittgenstein,
Rorty, and Brandom to Church, The Church and Postmodern Culture Series (Grand Rapids,
MI: Baker Academic, forthcoming).

%Smith, Moral, Believing Animals, 55.

®lbid., 52, emphases added.

*|bid., 88.

lbid., 89.

®What Is a Person?, 6-7, n. 11. | think Smith fails to appreciate an internal tension in his
project: on the one hand, he wants to marshal critical realism to ward off relativism; on the
other hand, he wants to enlist Charles Taylor’s “phenomenological epistemology.” How-
ever, Taylor’s epistemology would call into question the very debate to which critical realism
claims to be the answer or “third way” (92), namely the representationalist paradigm of
knowledge that construes knowledge as a problem of connection inside and outside. For a
lucid critique of this paradigm, and thus a displacement of the entire realist/antirealist/
critical realist debate, see Charles Taylor, “Merleau-Ponty and the Epistemological Picture,”
in The Cambridge Companion to Merleau-Ponty, eds. Taylor Carman and Mark B. N. Hansen
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 26-49 and idem., “Overcoming Epistemol-
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This explains a crucial move in the last part of the new book (which, I think,
represents a step backward from a more radical thesis harbored in the belly of
Moral, Believing Animals). As we noted above, Smith argues that humans are ines-
capably normative, moral animals whose social lives and institutions are moti-
vated by normative concerns, not just egoistic self-interest. If, then, humans are
normative animals, and social institutions are moral institutions, then should not
the human and social sciences admit to normativity? Here Smith calls into ques-
tion a long-cherished assumption of the social sciences: the fact-value distinction.
So, “[c]an social science really legitimately employ such normatively loaded terms
as the moral good, flourishing, and dignity?”*®* To make the case for this, Smith first
levels the playing the field:

For those who may continue to stumble over any normative language in social science theory
[...]1 point out first that the previous chapters have already employed numerous terms laden
with normative associations to theorize personal existence: creativity, responsibility, agency,
morality, reflexivity, and so on. Which of us does not regard “the empowered agent of re-
sponsible, creative actions engaging in a reflexive self-understanding and communicative
interactions toward intersubjective understanding” as a normatively good thing?

Then, replaying a classic move from the Reformed epistemology playbook, having
leveled the playing field, he turns the tables:

If we are willing to accept those normative terms, why should we not be willing to consider
others, like goodness and dignity? No social science theory, no matter how hard it tries to be
objective and neutral, can ultimately avoid using concepts and vocabularies that are norma-
tively colored or loaded.*

So the question is not whether social science will be normative, but how; that is, the
question is which norms should guide social science. This brings us back to the
question posed in Moral, Believing Animals already: how do we adjudicate and choose
between competing accounts of the good?

Smith’s commitment to realism—albeit a more humble, “critical” realism—is
crucial for answering this question because of the kind of project in which he is
engaged. What he thinks critical realism gives him is a fallibilist but non-sectarian
account of what is “really” good—the “facts of the matter” with respect to the
good. Critical realism gives him the license to specify the good and telos of human
persons and human social life in a way that is purportedly available to any who
will address themselves to “reality.” If we “describe reality as truthfully as pos-
sible,” then we will be able “to see whether that reality entails facts that give rise to
an understanding of what is good. If it does so [and Smith thinks it does], then that
understanding provides a basic normative orientation with which we can develop

ogy” in Philosophical Arguments (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995), 1-19.
*®lbid., 393, emphases original.
“lbid., 394.
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a more substantive moral vision for human life. All of this, | believe, can be done.”*
Indeed, that is the project of the remainder of the book.

But whose “we?” Who is “we?” Whither Smith’s nonfoundationalism? What
“description” of reality is universally going to disclose the “fact” of the good? |
found Smith’s brief for critical realism unconvincing; and not nearly as convincing
as his case for nonfoundationalism in Moral, Believing Animals. Instead, his appeal
to critical realism seems to serve simply as a calling card to indicate to his col-
leagues that, though he is a nonfoundationalist, he is not a relativist.*

But there is another aspect of interest in the ballpark here, especially for Chris-
tian scholars. Smith thinks that critical realism warrants his claims about “the way
things are” with respect to the good for human persons. But this critical realism
never seems to yield any theocentric insights about human persons. Yet | would
think that Smith believes that “the good” for human flourishing is linked inextri-
cably to the Creator of human creatures; even more specifically, | would think that
Smith believes that the specification of the good for human social life is not only
theistic, but christological: that the telos of human personhood is bound up with
person of Christ. Is this not an aspect of “reality?” Is not that theological reality
part of the state of affairs that constitutes “reality?”” Then why does critical realism
not yield any disclosure of this moral “fact?”* Smith’s critical realism turns out to
be a sort of nontheistic natural theology that will not admit any of the specifics of
the “reality” of human flourishing vis-a-vis the reconciled mode of human social
life disclosed in Christ—even if Smith might believe that this constitutes part of
what is normatively good for human persons. As such, it seems to me that Smith’s
critical realism is insufficiently complex insofar as, a priori, it cannot (or will not)
recognize aspects of human social “reality.”

Embracing the Scandal: A Theocentric Account of the Human Person

I understand Smith’s reticence in part: a normative account of human persons
and social institutions that took seriously specifically Christian claims about hu-
man flourishing would seem to forfeit the wide purchase Smith seeks for his ac-

“1bid., 399, emphasis added.

“Again, | do not think we need to be afraid of being relativists; nihilism, yes, but not relativ-
ism when properly understood.

“0One can see Smith’s pointed allergy to such theistic claims in his discussion of human
dignity. Noting theistic accounts of human dignity (such as that sketched by Nicholas
Wolterstorff in Justice: Rights and Wrongs), Smith says: “As to theistic accounts, | find some of
them persuasive. But | hope also for a coherent account of dignity that does not depend
exclusively on theistic beliefs” (What Is a Person?, 452)—despite confessing, “My own rea-
sons for believing in dignity are at rock bottom theistic.” This is an odd sort of theoretical
gymnastics. Why “hope for” a nontheistic account? Smith’s rationale is, | think, unwarranted.
He states simply: “I think that if a good theistic account of human dignity is valid, we should
expect the truth it explains on the human side of the divine-human relationship to show up
and be discernible in lived human life” (Ibid.) But whence that epistemological assumption?
Is this not a sort of return to Occam’s razor?
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count. That is, it would seem to reduce to a sectarian account and thus not be of
interest to the wider social scientific academy.* But what if it is true? Smith ad-
monishes: “The right goal is to know as well as possible what is true about real-
ity.”* Then for a Christian who believes it is true that God reconciles the world to
himself in Christ (2 Cor. 5:19), and that to be in Christ is to be a “new creation” (2
Cor. 5:17), is this not part of what we know about reality? And therefore should it
not be germane to understanding “as well as possible” the nature of human
personhood and human flourishing?

Too much Christian scholarship, | think, shrinks from the scandal of this im-
plication. For a generation we have thought that an adequate response to the so-
called scandal of (the lack of) evangelical scholarship has been to generate merely
“theistic” scholarship. Allergic to giving any impression of sectarianism—or worse,
“fundamentalism”—uwe tend to think that settling for the minimalist claims of “natu-
ral law” or theism will avoid other scandals.” And yet it is precisely Smith’s prin-
ciple of sufficient complexity that encourages us to be more scandalous: for if we
“ought to be willing to theorize with enough complexity to capture the important
features of the real world we are trying to understand,”* and if God’s creation of
the world and the Son’s incarnation as human are “important features” of our
world, then our theories need to be sufficiently complex to take into account these
aspects of our reality.

This licenses, | think, a thicker, more robustly Christian account of the nature
of human personhood and social life, not only for theology but for the social sci-
ences as well. And to develop that, Christian social scientists—and Christian scholars
across the disciplines—could do no better than to begin with David Kelsey’s mag-
num opus, Eccentric Existence. It is a stunning work of profound wisdom, theoreti-
cal boldness, and architectonic beauty, hearkening back to the best of magisterial
German “systematics”# of the twentieth century (complete with long, technical
sections in a smaller font)—though Kelsey’s approach is marked as well by a deep
engagement with Scripture rather than arid abstractions. The architectonic is gov-
erned by Trinitarian faith and the Scriptural narrative, not abstract philosophical
systems. As such, it resonates with recent developments in “the theological inter-

“While ultimately | would want to reject the charged nature of the term “sectarian,” | think
there is a false dichotomy at work in this assumption as it stands. If we wanted to grant the
term “sectarian,” | would argue that all of our accounts are “sectarian” in a sense; it is just
that some pretend not to be. But | would also argue that claims that are epistemically sectar-
ian are not necessarily ontologically sectarian. That is, while I might make claims about the
nature of human flourishing which are warranted by and from within the Christian story, |
am making the claim about humans in general, and not just, say, “Christians.”

4Smith, What Is a Person?, 395.

“QOr perhaps we could say we are only willing to be scandalous to a degree: granted, in an
environment of naturalist orthodoxies, theistic claims will be scandalous to a degree.
4’Smith, What Is a Person?, 12.

“Though, precisely because of the irreducible complexity and mystery of human persons,
Kelsey emphasizes that a theological anthropology has to be “systematically unsystematic”
(45).
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pretation of Scripture”* (developments not unrelated to some of Kelsey’s own
earlier work®). Indeed, once | began to appreciate the scope and craft of the book,
I read with nothing short of critical awe. It is required reading for anyone working
in theology.® But it deserves a much wider readership than that. As | have lived
with the book over the past month, | have imagined a generation of Christian schol-
ars, looking to deepen and “thicken” their understanding of Christian faith and
human personhood, devoting themselves to absorbing this book. | can imagine a
scholar reading then re-reading Eccentric Existence in order to mine its wisdom; but
I also dream of interdisciplinary groups of Christian scholars from across the disci-
plines (especially in the social sciences) spending a few years meeting for lunch-
time discussions, working together to absorb the theological insights and wisdom
it contains.®? Such an investment would unquestionably deepen and mature the
level of discourse in Christian scholarship. Eccentric Existence is a deep, deep well
from which we could drink for a very long time.

Why this effusive praise? Why load this sort of interdisciplinary hope onto a
theology book? Because Kelsey is unapologetic precisely where Smith is timid. In
Kelsey’s account, if human beings are created, called, and reconciled by the Triune
God, then that “fact” of our reality is an essential and irreducible feature of human
personhood, and any account of the human person that parsimoniously excises
this relation (or these relations®®) will be guilty of insufficient complexity. Any an-

“For the most helpful introduction to date, see J. Todd Billings, The Word of God for the People
of God: An Entryway to the Theological Interpretation of Scripture (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans,
2010).

%David Kelsey, The Uses of Scripture in Recent Theology (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1975).
1The six chapters of the Introduction (!) constitute a careful treatise on theological method
and might be taken as the most mature statement of “the Yale school.”

52If | were crafting a multiyear reading program for Eccentric Existence, | would recommend
the following strategies to help non-theologians wade into its deep waters: On the first read-
ing, | would suggest skipping (or merely skimming) those chapters set in smaller font. Gen-
erally they are pursuing more technical questions and, at least on a first reading, can be
treated as asides—though returning to them on a second reading will yield fruit for
nontheologians, too. For an orientation, Introductions 1A, 2A, and 3A are necessary reading.
The crucial chapter for understanding the architectonic of the book is chapter 3A. But | would
also recommend that, relatively early (perhaps after reading 3A), readers skip to the final
Coda (of three) at the end of the book: “Eccentric Existence as Imaging the Image of God”
(1008-1051). This reads almost as an independent treatise (if one is familiar with chapter 3A)
and does two important things: first, it explains how the three narratives of God relation’s to
humanity are intertwined in Christ (as the image of God), and second, it explains why Kelsey
does not use the imago Dei as the orienting image for his project. The latter is especially im-
portant given the prominence of appeals to “the image of God” in Christian scholarship.
SWhile | cannot do justice to Kelsey’s argument on this point, his project emphasizes that
God has multiple ways of relating to human persons which are intertwined but also irreduc-
ible: God relates to human persons as Creator and in creational blessing (Part One); God is
“between” human persons in the person of the Spirit, calling them to eschatological consum-
mation and blessing (Part Two); and God is “among” human persons in the person of the
Son, reconciling them to the Triune God and to one another (Part Three). Much, much more
needs to be said about this, but I think Kelsey’s threefold account would be helpful in coun-
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thropology or theory of human personhood operates, either explicitly or tacitly,
against background beliefs about our “proximate” contexts (“the physical and so-
cial worlds in which we live”) as well as background beliefs about “ultimate” con-
text (accounts of what is most fundamental about who we are).* So in Kelsey’s
account, what Christian Smith’s methodology still brackets is our “ultimate” con-
text; Smith settles for the “proximate” context and seems to think that we can un-
derstand human persons in their proximate context without reference to their ulti-
mate context. It is this supposition that Kelsey rejects roundly, which is precisely
why he points out the limits of social scientific understandings of the human per-
son generally on offer (42-43, 160).

So in contrast to Smith, who wants to settle for a natural, nontheistic account
of human personhood (even if one amenable to religion), Kelsey argues that if
Christian faith is true, then “the claims about human beings that are nonnegotiable
for Christian faith are claims about how God relates to human beings” (8). The
“root question” for a Christian anthropology, then, is: “What does a specifically
Christian conviction that God actively relates to us imply about what and who we
are and how we are to be” (159)?

But what are the implications of this? Would not this just yield a kind of spiri-
tual addendum to what we can know otherwise? “Other than making a pious ges-
ture (“Just remember that this is all from God, and be grateful!”), what does a
Christian theology of creation have to add concerning this context into which we
are born and its implications for what it means to be human beings” (160)? Kelsey’s
answer is critical for Christian scholars in the social sciences: this does not just
affect our understanding of our ultimate context; it also yields a Christian under-
standing of our proximate context (161)—which he expounds by drawing on the
Wisdom literature of the Old Testament (160-175).%

But for Kelsey, not even a “theistic” account is enough. While he describes his
model as a “theocentric”®® account, it is for that reason specifically and
unapologetically Christian precisely because the God (the “theos”) “with whom
we have to do” is the triune God revealed in Jesus Christ (chapter 2A). A consider-

tering a kind of “creation-monism” that has become the status quo in Christian scholarship.
%Kelsey, Eccentric Existence, 4. He goes on to note that “those who take our proximate physi-
cal and social contexts to be the only contexts we have do not lack a view of our ultimate
context. Their understandings of our proximate context simply are their understanding of
our ultimate context” (5). Thus one might say that for the naturalist, our proximate context is
the only source for generating an account of our ultimate context.

*Thus, again, Kelsey would call into question Smith’s assumption (What Is a Person?, 452)
that we can understand “the human side” of this equation “naturally,” as it were.

%Kelsey notes that “anthropology” was not its own theological locus in premodern Christian
theology; rather, “anthropological proposals were made as answers to questions that were
raised by proposals made, in the first instance, about God” (28). Thus the “internal logic” of
theological anthropologies was “theocentric,” and “such theocentricity is a major desideratum
in theological anthropology” (29). Kelsey’s own project is organized by just such theocentric
concerns, culminating in his central picture of human persons as “ex-centered” whereby
“God’s relating is the very condition of their having any creaturely integrity at all” (282).
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ation of human persons fits within a wider theological context of understanding
how God relates to all-that-is-not-God, but the God who relates to his creation is
the “perichoretically triune God™:

The One with whom human persons ultimately have to do is just this life constituted by the
communion-in-community of the three perichoretic hypostases freely and in love giving and
receiving Godself eternally. This is the One with whom we have to do (120).

There are two significant aspects of his argument here: first, Kelsey calls into ques-
tion the functional deisms and monotheisms that tend to dominate Christian schol-
arship which settles for merely “theistic” claims; but second, Kelsey also calls into
question the simplistic appeals in Christian scholarship to the “social Trinity” merely
to conclude that “humans are relational.” An engagement with the rigors of Kelsey’s
work will get us beyond such trite truisms.

In fact, Kelsey’s anthropology will bring us face to face with what is perhaps
still most scandalous for Christian scholarship: Jesus. Having already emphasized
that human persons can only be properly and well understood in relation to the
triune God who creates, calls, and reconciles them, Kelsey emphasizes that “an
understanding of Jesus Christ is decisively normative (‘christocentric’) for knowl-
edge of God as triune” (65). “God’s relating to creatures to consummate them and
God’s relating to creatures to reconcile them” are “concretely enacted in the self-
same story about Jesus” (122). This speaks especially to questions about normativity
raised rightly by Smith. “By the enlivening Spirit,” Kelsey argues, “God’s triune
life engages human creatures in ways that are wise about what makes for human
flourishing, given what we are through God'’s creativity” (127). Indeed, Kelsey
frames this in a way that resonates deeply with Smith’s emphasis on teleology.
What are humans for? How do we know what such flourishing looks like? What
are the norms and criteria? Kelsey’s answer is explicit and unapologetic:

[IIn any account of the anthropological implications of God’s drawing humankind to
eschatological consummation, characterization of that consummation must be ruled by ac-
counts of the life the Son has with the Father in the power of the Spirit whereby the Son
reconciles human creatures to God. As narrated, the concrete way in which God relates to
draw creatures to eschatological consummation simply is the person of Jesus—that is, Jesus
in his unsubstitutable personal identity as is rendered by stories, not simply of his resurrec-
tion and glory, but of his ministry, suffering, and death. As narrated in the New Testament,
that concrete way in which God goes about drawing creation to eschatological consumma-
tion is nothing less than the way of the cross (127).

If that is true—if this specifies and articulates “the true ends of personhood’”s'—
then this is an irreducible feature of human persons, and any social theory that
would ignore this would be insufficiently complex. Should we worry that such
knowledge is a little too specific (and perhaps a little embarrassing vis-a-vis the
academy whose accolades we are looking for)? Might that be our problem? Smith’s
own antifoundationalist project has given us the license to unapologetically articu-

5’Smith, What Is a Person?, 401.
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late the norms that stems from our background beliefs. Kelsey presses us to be
unapologetically specific about the specificity of those norms. Ultimately, the
“oughts” which specify the norms for human flourishing are those enacted in the
life of Jesus. As Kelsey finally summarizes, “canonical narrative identity descrip-
tions of Jesus as imager of God precisely in his humanity give him the status of
‘grammatical paradigm’ of human being” (1009). If, as Smith presses us, the social
sciences need to own up to the implicit standards of normativity assumed in social
scientific theory, then should not Christian social theorists own up to the scandal-
ous specificity of those norms as embodied in Jesus? For as Kelsey concludes,

as the paradigmatic human being, Jesus’ enactments of appropriate responses to God’s way
of relating in and through what Jesus does and undergoes to draw all that is not God to
eschatological consummation are paradigmatic and exemplary of the existential hows in
which all human beings flourish as the images of the image of God as they enact their own
appropriates responses to God relating to them in eschatological blessing. (1028)

Can we pretend otherwise? For example: “Given that Jesus, as the image of God, is
the prototypical human creature, all other living human bodies may be said to
flourish as images of the image of God insofar as the bodied acts that constitute
their existential hows are bodily enactments of practices of hope” (1029), as well as
practices of love (1032). Jesus is the embodiment of norms of human flourishing,
not just for religious humans, nor just for Christians, but for human persons per se.

Taking this degree of specificity seriously, and articulating the norms of hu-
man flourishing in relation to the triune God revealed in Jesus unapologetically,
does not mean we need to retreat to scholarly ghettoes or forfeit participating in
wider circles of discourse. But neither does it mean that we need to translate and
reduce these terms to something more “natural.” Rather, if Smith’s
antifoundationalist account of research is correct, we should be able to make such
proposals to a wider academic community and subject them to testing, as it were,
in the arena of experience.® So there is nothing that precludes what might look
like “sectarian” claims from “going public.” In fact, this is also the spirit in which
Kelsey describes his own project: “I consider this entire project in theological an-
thropology to be in the mode of making theological proposals so that it repeatedly
has the form: Here is an important theological question; try looking at it this way”
(9). That, it seems to me, could also be the mode of unapologetically Christian
scholars participating in the wider public of the academy. It would be the wager of
Christian scholarship about human persons to begin from what we know in Jesus
to float proposals that we are betting (in Pascalian faith!) will be illuminating and
life-giving: “Try looking at it this way.”” Such would be Christian scholarship in the
mode of “Come and see.”

%See What Is a Person?, 106ff.



Escaping the Cage of Secular

Discourse—A Review Essay
By Nicholas Wolterstorff

Steven D. Smith’s The Disenchantment of Secular Discourse is an important book.* |
will be offering a point or two of criticism. That, however, takes nothing away
from my judgment that Smith’s book is an intellectually imaginative and compel-
ling analysis of an important public issue.

The issue is this: it is said in many quarters today that our public discourse on
matters of political morality is confused, superficial, and sterile. Sound bites crowd
out genuine debate. Why is this? Among the answers offered commonly is that it is
the fault of the media and of poor schooling. In recent years, a number of writers
have added that it is the fault of religion intruding itself into the public domain,
especially religion in conservative forms.

Without denying that these diagnoses have some merit, Smith argues for the
bold thesis that, in many cases, the unsatisfactory character of our public discourse
is not the result of the intrusion of religion into the debate but the result of the
exclusion of religion by the insistence that public discourse employ a purely secu-
lar vocabulary. Articulate discussion of certain fundamental moral issues eludes
the capabilities of such a vocabulary. Smith develops his argument by close analy-
sis, documented thoroughly, of four areas of confused debate.

One of those areas, discussed in the chapter that he calls “Trafficking in Harm,”
seems to me not to fit his argument. That there is confusion here is undeniable, but
I do not see that the confusion to which he points has anything to do with the
proscription of religious considerations.

In his essay “On Liberty,” John Stuart Mill introduced what has come to be
called the harm principle. The principle holds that “the sole end for which mankind
are warranted, individually or collectively, in interfering with the liberty of action
of any of their number, is . . . to prevent harm to others.” Mill’s affirmation of the
principle was not the result of disinterested philosophical reflection on his part. He
was opposed deeply to what he regarded as the excessive paternalism of British
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nineteenth-century society; the principle was a central component in his opposi-
tion. The principle has continued to be deployed for that purpose ever since.

The principle, upon first hearing, has considerable appeal. If what | am doing
does not harm anybody other than perhaps myself, then surely | should be free to
do it. The fact that it does harm somebody other than myself is not, all by itself, a
reason for society or government to stop me; life would be a horror if we tried to
prevent all harming of others. But this much at least can be agreed, said Mill: if my
action harms at most myself, then nobody is “warranted” in trying to stop me.
Smith notes that by now the harm principle has sunk deep into how students,
professors, lawyers and judges think about the law.

The harm principle is subject to attack on many fronts. Smith concentrates on
the problems that emerge when we ask what is meant by “harm.” Let me give a
glimpse of the problems that Smith unearths. One way of defining “harm” would
be in terms of pain and pleasure: | harm you if I inflict pain on you or deprive you
of some pleasure. A rather more common way of defining “harm” has been in
terms of preferences or interests: | harm you if | act in such a way as to frustrate
some preference or interest on your part. Suppose we define it in this latter way.

There are people in our society who are deeply distressed by the availability
of pornography; they prefer strongly that there be no pornography, none at all.
Not only are they distressed by the availability of pornography on magazine stands;
they are distressed by the fact that people spend their time watching pornographic
movies in their homes. Their preference on this point is frustrated. They are harmed.
Some of them take the argument farther. They do not accept the claim made often
that watching pornographic movies has no influence on the viewer beyond the
two-hour duration of the movie. It influences how the viewer thinks, how he imag-
ines, how he talks; it takes him away from more worthwhile activities. And that
has an effect on other people; it harms them. In short, it turns out that in this expla-
nation of “harm,” the principle is no protection whatsoever against paternalism.

Legal philosopher Joel Feinberg has worked harder than anyone else to ex-
plain “harm” in such a way that the principle yields what he regards as the right
results; he wants the principle to yield the result, for example, that citizens should
be free to “enjoy” pornography in private. Smith follows his argument at some
length, into ever more intricate definitions of “harm.” Eventually we find Feinberg
saying that my action harms you if and only if it wrongs you. And as to what it is to
wrong someone, this is what he says: “any indefensible invasion of another’s inter-
est (excepting of course the sick and wicked ones) is a wrong.”

We can all agree that if my invasion of your interest is indeed indefensible,
then I should not do it. But now all the work is being done by the concept of “being
wronged” —along with the concept of “being indefensible.” The concept of “harm”
has fallen by the way.

!Steven D. Smith, The Disenchantment of Secular Discourse (Harvard University Press, 2010),
280 pp. $26.95 (hardback), ISBN 9780674050877.
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The lesson Smith draws from Feinberg’s struggle to explain the harm prin-
ciple in such a way that it permits the actions Feinberg thinks should be permitted
and forbids those he thinks should not be permitted is that either the concept of
“harm” will no longer be doing any work, or it will have been defined in so arcane
a way that whatever intuitive appeal the principle possessed originally has been
lost. | think he is right about this. The principle, in my judgment, should be dis-
carded. But | do not see that a proscription on religious vocabulary plays any role
in the confusion that Smith traces. The situation is not that the harm principle
would prove defensible if we could employ religious vocabulary in explaining and
defending it. It is a non-starter.

Let me now summarize briefly Smith’s argument for the other three areas of
moral and legal discourse that he discusses. The first in his order of treatment is
the issue of physician-assisted suicide. The U.S. Supreme Court has interpreted the
Constitution as guaranteeing to terminally ill patients the right to have life-sup-
port systems withdrawn if that is clearly their choice. By contrast, the Court has
interpreted the Constitution as not giving terminally ill patients the right to physi-
cian-assisted suicide — by the administration of some death-inducing medication,
for example. A few states permit physician-assisted suicide under stringent condi-
tions, but citizens do not have a constitutional right to the assistance of a physician
in committing suicide.

What is the relevant difference? When life-support systems are withdrawn
from a terminally ill patient, physician and patient expect the imminent death of
the patient. When a large dose of morphine is administered to someone who wants
to terminate his life, physician and patient expect the imminent death of the sub-
ject. What is the rationale for holding that citizens have a constitutional right to the
ending of one’s life in the former way and not to the ending of one’s life in the
latter way?

A suggestion that comes to mind at once is that, in the former case, the physi-
cian lets the patient die, whereas in the latter case, the physician kills the patient,
and that this marks a morally significant difference. Some of the lower courts in
the U.S. found this distinction between “letting die” and “killing” either unaccept-
ably vague or of no legal significance. The U.S. Supreme Court disagreed, and
rested its declaration that citizens have a constitutional right to the removal of life-
support systems but not to assisted suicide on the distinction. The Court rightly
felt it incumbent upon itself to go beyond merely employing the distinction to
explaining it and elucidating its relevance. It said that when a physician with-
draws life-support systems, his doing so does not cause the patient’s death; the
patient dies of some natural cause. And he does not intend to bring about the patient’s
death; he intends to respect the patient’s wishes and to shorten his suffering. Smith
has no difficulty in showing that these explanations prove untenable.

But if you and | can see that these explanations of the letting die/ killing distinc-
tion and its significance will not do, why did the Court not see that? Why would
they base their decision on a distinction whose explanation is patently untenable?
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Smith’s interesting suggestion is that what leads many of us, including the mem-
bers of the U.S. Supreme Court, to think the distinction between “letting die” and
“Killing” is morally significant is an idea hovering in the background that the Court
never brought to the surface. Smith does find it coming to the surface in a lower
court decision. It is the idea of allowing nature to take its course and of the normative
importance of doing so. In withdrawing life-support systems, one allows nature to
take its course; assisting someone to commit suicide is not allowing nature to take
its course.

This suggestion on Smith’s part invites the question: if the rationale for em-
ploying the distinction between “letting die” and “killing” is the conviction that
allowing nature to take its course has normative significance, why did the Court not
say that? Why did they instead talk about cause and intent? “Why should it be so
difficult for seasoned judges to explain their fundamental normative premises, to
us and perhaps to themselves as well?”

Smith’s answer is that in modern “secular” understandings of nature, it makes
no sense to suppose that the course of nature has normative significance. It makes
sense only on older understandings of nature, Jewish-Christian or Aristotelian.
Smith describes what is going on here as “smuggling.” The Court was smuggling
that older idea into its reasoning. Some of the lower courts were aware at least
dimly that this is what they were doing. Unlike the Supreme Court, they employed
the idea explicitly. They did not, however, articulate it. Articulation of the idea
would have required the introduction of theological and/ or metaphysical consid-
erations. But that is forbidden to the courts.

Next in Smith’s order of treatment is his discussion of jurisprudence concern-
ing the free exercise and establishment clauses of the First Amendment. Smith quotes
one writer, Stephen Gey, as saying that one “of the few things constitutional schol-
ars of every stripe seem to agree about is the proposition that the Court’s Establish-
ment Clause jurisprudence is an incoherent mess.” Some writers attribute this in-
coherence to ineptitude on the part of the courts. Smith argues that the problem
goes deeper. In a purely secular framework it is difficult if not impossible to justify
the special treatment given to religion by the Bill of Rights, and difficult if not
impossible to justify the special treatment given to the church by the case-law tra-
dition of church-state separation.

Smith gives a brief version of the long tradition of “Two Rules” thinking in the
West, according to which God’s rule of humankind takes one form in the church
and another in the state, with each of these having a distinct jurisdiction, the church
over “spiritual” affairs and the state over “secular” affairs. When traditional writ-
ers spoke of the liberty of the church, libertas ecclesiae, it was this way of thinking
that they had in mind. Smith also tells the story of the rather episodic recognition
of freedom of conscience. He concludes,

By the time Jefferson and Madison took their places on the historical stage, therefore, the
tradition of honoring — and sometimes fighting or even dying for — separation of church and
state and freedom of conscience was already centuries old. Jefferson and Madison and their
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fellow citizens in turn accepted that inheritance and developed it in their own distinctive
ways. (124)

Smith argues then that between Madison and us, the word “secular” changed
its meaning, so that no longer did it refer to this temporal existence of ours, this
being understood theologically by the medieval and Reformation writers, but to a
way of thinking that excludes all reference to God or any other form of transcen-
dence. If one insists then that legal reasoning and public discourse be secular in
this second sense, one must expect that what will happen is what in fact has been
happening in jurisprudence and legal theory: the tradition of church-state separa-
tion is eroded to the point where the church is regarded as one voluntary associa-
tion among others, to be treated in the same way as the others. And no longer is the
free exercise of religion regarded as calling for special mention but as a species of
freedom of speech. Smith says that any secular thinker who still wants to preserve
some trace of church-state separation and some trace of special treatment for reli-
gion is simply smuggling those ideas into the discussion.

While | think that Smith’s diagnosis of the incoherence of free exercise and
establishment clause jurisprudence is correct, | myself would tell the story that
leads up to Madison and Jefferson a bit differently. The Two Rules tradition pre-
supposed that, within a given political jurisdiction, virtually all subjects of the state
were also members of the church. Hence it was that church and state were distin-
guished not as two distinct communities but as two authority structures over one
community. The religious fragmentation of Europe by the Reformation had the
consequence that, by the time of Madison and Jefferson, this way of thinking was
simply no longer possible. Add to this the fact that in the late 1700s, the distinction
between natural and revealed religion was everywhere in the air. Thus it is that the
First Amendment talks about religion, not about the church.

Madison contended in the Memorial and Remonstrance that “it is the duty of
every man to render to the Creator such homage, and such only, as he believes to
be acceptable to him” (as quoted by Smith, 125). He explained that the “Religion
then of every man must be left to the conviction and conscience of every man.” The
thought is that every person has a natural duty to worship God according to his
own conscience; accordingly, he must be accorded the civil right to do so. This is a
long way from the Two Rule jurisdictional way of thinking that the traditional idea
of separation of church and state presupposed. That idea has already lost its un-
derpinnings. What must be noted, however, is that Madison’s rationale for the free
exercise and establishment clauses does continue the tradition in one important
respect: it is an explicitly theological rationale. If one proscribes that and all other
theological rationales, the two clauses seem just wrongheaded. That is how they
seem to contemporary secular thinkers.

The last in Smith’s order of treatment is his diagnosis of the confused and
generally unsatisfactory discourse on human rights. He begins by reviewing Carl
Becker’s caustic charge, in his now-famous Heavenly City of the Eighteenth Century
Philosophers, that the philosophers of the Enlightenment never succeeded in unify-
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ing their scientistic, anti-religious, view of nature with their moral convictions.
Smith asks whether this was accidental on their part or whether “the new, scien-
tific worldview had rendered ideas like justice and morality anachronistic[.]” To
answer this question, he turns to Martha Nussbaum’s so-called capabilities ac-
count of human rights. He has no difficulty in showing that Nussbaum has no way
of accounting for why it is that each and every human being has a right to the
development of the ten basic capabilities that she lists, and no way of accounting
for the human dignity to which she appeals. Smith charges her with smuggling
these ideas into her discourse.

Here | wish that Smith had been bolder in his argument. Nussbaum’s attempt
to account for human rights and dignity is one of the least satisfactory on offer.
Granted that Nussbaum’s secular account will not do, what we as readers want to
know is whether there are other secular accounts of human rights that are success-
ful; if not, we want to know why that is. In my own Justice: Rights and Wrongs, |
argued for the strong theses that no extant secular account is successful and that
there are reasons for thinking it unlikely that there ever will be any that is success-
ful.

Let us review. Smith has taken note of the incoherence and superficiality that
pervades our public discourse in three important areas of political and social mo-
rality; in each case he argues that an important source of the incoherence and su-
perficiality is the insistence that public discourse be conducted in purely secular
terms. | think he is right about this — though | would emphasize more than he does
that this insistence works rather differently in the three areas.

In the discussion concerning physician-assisted suicide and the removal of
life-support systems, the idea that the course of nature has a normative signifi-
cance continues to exert its influence within avowedly secular discourse, even
though it is hard to see how one could articulate and defend that idea without
resorting to theological and metaphysical considerations. Is it right to say that secu-
larists are smuggling this idea into the discussion? Perhaps. In the discussion con-
cerning freedom of religion and concerning church-state separation, something
very nearly the opposite is taking place: secularists argue for eliminating the spe-
cial treatment of religion implied by the religion clauses of the First Amendment
and for rejecting the libertas ecclesiae embedded in the case-law tradition of church-
state separation. Here there is no smuggling. The role of secularism in the discus-
sion concerning human rights is different again: theorists have been trying with-
out success to develop secular accounts of human rights. | am reluctant to say that
this lack of success means that they are smuggling the idea of human rights into
the discourse. Oftentimes, theorists find themselves in the situation of not being
able to give a satisfactory account of one and another phenomenon. To continue to
believe, nonetheless, that the phenomenon is real, is not to engage in the illicit act
of smuggling; it is to do what one ought to do in that situation.

What is the solution? Open up the conversation, says Smith. Allow those who
believe that some issue is best thought of in theological terms to develop their
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thought in public. Allow those who believe the issue should be thought of in purely
secular terms to develop their thought in public. Encourage them to talk to each
other. Public discourse is impoverished, says Smith,

because the constraints of secular rationalism prevent us from openly presenting, examin-
ing, and debating the sources and substance of our most fundamental normative commit-
ments. Unable to acknowledge its deeper, determining strata, our discourse is condemned to
superficiality (211).

| agree, though | think that the principle of “let the thousand flowers bloom” has to
be qualified when it comes to the reasoning and the discourse of the judiciary.

But let us not be utopian concerning the prospects for public discourse should
such opening up occur. We can expect that our discourse will be more substantial,
more probing, if the restrictions are removed. But we must expect that it will also
become more conflictual. Then again, it is hard to see how it could be more conflictual
than it is at present.
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A Response to Nicholas Wolterstorff

By Steven D. Smith

It is an honor to have The Disenchantment of Secular Discourse reviewed by a person
and scholar of the stature of Nicholas Wolterstorff — and a relief to see that the
review is generally favorable. Wolterstorff presents the principal arguments of the
book succinctly and sympathetically and offers some perceptive criticisms. These
criticisms prompt me to attempt not a rebuttal, but rather a few clarifications.

The overall thesis of the book, as Wolterstorff explains, is that the secular con-
straints that prevail in legal and academic contexts, and to some extent in more
general public discourse, operate to screen out many of our deeper normative com-
mitments. All too often, the result is a public discourse that is superficial, sterile,
and contrived. Nonetheless we manage to have public discussions and make po-
litical decisions, in part by “smuggling” in values and views that we are constrained
to keep largely hidden (even, sometimes, from ourselves). Much of this smuggling
occurs, the book suggests, under the auspices of two venerable conceptual families
—not the Corleone and Tattaglia families, but rather the autonomy-liberty-freedom
family and the equality-neutrality-reciprocity family. These distinguished families
are engaged in valuable and legitimate business, | suggest, but they also support a
good deal of more illicit activity. Much of the book studies these smuggling activi-
ties in several major areas of public controversy, such as the “right to die” and
religious freedom, and attempts to illuminate the discursive distortions and con-
tortions that such smuggling can produce.

Wolterstorff, it seems, agrees with the general diagnosis. His review, however,
prompts me to acknowledge the limitations of “smuggling” as a central metaphor.
That metaphor calls attention to the ways in which suspect beliefs and commit-
ments are imported illicitly into public discussions. But in reality the book is con-
cerned not only with how modern discourse brings in particular beliefs and com-
mitments, but also with how the discourse attempts to keep these beliefs and com-
mitments out — thereby making it necessary to sneak them into public deliberations
under cover of the darkness that foggy concepts like “freedom” and “equality” can
provide. The book is concerned, in other words, with the often-tacit processes both
of inclusion and exclusion. Rather than “smuggling,” therefore, a more adequate
(though a bit Milquetoast) metaphor might have been something like “filtering.”
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Or, instead of talking about smugglers, | might have talked about, say, “gatekeepers.”
A two-way metaphor might have made it clearer how | think the chapter criti-
cizing the harm principle (“Trafficking in Harm”) fits into the overall project. The
chapter argues that the harm principle is “a hollow vessel, alluring and even irresist-
ible but (or because) without any intrinsic content into which adept advocates can
pour whatever substantive views and values they happen to favor” (72), and my
analysis tries to show how consummate craftsmen like John Stuart Mill and Joel
Fineberg have designed and refined the principle to exclude considerations they dis-
favor, and to carry the normative considerations they want to convey. Wolterstorff
appears to agree with this analysis, but he doubts that “a proscription on religious
vocabulary plays any role in [this] confusion.” And he suggests that the principle
would not become defensible even if a religious vocabulary could be employed.
For the most part, | agree. | think the harm principle is vital to the overall
story of the book, but not because the principle operates officially or inherently to
exclude religious convictions — | do not believe it excludes anything inherently — or
because the principle could be rendered respectable and upright by getting reli-
gion. My suggestion, rather, is that the harm principle in fact has been a leading
and powerful device by which secularists (Mill, Feinberg, and many, many others)
have excluded religious considerations from public decision-making in practice,
while letting in their own preferred and more secular considerations. Indeed, Mill’s
introduction to On Liberty suggests that traditional religion was for him a principal
target of the harm principle. Still, insofar as | described the harm principle as “an
immensely effective vehicle for ... smuggling,” Wolterstorff’s reservations lead me
to think my description was slightly misdirected. The harm principle has been not
so much a vehicle for smuggling considerations into debate, perhaps, as a device
for keeping disfavored considerations — including religious considerations — out.
Something like a “gatekeeper” metaphor might have been more adequate to make
this point.t
In a similar way, Wolterstorff is mostly correct to notice that in trying to dis-
solve long-standing commitments to religious freedom into other constitutional
values such as equality or freedom of speech, contemporary secular thinkers like
Larry Sager and Chris Eisgruber are not smuggling so much as they are excluding.
They are excluding (or at least omitting to notice) the classical religious rationales
that gave rise to the commitments to religious freedom in the first place, and then

The relation between the harm principle and secularism in fact may be more substantial
and complicated than this limited discussion suggests. My own suspicion is that the harm
principle attempts to provide a secular substitute for the classic Christian dualism distin-
guishing between the spiritual and temporal domains, or between the “two kingdoms.” This
dualism, discussed at some length in chapter 4 of the book, sought to delineate a realm of life
that was outside the jurisdiction of the state. That kind of jurisdictional dualism is difficult to
translate into modern secular discourse; its disappearance leaves a vacuum that the harm
principle attempts to fill. | offer this observation as a hypothesis, however; the historical and
functional connections between the harm principle and the exclusion of Christian dualistic
thinking from secular discourse are not developed in the book.
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concluding - plausibly enough, on their secular assumptions — that there is no very
good reason to regard religion per se as deserving of special treatment under the
law. Once again, a “filter” or “gatekeeper” metaphor might have been more apt.

I hedge by saying that Wolterstorff is mostly correct, however, in part because
even thinkers like Sager and Eisgruber sometimes betray a lingering attachment —
one that does not sit easily with their own secular premises — to the notion that
religion is somehow deserving of special constitutional treatment. Is this a bit of
residual, unconscious smuggling? And of course the broader legal and political
culture retains a commitment to religious freedom, even though the classical reli-
gious rationales are disfavored officially and more contemporary secular ration-
ales provide frail justification. In this way, the classical rationales seem to exercise
influence even yet — but surreptitiously. So it seems that both exclusion and smug-
gling are going on.

Two other points made in Wolterstorff’s review warrant brief responses. While
acknowledging that Madison and Jefferson employed explicitly theological ration-
ales to justify religious freedom, Wolterstorff argues that the older, classical ways
of thinking were no longer possible once Christendom broke down into a cacophony
of competing religions and churches. He may well be right, but | am not quite
ready to concede the point. A few scholars — John Garvey is a leading example —
continue to offer religious rationales for religious freedom.? And a few others —
especially Richard Garnett in a forthcoming book — are attempting to resuscitate
the more classical commitment to freedom of the church. It is a challenging project,
| think, largely for the reason Wolterstorff suggests — namely, rampant religious
pluralism. Still, the view deserves a careful hearing.

Commenting on a different chapter (“The Heavenly City of the Secular Phi-
losophers”), Wolterstorff agrees with my criticisms of Martha Nussbaum’s “capa-
bilities approach” to issues of human rights and human dignity, but he suggests
that Nussbaum’s account is “one of the least satisfactory on offer.” Again, he may
be right. | do not feel competent to make comparative assessments; | judged that
Nussbaum’s account was worthy of examination largely because of her promi-
nence in the legal academy. (Here is what may be a confession: | actually wrote the
bulk of this chapter years ago, after listening to a lecture Nussbaum gave at Notre
Dame. Dissatisfied with her presentation, and struck by the similarities between
her approach and the one described in Carl Becker’s short classic, | went to my
office the next day and wrote up what is now the core of Chapter 5.) If my analysis
of Nussbaum leads readers to reflect on Wolterstorff’s more comprehensive treat-
ment of the subject in Justice: Rights and Wrongs, the chapter will have done a valu-
able service.

As | hope this response makes clear, the areas of convergence between
Wolterstorff and me are much more extensive than the disagreements. So it seems
to me at least. And | take comfort in the observation.

2John H. Garvey, What Are Freedoms For? (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1996),
42-57.
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Richard T. Hughes. Christian America and the Kingdom of God. Urbana and Chicago, IL: Uni-
versity of Illinois Press, 2009. 232 pp. $29.95 (cloth), ISBN 9780252032851.

Reviewed by David L. Weeks, Liberal Arts and Sciences, Azusa Pacific University

I had high hopes for this book. It is written by a senior scholar, published by a major
university press, and touted by an impressive array of academic luminaries. To its credit, the
book is well written and thought provoking, forcing readers to reflect seriously about serious
matters, which is no small accomplishment. In the end, however, | was disappointed.

Hughes’ argument is straightforward. The kingdom of God embodies, at its core, the
values of peace and justice. These perfect kingdom values are the yardstick by which all
thinking Christians should measure political entities. The greatest political entities are em-
pires, the “arch-villains” of the kingdom of God. America, an empire in much the same way
that Rome and Babylon were empires, does not measure up. Therefore, all who espouse the
idea of Christian America are seriously mistaken.

The polemical nature of Hughes’ book overshadows its scholarly patina. Acknowledg-
ing that America is a profoundly Christian nation (something he never explains fully), Hughes
sets profundity aside to argue that it is a mockery and a sign of theological illiteracy when
today’s religious conservatives use the phrase “Christian America,” because the two are po-
lar opposites, radically different. The notion of Christian America, he insists, is an oxymoron,
a contradiction in terms.

| found the book wanting in several ways, two of which | will emphasize. First, after
acknowledging that “Christian America” might mean different things to different people,
Hughes proceeds to hold everyone accountable to his definition — the phrase “Christian
America” must equate America, qualitatively, with the kingdom of God. Christians, Hughes
insists, ought to know better.

I concede some conservative Christians advocate ideas that are mistaken, imprudent,
and even detrimental to their cause. But confusing America with the kingdom of God is not
one of their mistakes. An exception might be the theonomists, who are insignificant today
and who Hughes never mentions. There are also those who believe America will be on God’s
side in the end times, but being on God’s side and conflating America with the kingdom is
not the same thing. | cannot recall ever reading a sustained argument in which someone
conflates the United States with the kingdom of God. Nor, apparently, has Hughes. He never
identifies who holds such a position, although everyone who utters “Christian America” is
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in his crosshairs. The dearth of evidence leaves Hughes to argue against a straw man (and, of
course, he wins).

Implying that conservative Christians fuse America and the kingdom together makes
them closet theocrats. This clever demagoguery “puffs up the otherness” of the opposition
and exaggerates their strangeness.! For this reason, Hughes is not a reliable guide to what
conservative Christians really think. Better guides are Andrew Greeley and Michael Hout,
The Truth about Conservative Christians (2006), Christian Smith, Christian America?: What
Evangelicals Really Want (2000), and Michael Lindsay, Faith in the Halls of Power: How Evangelicals
Joined the American Elite (2007).

Christian Smith, for instance, explains what “Christian America” means to evangelicals
— it has little to do with the kingdom of God. He writes:

For some, “Christian America” means religious freedom; for some it means a governmental structure of
checks and balances; for others it means lots of faithful Christians in the population; for still others it
means a small group of well-known historical leaders speaking and writing about the Creator, prayer, and
morality; and for yet others it means religious references on political documents, regardless of the degree
of Christian faithfulness of the authors.?

“It is a mistake,” Smith concludes, “to presume that all talk of a ‘Christian nation’ is a sure
rhetorical indicator of the desire or intention to reestablish Christian domination of society,
culture, and politics.”

Richard John Neuhaus points out that recent use of the adjective “Christian” with re-
gard to America is part and parcel of an identity battle. The battle is described cleverly by
sociologist Peter Berger, who depicts the United States as a nation of Indians (among the
world’s most religious people) governed by Swedes (the world’s least religious people). In
response to the Swedes’ demand for greater secularization, the Indians remind us of
Christianity’s role among the American people and culture. Neuhaus elaborates:

To say that America is a Christian nation is like saying it’s an English-speaking nation. There are not many
people who speak the language well, but when they are speaking a language poorly, it is the English
language they are speaking. There is, finally, no alternative to the English language, as there is no alterna-
tive to Christian America in a country where nearly 90 percent of the people think they are Christians.*

The phrase “Christian America” need not entail a qualitative judgment of governmental
action and/or inaction. Recognizing the distinction between a polity and a people, a govern-
ment and a society, most people use the phrase descriptively, in demographic terms and,
more importantly, in cultural terms.® “Cultures are defined,” Neuhaus argues, “by the most
binding truths to which people adhere or claim to adhere.” Such binding truths, which are
largely, although far from exclusively, Christian in the United States, inform a culture, shape
its identity, and articulate its aspirations. “Christian America,” Neuhaus concludes, “signi-
fies a description under the judgment of an aspiration.”®

tAndrew Greeley and Michael Hout, The Truth about Conservative Christians: What They Think and What They
Believe (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006), 66.

2Christian Smith, Christian America?: What Evangelicals Really Want (Berkeley: University of California Press,
2000), 36.

®lbid., 37.

“Richard John Neuhaus, “The End of Abortion and the Meanings of ‘Christian America,”” First Things 114
(June/July 2001): 72.

SRichard John Neuhaus, “Contract and Covenant: In Search of American Identity,” at the Bradley Sympo-
sium on “What Are We Today? American Character and Identity in the 21t Century” (Washington, D.C.
May 3, 2007).

°Richard John Neuhaus, “The End of Abortion,” 72, 74.
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The aspirational element of a culture is important because reality rarely lives up to the
ideal. Neuhaus was not particularly fond of the phrase “Christian America” because

the quality of [American] Christianity leaves much to be desired. Much of American Christianity is, as
critics rightly point out, fideistic, privatized, and subjectivized ... Christian America is, all in all, second-
rate Christianity. But then, unless one holds to an implausibly romantic view of the earliest Church, the
world has never seen anything but Christianity that is, all things considered, second-rate.”

One final comment on this front: Hughes is acutely aware that conservative Christians are
among the most patriotic of citizens — a reality susceptible to misinterpretation. Foes see this
as some xenophobic “my country right or wrong,” but likely, close investigation would re-
veal such patriotism is rooted deeply in (1) sympathy for soldiers who serve the country,
many of whom come from local congregations, (2) appreciation for religious liberty which,
according to a recent report from the Pew Forum on Religion & Public Life, is not enjoyed by
70% of the world’s 6.8 billion people, and (3) a belief that certain quintessential American
ideals are tied to Christianity — ideals such as human equality, ordered liberty, religious free-
dom, and the claim that nations are held accountable by a higher authority. Admittedly,
these ideals have complicated intellectual origins, but in this country, those origins are re-
lated closely to Christianity. These ideals do not reflect the whole of Christianity, nor its
essential parts, but they remain Christian in the minds of many.

Hughes’ second claim is more troubling: the kingdom of God is the qualitative yard-
stick by which all thinking Christians should measure political entities. By that measure,
America fails miserably. Hughes’ account of the kingdom of God is worthy of investigation,
something beyond the scope of this review. Suffice it to say, he weaves together an Anabaptist
view of the kingdom, something wholly spiritual and beyond the capacity of any nation to
achieve, with the view of Jesus Seminar co-founder John Dominic Crossan, who emphasizes
the non-coercive promotion of justice and reconciliation on Earth.

The assumption that the kingdom of God is the archetype for human kingdoms misun-
derstands politics, the art of the possible, fundamentally. Hughes succumbs to a temptation
best described by Voltaire, allowing the perfect to become the enemy of the good. He be-
comes “ajudge who would condemn a man, who has killed his assassin, because homicide is
forbidden.” Such a judge, Voltaire proclaims, is a “poor reasoner.”® Using a perfect standard
to measure human endeavor is specious. When modifiers are only used qualitatively, then
only Cleopatra is beautiful, only Shakespeare is a writer, and only Christ is a Christian. All
other women are ugly, all other books rubbish, all other believers hypocrites. Where is the
sober judgment?

Hughes’ use of God’s kingdom as an archetype is odd given that even he acknowledges
that “no nation can possibly measure up to the standards of the kingdom of God” (4). Such
an admission coincides with the account of politics held by most Christians, an account that
began with Augustine, passed through many hands such as Calvin, and runs like this: gov-
ernment is a gift of God for the sake of order in a fallen world. It is given the power of the
sword to restrain evil. Governments, because they are earthly institutions run by fallen hu-
man beings, ought not use the sword to institute a utopia on Earth—perfect peace and per-
fect justice are beyond their reach. But governments ought, to the degree possible, be a force
for peace and justice in the world.

Without the rule of an all-perfect Messiah, earthly politics entails managing ambiguity

’Ibid., 73.

8\oltaire, The Philosophical Dictionary, selected and translated by H. I. Woolf (New York: Knopf, 1924), 130.
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and complexity as well as trial and tragedy. Our present circumstance is fraught with tension
for Christians, a tension that exists because God’s kingdom is both “already present” and
“not yet fully present.” The former adds a radical element to Christianity, the latter cautions
us against a starry-eyed idealism that threatens to undermine earthly good and in the end
causes harm. The ensuing moral realism frees us to hold governments accountable for hu-
bris, indifference, and injustice, while praising them for achieving the relative good that re-
mains possible in our post-lapsarian state.

Sensible judgment requires recognizing we are fallen people living in a broken world.
President Obama got it right: “We must begin by acknowledging the hard truth: We will not
eradicate violent conflict in our lifetimes. There will be times when nations — acting individu-
ally or in concert — will find the use of force not only necessary but morally justified.” Why?
Because “evil does exist in the world.”® America, like every other nation, will not always get
it right. “We are fallible,” Obama acknowledged. “We make mistakes, and fall victim to the
temptations of pride, and power, and sometimes evil. Even those of us with the best inten-
tions will at times fail to right the wrongs before us.”*

But even if we accept the judgment of the New Yorker that the current Iragi war and the
Vietnam War “were conceived in sin,” “fatally compromised by deceptions,” and “abetted
by profound geostrategic misjudgments,” we ought not denigrate the nation’s effort to do
good in the world.** Over the last seven decades, America was instrumental in halting bar-
baric fascism in World War I, stood firm against communist regimes that murdered nearly
100 million people systematically (see Stéphane Courtois, The Black Book of Communism, [Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999]), and protected Korean and Kuwaiti allies against
armed aggressors. These examples represent notable achievements from a list that easily
could be much longer.

I would agree with Hughes that all citizens ought to have an acute sense of the wages of
war; they are almost incalculable. Yet, often America has gone to war because the wages of
not doing so are even more devastating. As a result, America has done more good than
harm; it is a shame Hughes is unwilling to acknowledge it. It is also a shame he and his
friends employ Nazi fascism to taint opponents. Hughes dedicates the book to Frank Littell,
who accused William F. Buckley Jr. of being a “fellow traveler” of fascism, and applauds
William Stringfellow, who compared America’s moral identity with Nazi Germany, suggest-
ing both are in some way demonic.*? Hughes, in a not-so-subtle manner, implies the same
about George W. Bush and the United States. Such hyperbole is not only tiresome but an
insult to the millions who lost their lives at the hands of a truly evil regime.

Hughes has produced a provocative book in an effort to eradicate the phrase “Christian
America” from the lips of conservative Christians. This book will not achieve that end. His
use of the modifier “Christian” solely in a purist, qualitative manner fails to address the
descriptive and aspirational sense in which most conservative Christians use it. Moreover,
one can agree America is not above reproach without overlooking the relative good the na-
tion has done in our broken world. In the end, a more accurate representation of conserva-
tive Christian thinking and a more judicious application of kingdom values would have
provided a more helpful analysis.

°Barack Obama, Nobel Peace Prize Lecture (Oslo, Norway, December 10, 2009).

“1bid.

“Hendrik Hertzberg, “The Fifth War,” The New Yorker 85 (November 30, 2009): 23.

2See William Stringfellow, An Ethic for Christians and Other Aliens in a Strange Land (Waco, TX: Word Books,
1973), esp. 32-33.
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Cavanaugh, William T. The Myth of Religious Violence: Secular Ideology and the Roots of Modern
Conflict. New York, NY: Oxford University Press, 2009. viii + 285 pp. $49.95 (hardcover, alk.
paper). ISBN: 9780195385045,

Reviewed by David J. Rosenberg, Germanic, Slavic, and Semitic Studies, University
of California, Santa Barbara

In his gloss on the Creation account in Genesis, the author of John’s Gospel narrates the
Christian origins of existence: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God,
and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things were made through
Him, and without Him nothing was made that was made” (1: 1-3, NKJV). When Genesis and
John are read together, grounds for the trinitarian Christian doctrine of creation emerge; God
the Father generates and sustains all matter through His Son and in the Holy Spirit, which
hovers over the waters of “the deep” before the creation of the universe (Genesis 1: 2).

In his Dialogue With Trypho, Justin Martyr suggests the presence of the Logos or Word
within those men who sought truth even before the Incarnation of the Son as Jesus Christ,
notably Moses, Socrates, and Heraclitus; to Justin, the pagan world contains prefigurations
of the Christian revelation. Likewise, the symbol of the Cross permeates the world in such a
way that without it “the things in this world could [not] be administrated or have any com-
munity”; intimations of the Cross can thus be seen from inanimate objects such as the boat-
sail and digging tool to the living human form that stands cross-wise, “erect and having its
hands extended.”*®

These remarks may serve as an appropriate, and unabashedly Christian, preliminary to
William T. Cavanaugh’s book-length rejection of a certain habit very fashionable in today’s
academic circles; namely, “the idea that religion causes violence” (15). This notion is a myth
because it rests on the assumption that “religion is a transhistorical and transcultural feature
of human life, essentially distinct from ‘secular’ features such as politics and economics,
which has a peculiarly dangerous inclination to promote violence” (3). According to the
myth, Christianity remains confined within the sphere of “religion,” which must not be
thought of as mixed up with “secular” pursuits. Such a separation, so jarringly discordant to
the views of a Justin Martyr, “helps to construct and marginalize a religious Other, prone to
fanaticism, to contrast with the rational, peace-making secular subject...Our violence, being
secular, is rational, peace-making, and sometimes regrettably necessary to contain their vio-
lence. We find ourselves obliged to bomb them into liberal democracy” (4). Of course, in our
current political context this “Other” appears as quintessentially Islamic, targeting the repre-
sentatives of another so-called “religion” that, like the Christian doctrine of creation and
incarnation, tends to spill over the boundaries we construct around the totality of human
existence in an all-encompassing vision of the One God and final Prophet.

Cavanaugh demonstrates, in his first chapter entitled “The Anatomy of the Myth,” that
attempts to establish a direct causal connection between religion and violence fail because
they are “hobbled by a number of indefensible assumptions about what does and does not
count as religion” (16). Cavanaugh sorts the arguments of a variety of prominent scholars
across disciplines, among them pluralist theologian John Hicks, historian of religion Martin
C. Marty, sociologist Mark Juergensmeyer, and political theorist David C. Rapoport. He
shows that the very definition of “religion” cannot be sustained according to the criteria that

3The Apostolic Fathers with Justin Martyr and Irenaeus, vol. 1. Philip Schaff, ed. (William B. Eerdman, 2001),
282-3.
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these authors set up. Cavanaugh categorizes the work of these authors according to three
common characteristics that supposedly reinforce the notion that religion directly causes
violence: religion is “absolutist,” “divisive,” and “insufficiently rational” (17-18). Cavanaugh’s
in-depth exploration of these three claims, and the work of the authors that propose them,
shows that in each case the definitions of “religion” eventually lose all consistency and co-
herence, and are equally applicable to devotion to “secular” institutions such as the liberal
state or nation. The phenomenon of militant nationalism particularly defies scholarly at-
tempts to separate neatly the religious from the secular: “Secular nationalism...can be just as
absolutist, divisive, and irrationally fanatical as certain types of Jewish, Christian, Muslim,
or Hindu militancy” (55). At the end of the chapter, Cavanaugh advocates a scholarship that
would examine the particular “conditions under which ideologies and practices of all kinds
turn lethal” (56). In other words, each act of violence would need to be subjected to a rigor-
ous historical examination on its own merits, disrupting the obsessive reiteration of religious
violence as the more sinister variant of its “rational” secular counterpart.

The book’s next chapter traces an etymology of the term “religion” and attempts to
show that “the attempt to say that there is a...concept of religion that is separable from
secular phenomena is itself part of a particular configuration of power, that of the modern,
liberal nation-state as it developed in the West” (59). Augustine supplies the earliest example
of the Latin term religio, which indicates the type of worship that, for the ancient bishop of
Hippo, only properly applies to “the one God as revealed in Jesus Christ”; for Augustine,
“the impulse to worship is found in all human beings as the inchoate longing for their Cre-
ator, whom [he] understood to be the Holy Trinity” (63).

Augustine’s thought, tuned to the same pitch as that of Justin Martyr, declares that no
aspect of human existence, no sphere of human endeavor, can evade the totality of the Chris-
tian revelation. On the contrary, the Christian view of creation and existence outlined above
demonstrates that Christianity cannot be confined to the realm of “religion,” but rather ex-
presses an ultimate truth that draws every aspect of human existence into itself. To the Chris-
tian, Christianity is not simply a religion, but reality itself, trinitarian in structure, proclaim-
ing the omnipresence of an invisible Creator who continually acts through His Son the Word,
by the agency of a Spirit that unwaveringly speaks to all men who seek truth.

With the advent of modernity and the rise of the liberal nation-state, the Christian vi-
sion of existence and its externalized order become gradually internalized, separated out
from state-sanctioned legal institutions of knowledge or power as the private and purely
reflective space of faith. Beginning with the Renaissance mystic Nicholas of Cusa and culmi-
nating in John Locke, the process of a “transfer of power from church to state” can clearly be
observed, paralleled by what Cavanaugh, following John Bossy, terms the “migration of the
holy from church to state” (174). In the third chapter on the Thirty Years War, often famously
indicted as being one of the historical events that definitively offers proof that “religion causes
war,” Cavanaugh demonstrates in painstaking detail the interference of the state, in its sup-
port of the nobility, at every turn in the key events transpiring there, and collapses the notion
that religion bears the heaviest burden of guilt for the catastrophic violence of those times.

Thus, “what we have is not a separation of religion from politics but rather the substitu-
tion of the religion of the state for the religion of the church” (177). Theopolitics mutates into
a theology divorced from and totally secondary to the aims of politics. Instead of a view of
existence that centers around a particular theological understanding of the cosmos, the newly
“sacralized” state apparatus now irresistibly pulls every aspect of existence into its own
rapidly-revolving orbit. At this point, Cavanaugh is modern enough to point out that “the
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separation of church and state is...important enough to uphold for several reasons, some of
them theological’; however, he urges that “the triumphalist narrative that sees the liberal
state as the solution to the violence of religion needs to be abandoned” (179). What has
followed is not a steady dissolution of violence in favor of a more rational and peaceful
order, but a substitution, a kind of regime change, that mobilizes coercive force primarily in
the interests of the state.

If the trinitarian Christian form of envisioned reality espoused by Justin Martyr and
Augustine does not apply to other faith traditions, Cavanaugh reveals in an analysis of Hin-
duism, Buddhism, Shintoism, and Confucianism that in each case these “religions” are inex-
tricable from the discourses that surround them in their respective cultures. The notion that
these faith traditions belong within an autonomous and separate sphere entitled “religion”
is shown to have been formed and sustained from the perspective of Western colonial pow-
ers. In his final chapter, “The Uses of the Myth,” Cavanaugh repeats his now-familiar thesis:
“the myth of religious violence is a form of Orientalist discourse that helps to reinforce a
dichotomy between the rational West and other, more benighted cultures—Muslims, espe-
cially— that lag behind” (194).

Cavanaugh’s work is an important contribution to religious studies not least because it
reminds the reader of the poverty of the term “religion” when describing the world’s great
faith traditions. These traditions are not simply one interior impulse in man among many,
but serve as the means to organize the entirety of human endeavor around an interpretation
of a world that often appears to our senses threatening, confusing, and fragmented. There is
certainly a danger in these traditions that renders them far from innocent of the acts of vio-
lence done in their name, as Cavanaugh himself reminds us: “it is impossible to separate
religious from economic and political motives in such a way that religious motives are inno-
cent of violence” (5). The myth of religious violence, more of a “blind spot” than a con-
sciously-held agenda to Cavanaugh (230), may in fact have gained such prominence because
it promises a rescue from the dark specter of a “religious” vision of the world that often
invokes and enacts cosmic conflict with tangible weapons on all-too-human bodies. The
myth initially served to caution humanity against the assertions and abuses of power caused
by the assumption of absolute certainty in a God-sanctioned “just war.” However, Cavanaugh
shows that the myth has long overstepped its original intention; now, the aims of the nation-
state and its own “just wars” have become no less sacred because of their “secular” character.

Cavanaugh indicates that his stated intention is not to present an “alternative
theopolitics” of his own, that the “purpose of the book is negative: to contribute to a disman-
tling of the myth of religious violence” (12). However, such a theopolitics would doubtless
need to be conjoined with a theorist that Cavanaugh mentions and just as quickly drops; in
discussing the work of David C. Rapoport, the discussion turns to René Girard, whom
Rapoport employs to show the supposed connection between religion and violence. For
Girard, Cavanaugh explains, social orders are often maintained through violence, whether
religious or secular. Girard’s analysis itself again makes a neat separation of “religious” from
“secular” impracticable, and at the same time advances the notion that “Jesus Christ, the
victim who ends all sacrifice, is the key to undoing violence” of all kinds (41, author’s em-
phasis).

Cavanaugh'’s aim, like Girard’s, is a Christian one, to “defuse violence” with the end of
“turning some enemies into friends” (230). It is not for all that an uncompromisingly pacifist
stance, for Cavanaugh notes that “this does not mean that all violence is therefore morally
equivalent” (230). In the end, Cavanaugh seems to suggest that perhaps some violence may
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be unavoidable, so long as there is a willingness to “agree to call fouls committed by any and
all participants and to penalize them equally” (ibid.). However, if the Christian “religion”
describes the very nature of existence, the revelation of Christ’s sacrifice then becomes a
fundamental element of the human experience, especially if one recognizes, as Cavanaugh
seems to, that peace-making may, in the end, not be something worth killing over, but rather
dying for.

Don W. King. Out of My Bone: The Letters of Joy Davidman. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans
Publishing Co., 2009. xxiv + 387 pp. $25.95, ISBN 9780802863997.

Reviewed by Lyle W. Dorsett, Beeson Divinity School, Samford University

Don King, a well-known scholar in the field of C. S. Lewis studies, has made a substan-
tial contribution to our knowledge of a fascinating and important woman. Joy Davidman is
not well known. Indeed, most people who are aware of her can only imagine her as the
heroic and tragic cancer victim and wife of C. S. Lewis as portrayed by Debra Winger in the
film Shadowlands. But Joy Davidman was much more important than the brief glimpse of-
fered in Shadowlands reveals. Born in New York City in 1915, Joy was the older of two chil-
dren. Both of her college-educated parents were public school teachers, and their Jewish
heritage was secular rather than religious. Joy’s father boasted of his atheism, and she and
her brother emulated their domineering father’s disdain for the supernatural. Joy proved to
be an unusually brilliant child. Possessing a genius-level 1Q, photographic memory, and
keen critical and analytic skills, she performed exceptionally well in the public schools, Hunter
College (B.A.) and Columbia University (M.A.). Already publishing poetry as an undergradu-
ate, Joy won the Yale Younger Poets Award when she was twenty-three, and Yale published
a collection of her verse titled Letter to a Comrade in 1938. Prior to this achievement Joy worked
as film critic and poetry editor for New Masses magazine and served as an editor of Harriet
Monroe’s periodical, Pogetry.

In 1940 Macmillan published Ms. Davidman’s first novel, Anya, and then two years
later she married novelist William Lindsay Gresham, whom she had met in local Communist
party meetings and at gatherings of aspiring writers. Actually, the couple shared little in
common beyond their writing ambitions and disillusionment with the American capitalistic
system that had broken down in the world-wide depression of the 1930s.

By early 1946 much had changed for the couple, who had been married only four years.
They had become parents of two boys, Douglas and David. They had learned also that Com-
munism was no answer to the problems of depression and war, and certainly they recog-
nized that they did not want to raise their children in a nation that resembled the Soviet
Union even remotely. Furthermore, Joy had discovered that her husband was an alcoholic
and that he could not remain sexually faithful for even a brief period of time.

The dysfunctional nature of their relationship came into sharp relief in spring of 1946
when Bill Gresham went on a binge, suffered a breakdown, and deserted his wife and boys.
Joy acknowledged that as her self-confidence and security began to collapse, she became
personally humiliated and devastated for the first time in her memory. Her cry of utter help-
lessness—spoken to no one but herself—was followed by a mystical experience that caused
her to become, as she phrased it, “the world’s most surprised atheist.”**

This epiphany led Joy on a search for the One who confronted her that spring night.
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Her quest—which she admitted later was all God’s doing—Iled her to books by C. S. Lewis
and a friendship with Chad Walsh, a college professor and poet, who knew Lewis and had
written a volume on the Oxford author titled, C.S. Lewis: Apostle to the Skeptics. Soon the
former Communist acknowledged that the “Presence” she had met was Jesus Christ. She
surrendered her soul to Him and quickly pursued instruction in the faith for her baptism in
a Presbyterian church in upstate New York. In the wake of her conversion, the focus of Joy’s
writing changed. She published a novel with a Christian theme in 1950, Weeping Bay, and
then wrote several autobiographical articles on her conversion, and then a book of her reflec-
tions on the Ten Commandments, Smoke on the Mountain.

Joy Davidman'’s relationship with C. S. Lewis began with a letter she wrote to him in
1950. The initial contact opened the way to a relationship. What began with a letter contain-
ing questions to a writer she admired evolved gradually into Lewis mentoring Joy spiritually
and through the dreadful trials of her husband’s infidelities and then the divorce. Eventually
the relationship flowered into friendship and marriage, spanning only ten and a half years
and ending with Joy’s death in summer 1960. Despite the brevity of the marriage—they were
only married four years and three months—the American convert to Christianity had a pro-
found impact on her husband’s life and writing. Besides bringing children into the long-time
bachelor’s life and thereby freeing him (by his own admission) from much self-centeredness,
Joy’s influence can be seen in several of his books. Among these are: Surprised By Joy, Till We
Have Faces, Reflections, On the Psalms, The Four Loves, and A Grief Observed. Her impact on
Lewis is also obvious in some of his poetry and many pastoral letters.

Joy’s enormous effect on Lewis notwithstanding, her involvement with him was
shrouded in obscurity for years. The first biography of Lewis published after his death by
Roger Lancelyn Green and Walter Hooper, C.S. Lewis: A Biography (1974), marginalizes Joy
Davidman in the famous author’s life quite obviously and incorrectly. In fact, Roger Green
told me when | questioned him about this, that he did not write that portion of the book.
Furthermore, he told Hooper that he wanted that brief part of the book expanded and clari-
fied to present the truth. But, alas, the book went to press without Green’s demands being
met.

Joy Davidman was not given her proper place in Mr. Lewis’s life until | published her
biography in 1983, And God Came In: The Extraordinary Story of Joy Davidman, Her Life and
Marriage to C.S. Lewis. And now, with Don King’s splendid edition of Joy’s letters, a much
richer and fuller picture of this remarkable woman is available. He has gathered over 300
pages of her letters and arranged them in chronological order, complete with careful and
informative editorial comments.

King gathered the Davidman letters from seven libraries: The Bodleian (Oxford), The
University of lowa, The University of Kentucky, The Newberry (Chicago), The University of
Michigan, The Marion E. Wade Center (Wheaton College, Illinois) and Yale University. He
arranged the letters chronologically under nine headings: “Poet, Zealot, Critic” (1936-1946),
“Eyes Opened” (1948), “Growing in Belief” (1949-1951), “Crisis and Hope” (1952-1953), “An-
glophile” (1954), “Hard Times” (1955), “The Sword of Damocles” (1956), “Agape, Phileo,
Eros” (1957), and “A Sweet Season” (1958-1960). By far the editor is most indebted to the
Marion E. Wade Center. The bulk of the letters, and by far the richest material, is housed
there in the world’s largest library and archive of Lewisiana.

There is one group of Joy Davidman’s letters that do not appear in this book. Joy wrote

“Lyle Dorsett, And God Came In (NY: Macmillan, 1983), 59.
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numerous letters to her brother Howard between 1953 and 1960. A New York psychiatrist, Dr.
Davidman generously gave me two consecutive afternoons of interviews. He mentioned the
treasure trove of letters he had received from his sister and promised to send copies to the
Wade Center if his daughter (who possessed the file) agreed to make copies. But the letters
never came to Wheaton. Therefore, when | read this book | hoped these would be included.
Perhaps they have been destroyed or lost. But maybe one day Dr. King or a future biogra-
pher of Joy Davidman will gain access to what Dr. Davidman maintained to be an extremely
rich and revealing collection of material about both Joy and Jack (C. S.) Lewis.

Out of My Bone provides us with a brief introduction to Joy’s life and literary accom-
plishments, a detailed chronology of the major events of her short life (she died in 1960 at age
45), a reprint of her previously published autobiography, as well as the first comprehensive
bibliography of her publications including film and book reviews, poetry, and fiction and
non-fiction books.

The bulk of the volume, however, is a chronologically arranged collection of her corre-
spondence with informative editorial notes. Through this scholarly work we learn much
about Joy as editor, critic, poet, novelist and maturing Christian. The letters reveal much
about C. S. Lewis—fresh glimpses into how his rich mind worked and how he related to
family. The Joy Davidman letters are replete with observations about social and intellectual
life from the middle 1930s through the 1940s. And some of her observations about life in
England during the 1950s make for delightful reading. As one reads these letters in chrono-
logical order, it is enthralling to witness the development of a writer who engages her culture
through poetry and prose. It is equally captivating to observe the transformation of her world
view from atheism and materialism to Christianity. In the same vein the reader can only
celebrate the gradual softening of Joy’s soul as she experienced increasingly the love of Jesus
Christ and her devoted friend and husband, C. S. Lewis.

It is this reviewer’s hope that many people will read Out of My Bone because any reader
will learn that Joy Davidman was a much more brilliant and accomplished person than is left
to the popular imagination in the famous play and film Shadowlands. Furthermore, it will
become clear once and for all that she did not trick C. S. Lewis into marrying her. On the
contrary, after meeting and growing to know Joy after her divorce from William Lindsay
Gresham, Lewis could not bear to be parted from her.

In the last analysis, Don King and Eerdmans are to be congratulated on a book that is
well edited and indexed, as well as attractively presented. All students of Lewis’s writing
will want to read this volume, as will people who have an interest in American radicalism in
the 1930s.

Alfred I. Tauber. Science and the Quest for Meaning. Waco, Texas: Baylor University Press,
2009. 255 pp. $29.95 (hardcover), ISBN: 9781602582101.

Reviewed by Matthew Walhout, Physics and Astronomy, Calvin College

In his book, Science and the Quest for Meaning, Alfred Tauber draws from post-positivist
studies of science in an effort to bring coherence to the worldview of secular humanism. His
“integrative project” abandons the fact-value dichotomy that served once as positivism’s
central tenet and sets out to reconstitute the relationship between knowledge and meaning.
As Tauber would have it, this mission is aimed not only at the reunification of intellectual
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territories but also at the restoration of a sovereign human moral sense. For scientific episte-
mology has always been “shaped by a deeper set of values governing science’s rationality™
(42). Values must reign over and give marching orders to the “various forms of reason and
the diverse faculties of knowing that make science, science” (19).

Tauber emphasizes the dependence of scientific endeavors on wonder, imagination,
social interactions, and moral sensibilities. His survey of these factors is a welcome correc-
tive to a caricature that lives in the popular imagination, in which the superhuman oracle of
science speaks objective and absolute truth to those who have been initiated into a secret
theoretical language. While occasionally this figure haunts Tauber’s narrative still, the book
brings together an impressive set of philosophical resources to frame a usefully humanized
“creation-fall-redemption story” of science. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe and Henry David
Thoreau serve as exemplars of an integrated rationality inspired in equal part by humanism,
naturalism, and romanticism. This rationality gets sundered by positivism in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries. Eventually, thanks to the work of philosophical heroes
including Michael Polanyi, Willard van Orman Quine, and Thomas Kuhn, the positivist siege
is lifted. But thereafter, a crisis of intellectual authority ensues, leading to skirmishes between
balkanized faculties of reason, as witnessed during the science wars of the 1990s. Tauber’s
humanism aims to heal the intellectual divisions and to usher in a peaceably integrated king-
dom. For with reason’s reunification, or repristination, humans will know themselves as part
of the known world once again.

Humanists, even those in the Christian tradition, will agree that there is a lot at stake in
our cultural understanding of science, as well as in our scientific understanding of human
nature. In Tauber’s words, “scientific explanations are inseparable from definitions of who
we are, prescribing what we do and explaining why we do what we do” (137). He is right, |
think, to suggest that humanist concern cannot be confined to philosophy of science per se
but spreads into the whole of philosophy. Questions about what we know and how we know
are related intimately to questions about how we think, judge, and find motivation. For the
sake of coherence, Tauber suggests, our epistemology should be seen in light of our moral
philosophy:

[M]y orientation is based on a moral appraisal of who we are and what we might become. Thus | am
making a choice: | select a way of “being-in-the-world.” On the integrative view, science shifts from its role
as a wedge between humans and nature to an instrument that helps to bring us into the world. (167)

This is not the first time someone has called for a reining in of science, and certainly there are
better starting points for a first-time reader in the area of science criticism. Tauber does pro-
vide helpful descriptions of key landmarks in the philosophical landscape, but not for the
sake of offering an introductory textbook analysis. Rather, his contribution is sweepingly
synthetic. He pieces together his storyline from an extensive and substantial bibliography
and offers his reader an intellectual vision, or what he calls a worldview. Therefore the book
takes on the feel of a manifesto, and it may have a bedazzling effect if one forgets that the
author, by his own admission, is telling his story selectively and choosing to explain it in a
way that serves his agenda. His is a quest for the kind of intellectual coherence that he imag-
ines to be possible within a liberal democracy undergirded by secular humanist values. This
kind of value-laden, scientifically inflected coherence is what he means by meaning. While
the discussion contributes an important perspective to science studies, it is very nearly satu-
rated with an ideology that is allowed to determine what science studies entail. Critical read-
ing of Tauber’s non-neutral account is required if one wishes to sort out which of its elements
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are objective enough to transcend the ideological message.

It makes sense that Tauber confesses his ideology and finds resources within the philo-
sophical tradition of pragmatism, which has always served ideological values of one kind or
another. In my own reading of this tradition, its association with secular humanism and
philosophical naturalism is merely an unfortunate historical development. There is nothing
in the substance of pragmatism that necessitates a naturalist commitment or a dismissal of
the possibility of divine revelation. As a no-nonsense application of rationality toward some
end, pragmatism requires only a notion of what kind of “nonsense” is proscribed. That is, it
requires that humans be able to recognize when something does not make sense (or when
something that makes literal sense does not matter in the broad arena of values). Under
pragmatist lights, positivists bankrupted themselves by attempting to distill purified, factual
knowledge from the value-tainted world of human experience. For facts without values have
no way of mattering to people. Pragmatism allows for science to reconfigure the way fact
depends on value, but it does not allow the dependence to be eliminated. Thus, we hear
echoes of John Dewey and Richard Rorty in Tauber’s anti-positivist declaration that “facts
become facts because of the values attached to them, their meaning and significance are
determined by the context in which they are formed, appraised, and employed” (47). A Chris-
tian pragmatist—along with St. Augustine—could say as much.

The fact-value dichotomy is largely responsible for the survival of the science-as-oracle
conception in our cultural imagination. It is imagined that science tells the plain, unadulter-
ated truth about the world, providing hard facts for us to use as we may. But Tauber points
out that “what science says” is shaped by scientists’ ways of asking questions; its ultimate
source lies in the personal knowledge and communicative action of human beings. He wants
to reserve “saying” as a privilege proper only to persons, and with other pragmatists he
rejects the notion that science has an essence. It is therefore surprising that he falls into the
inconsistency of personifying science. At different points in the book, science is said to make
claims, to find itself, to have an agenda, to have health, to place value on certain kinds of
knowledge, to participate in politics, and to be a powerful ally. In so speaking, Tauber seems
to commit a double transgression against his own philosophical sensibilities. Not only does
he give in to the temptations of essentialism, but also he attempts to assign characteristics of
individual intentionality to a collective, social entity. This move can only be interpreted as a
way of crystallizing the notion that science, in its person if not in its essence, lays claim to the
lineage and interests of secular humanism. | would have hoped Tauber could recognize that
this notion, while popular, has as much basis in fact as does the science-as-oracle image.

Tauber’s confidence in the alliance between science and secularism is buoyed by his
slant on history and his low view of the compatibility of religion and science. For instance, he
states: “The rise of science helped pave the way for secularism’s triumph and the ascendancy
of liberal political societies ... [T]he values at the foundations of scientific inquiry are often at
odds with those of religionists” (68). | do not have the space here to discuss the flaws in this
outlook; the bibliography for such a discussion would rival Tauber’s in both length and
breadth. | will only recommend two philosopher-historians whose work could provide a
helpful course of remedial reading. Charles Taylor has provided probing accounts of secular-
ization, most notably in A Secular Age. And Peter Harrison’s books and articles give a nu-
anced view of the history of science and religion. Tauber actually makes passing reference to
both of these authors, but he seems to disregard their most important points.

Ultimately, the imagined science-and-secularism alliance forces Tauber to forsake his
own preference for distinguishing objectivity from neutrality. At one point in the book, he
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offers an insightful discussion of the role of teleology in biology and its subtle misappropria-
tion in the environmental movement. He asserts that “teleological descriptions are, by their
very nature, interpretative. In a strict biological context, they are used to define end-seeking
function. The category mistake occurs when one proposes that purpose has moral standing”
(159). Do we not see a similar category mistake in Tauber’s rhetoric of personification? Has
he not breathed a telos into science, and is that telos not discussed in terms of its moral stand-
ing? Is not his book intended to focus precisely on the moral purpose of science? Indeed, the
book’s own structure demonstrates how notions of objective purpose can be molded by the
non-neutral agenda in which they are to play a role. Tauber has to define science as part of a
secularist realm, so that it can be annexed into his humanist state of mind. In building this
implicit definition, he downplays the lesson that he learned from Thoreau, for whom the
“aesthetic and spiritual were not attached to objective seeing, but were rather constitutive to
it” (177).

This leads us back to the book’s first chapter and the question, “What is science?” Though
Tauber never answers this question directly, he embraces the terms set out by Martin
Heidegger’s suggestion, “Science is the theory of the real” (34). However, in the essay where
this phrase appears, Heidegger intends not to define science but to point out the strangely
inconspicuous, “real” state of affairs in which questioning becomes both possible and worth-
while. He describes science as a templating, or a carving-up and grasping, of the real, an
activity aimed at formulating questions and answers. He also describes an activity that he
calls “intellectual cultivation,” which involves scientific objectification but is guided by an
image of human beings as self-determining and self-improving. This seems a fitting charac-
terization of the project that Tauber adopts. In fact, Tauber’s book provides confirmatory
evidence of another Heideggerian claim: that intellectual cultivation can be carried out only
if the power of reason and its principles are believed beyond question. Ultimately, Heidegger
distinguishes both science and intellectual cultivation from the activity of reflection, which
abandons the pre-conceived images of science and human reason to acknowledge the need
for a different kind of response to the reality before us. Near the end of the essay he makes
this appeal:

Even if the sciences, precisely in following their ways and using their means, can never press forward to
the essence of science, still every researcher and teacher of the sciences, every man pursuing a way through
science, can move, as a thinking being, on various levels of reflection and keep reflection vigilant.*®

Tauber may sound as if he has taken this suggestion to heart, but | suspect that he has not
fully understood it. For Heidegger, reflection is the quest for meaning, and it involves hu-
man surrender to the real, not the conquest of coherence through a reunification of intellec-
tual faculties. Thus, for all its philosophical insight into the humanness of science and the
importance of moral reason, Tauber’s book still seems insufficiently reflective.

Martin Heidegger, “Science and Reflection,” in The Question Concerning Technology and Other Essays, trans.
William Lovitt (New York: Harper and Row, 1977), 179.
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Steve Corbett and Brian Fikkert. When Helping Hurts: How to Alleviate Poverty Without Hurt-
ing the Poor and Yourself. Chicago, IL: Moody Publishers, 2009. 230 pp. $14.99 (paper), ISBN
9780802457059.

Susan R. Holman. God Knows There’s Need: Christian Responses to Poverty. New York, NY:
Oxford University Press, 2009. 206 pp. $29.95 (hardcover), ISBN 9780195383621.

Reviewed by Theresa C. Davidson, Sociology, Samford University

These two works, When Helping Hurts and God Knows There’s Need, both address the
salient and timely concern of how Christians should address poverty. With these common-
alities in mind, important differences inform each argument and approach.

The foreword of When Helping Hurts: How to Alleviate Poverty without Hurting the Poor
and Yourself begins with the simple question, “have you ever done anything to help poor
people?” (11). More provocatively, however, John Perkins asks, “have you ever done any-
thing to hurt poor people?” (12). These pointed questions serve as a fitting introduction to a
book that challenges North American Christians to think more critically about their under-
standing of, and approach to, poverty alleviation.

Corbett and Fikkert’s text is organized into three main portions. First, the authors out-
line the foundations of their argument, beginning with an answer to the question of why
Jesus came to earth. Although many evangelical Christians might argue that saving souls
was the main purpose, it was also, and no less importantly, to commit good deeds. Thus, the
task of the North American church should be to place the poor at the center of its concerns.
With this goal in mind, the authors describe a biblical framework for understanding the
cause of poverty. Poverty results when individuals experience broken relationships: with
God, with self, with others, and with the rest of creation. While we are all “broken” to some
degree, for the poor, this results in material deprivation as well. In order for these founda-
tional relationships to be functional, one must adopt the proper worldview. This section
ends with a discussion of these distorted worldviews, their relationship to poverty, and a
treatment of the systemic causes of poverty.

The next section might be viewed as a “guidebook™ of sorts, for how to help without
hurting self and others. Throughout the text, the authors argue that if Christians are not
careful and conscientious in their efforts, they might harm the poor by fostering dependency.
In this light, those who aim to help must ascertain whether relief, rehabilitation, or develop-
ment will be the most appropriate response. By emphasizing empowerment and economic
development, the “poison of paternalism” might be avoided successfully. Corbett and Fikkert
advocate for asset mapping, or assessing the preexisting strengths within a community, as an
approach that avoids undermining local capacity and potential. This section concludes with
a typology of participation that suggests there is no one-size-fits-all approach.

The final section offers practical strategies for helping without hurting. They begin with
an evaluation of the usefulness of short-term missions (STMs) in light of the relief-rehabilita-
tion-development continuum discussed in the preceding segment. STMs might improve their
effectiveness by emphasizing the assets of the community they enter, and thus, a focus on
rehabilitation and development, rather than relief. This should ensure that communities de-
velop the tools to become self-sufficient when these teams inevitably leave. The authors sug-
gest careful planning of the field experience coupled with prudent recruitment and training
of team members. The final thoughts in this chapter provide pragmatic suggestions for help-
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ing the poor who have been disadvantaged by broken systems. The authors cite racial dis-
crimination, globalization, and disinvestment in public school systems as some of those sys-
temic sources of poverty. Thus, they suggest ministries that offer job-preparedness training,
financial education, and wealth accumulation.

This book is suited best for a specific audience, generally evangelicals who are engaged
directly in work with the poor. Each chapter begins and ends with questions designed for
individual reflection and group discussion. This format should serve as an effective training
manual for mission groups and similar organizations who are interested in poverty allevia-
tion within a particular Christian framework. In addition, the pragmatic suggestions such as
asset mapping and engaging community members in their own development should be valu-
able lessons for those committed to making a difference in a way that aspires to empower-
ment and egalitarianism. However, the framework of this work also produces two impor-
tant shortcomings.

First, despite the authors’ emphasis on avoiding paternalism and ethnocentrism, chal-
lenges in any context of power differentials, in fact these outlooks may get reinforced. Avoid-
ing paternalism should, as the authors argue, involve including the experiences and per-
spectives of the poor. However, it should also include challenges to one’s own dominant
position of power and privilege. Within the framework provided, this can go unquestioned.
If the emphasis is on correcting dysfunctional relationships and changing worldviews, the
assumption must be that the dominant group holds the key to proper relationship structures
and correct worldviews. The risk is a top-down approach to poverty alleviation. Ethnocen-
trism may be bolstered when important cultural, spiritual, and religious traditions are dis-
missed as superstition and fallacy. Sociologists since Emile Durkheim have pointed out the
comforting and unifying functions of belief systems. The recent events in Haiti have high-
lighted these important processes as earthquake victims have found strength, solidarity, and
crucial coping mechanisms in voodoo traditions. Serious poverty alleviation efforts might
consider capitalizing on these assets, rather than subverting them.

A second concern is reinforcing a blame-the-victim approach to poverty. While the au-
thors identify the myriad structural causes of poverty skillfully, including deindustrialization,
racial discrimination, and public disinvestment, their solutions are constrained by their frame-
work. If poverty is caused by broken foundational relationships and distorted worldviews,
then by and large, solutions will target the deficient individual. Indeed, most of the solutions
offered involve human capital development. Although this is a crucial step toward poverty
reduction, it should only be one part of a holistic approach. For example, the authors suggest
financial education ministries be developed to help the poor manage money, better under-
stand the impact of interest rates on loans, and avoid exploitative lending institutions. This
can make a tremendous difference in the lives of the poor. However, religious bodies might
also encourage their members to pressure their senators and congress persons to work to-
ward legislation that could end predatory lending practices altogether, thus having a broader
impact on poverty.

In sum, despite some shortcomings, this guidebook will have important practical appli-
cations for the audience for which it was intended. Evangelical Christians will be challenged
to think about the impact their poverty alleviation efforts have on themselves and those they
desire to help. The practical suggestions, outlined carefully, should facilitate implementation
by ministries and other groups similarly motivated to help the poor.

God Knows There’s Need: Christian Responses to Poverty presents a historical account of
early Christian responses to poverty driven thoughtfully by author Susan Holman’s own
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personal reflections and experiences. While Corbett and Fikkert’s work demands that North
American Christians reflect and respond to poverty within an express set of guidelines,
Holman challenges anyone, Christian or otherwise, to simply respond. Through a careful
and thorough review of lessons from early Christian texts, including such works as the
Cappadocian writers, John Chrysostom, and Jacob of Sarug, Holman demonstrates an array
of options for addressing need in modern society.

Holman begins by calling attention to the abundance of early works, often marginalized,
that might speak to current poverty alleviation efforts. She invites the reader to engage in
“empathic remembering” toward this end. This provocative phrase combines standing along-
side the needy “other” while considering anew the voices in need from the past. This exer-
cise should assist anyone who has an interest in poverty and social justice to find a space
from which to begin working toward those goals. Holman is not naive in her approach,
acknowledging that there are salient differences between the realities of today and those of
the past. Nonetheless, she argues persuasively that early patristic writers have much to offer
our approach to social welfare today.

With the goal of applying early Christian narratives in a way that is cross-disciplinary
and ecumenical, Holman outlines three useful paradigms, illustrated throughout the text:
sensing need, sharing the world, and embodying sacred kingdom. Sensing need is the recog-
nition of others outside of ourselves through emotional experience, empathy, or simply a
new awareness of how we might use time and resources to help them. In their descriptions
and accounts of poverty, the Cappadocian sermons were filled with appeals to the listener’s
emotions. Indeed, quite often these were graphic descriptions of physical and emotional
suffering of the poor, designed to move the audience toward a sensory connection with those
in need. This is the first step toward an empathic approach to poverty alleviation.

Once we have sensed need, we must then share the world. For Holman, this involves
action toward social justice. Again, one can be guided by early Christian texts that demand
we recognize the poor as “human beings like ourselves.” Sharing the world emphasizes
lateral action and interdependence between the poor and non-poor. Holman points out that
the language and ethos of civil rights that seem second nature for us today are present in the
words of early Christian writers. They demand meeting the needs of the poor as equals,
being generous in giving, demonstrating hospitality in sharing, enacting legal fairness, and
working for the common good.

The final theme, embodying sacred kingdom, reveals that early writers viewed both the
poor and the rich as embodying the image of a “God-given cosmos.” The poor are the image
of God through their basic needs and suffering; the rich can epitomize God by showing
mercy, offering help and healing, and working toward justice. The notion of embodying the
sacred kingdom is elucidated further in the final chapter as Holman explores the concept of
the liturgy. Despite conflicting meanings of this term, for early Christian writers, this could
mean either worship or service. Thus, aiding the poor is seen as an act of liturgy. In one
particularly powerful passage, Holman argues that the act of service engages the individual
vertically with the divine, and, like outstretched arms, engages horizontally across commu-
nity, welcoming others and redefining the boundaries of the self to include all those in need.
Liturgy, enacted through service with and for the poor, is fundamentally social.

Throughout God Knows There’s Need, the themes of “human rights” and “choice” are
prominent. In an insightful analysis on the intersection of gender and poverty, Holman high-
lights how oftentimes poverty coincides with a negation of human rights. Ancient docu-
ments illustrate how women and children were often bought and sold as property, ensuring
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no control or autonomy over their own lives and bodies. Those most vulnerable to poverty
in today’s world are also women and children, often suffering abuse and sexual violence
alongside economic hardship. Inhabiting these disadvantaged social locations, the poor are
forced to use “different currencies to barter for rights.” In this light, those working in the
service of the poor would benefit from earnest consideration of the intersection of gender
and class. An empathic understanding of these intersecting inequalities can guide us toward
goals that bring us nearer social justice through poverty alleviation.

Choice is also an important premise throughout the readings. Chapter six, “Maria’s
Choice,” recounts the experiences of three women, as told by John of Ephesus, to illustrate
the myriad options we have in alleviating poverty. Oftentimes, current approaches feel the
need to make distinctions between the deserving and undeserving poor, thereby building
safeguards against so-called wasted efforts, misused funds, and the inconvenience of end-
less need. The stories of Maria, Euphemia, and Mary assert that while Christians have a
responsibility in giving, the responsibility for honest use lies with the recipient. “Risky” giv-
ing can be a model for those who feel the need to share, but feel constrained by current
concerns about who “deserves” assistance. These stories also suggest that giving aid does
not require religious conversion. In fact, Holman argues that it is the needy poor who stand
a much better chance of understanding religious truth than the rich. Thus, Christianity can
be the framework that informs actions on behalf of the poor, but it need not be the outcome.

Overall, God Knows There’s Need should appeal to anyone who has an interest in serving
the poor and working toward social justice. Though the lessons are informed by early Chris-
tian texts, this framework does not limit the methods by which one might address poverty.
Indeed, Holman argues that an empathic sensing of the poor means one must be aware of
one’s own place in the global community, able to recognize paradigms from different faiths
or no faith at all. The emphasis on human rights can help individuals and organizations
inhabit a space of equality with the poor, engage in charity and good works, all the while
moving closer to social justice. The emphasis on choice and freedom should assist individu-
als and organizations to design unique and varied approaches as they create welcoming
spaces for all those who wish to join in the efforts to end poverty.

C. John Sommerville. Religious Ideas for Secular Universities. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans,
2009. 200 pp. $18.00 (paper), ISBN 9780802864420.

Reviewed by Ken Badley, Education, George Fox University

With Religious Ideas for Secular Universities, John Sommerville continues a line of en-
quiry he began in his 2006 book, The Decline of the Secular University. There, he argued that
the American university has found itself on society’s sidelines by excluding religion from
academic discourse. In doing so, it refused, or at least failed, to address a dimension which,
as it turns out, most people outside the academy consider fundamentally important. Despite
having lost its focus, its coherence, and its confidence (4), the university can regain its public
voice if it finds the grounds and the courage to address again the whole human, including
the religious dimension. Sommerville intends both The Decline of the Secular University and
Religious Ideas for Secular Universities to help provide the conceptual framework within which
the university might recover that voice. In the present title, Sommerville hopes to address as
well the criticism that his earlier volume lacked specific, practical suggestions.
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Central to the framework he offers here is an understanding of religion that differs
significantly from that currently holding sway in the academy. Most readers of this journal
would agree with Sommerville that everyone operates out of some ultimate concern and
gives their final allegiance to someone or something, whether to justice, or rationality, or
money;, or to the Christian God or some other god or gods. Furthermore, many readers of this
journal would agree that at the end of the day, such allegiances are religious in nature, a
point for which Sommerville gives credit to Paul Tillich but which he could as easily have
borrowed from dozens of others, especially from thinkers in the Kuyperian tradition. By
adopting this wider definition of religion, Sommerville sets himself apart from the academy,
which has preferred to restrict the definition of religion to those world religions included
typically in, say, an introductory text on comparative religion.

This broad definition of religion - that everyone (including everyone in the academy)
operates on the basis of fundamentally religious commitments — lies at the foundation of and
becomes a great strength of Sommerville’s argument. | suggest this line of argument is a
strength for several reasons. First, it provides coherence to the variety of topics Sommerville
treats in this book, ranging from the history of childhood to the place of the arts in society
and the role of the daily press, to the culture wars. Once we classify fundamental commit-
ments as religions, we can test them, especially their capacity to answer key questions about
the nature of the good and the nature of human difference, questions that religions have
always attempted to answer. Second, readers unfamiliar with such wider definitions of reli-
gion may gain new insight into their own intuitions that the rules of the game have, until
now, privileged some visions of the good life unfairly while excluding others from the con-
versation. Third, Sommerville’s adoption of the wider definition allows him to offer genu-
inely helpful suggestions for those in the academy who would seek for it the place of respect
it once held in society. Granted, those suggestions, or at least the path to their implementa-
tion, may strike the secular academy as overpriced initially; he offers preposterous and fright-
ening as two possible adjectives the academy might use to describe his proposal (32). But if
Sommerville is correct that the academy must be able to address the foundational questions
of goodness and the human, then it should consider following his suggested path, price
notwithstanding. In his words, the university needs “religion’s seriousness about values”
(31), for no one can discuss the ultimate questions without reference to religious categories
(109).

Ultimately this wider definition of religion may leave Sommerville vulnerable to attack
by the very academy to which he directs his argument. Aggressive secularists, whether in the
academy, Hollywood, government, or the news media, recognize what is at stake when some-
one suggests abandoning the restricted definition of religion in favor of the wider definition
proffered by Sommerville. Organizing a society around a wider definition of religion will
create a genuine pluralism in which all visions of the good life are recognized as fundamen-
tally religious and no vision has privileged access to society’s microphone. In such a setting,
the acknowledged religions — usually those recognized only in the restricted definition —
gain a new voice. The corollary of course is the loss of privilege for the hitherto unacknowl-
edged secular religions. The vulnerability of Sommerville’s argument lies right here: aggres-
sive secularists in the academy will recognize immediately what they have to gain and lose
with the adoption of such a definition. One would expect that the intended audience of
Sommerville’s book — administrators and faculty leading secular universities — will recog-
nize what they have to lose and consequently will, more than other readers, resist his argu-
ment. Meanwhile, those least in need of persuading will be the most likely both to read and
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to agree with Sommerville.

Sadly, academic followers of secular religions who reject Sommerville’s broadening of
the definition of religion through a (mis)calculation of their losses may miss much of what
they have to gain. In Religious Ideas for Secular Universities, Sommerville points out several
ways the academy can reclaim ground it ceded voluntarily in the twentieth century. If the
academy reoccupied this ground, it might have society’s ear once again on important ques-
tions about what it means to be human and on how to get along with each other. Sommerville
is nothing if not charitable toward the academy, and he takes no delight in the irony that it
had no sooner completed its century of secularization than society awoke to a hew century
of “resacralization” (to borrow Peter Berger’s term). The new century has meant that the
costs of secularization in the university are clearer now than ever before, especially the loss
of a sufficient foundation to define and protect the human good and, for that matter, to
define the human itself. As never before, the academy needs to reconsider its earlier pledge
of allegiance to rationalism and naturalism and then recover its ability to ask the questions of
meaning and purpose that people continue to insist on asking. If the academy can recover
this ability, society may again stop to ask it for directions.

Some readers may experience, as did I, frustration with Sommerville’s informal writing
style and his lack of documentation. At some points his book feels more like a romp, or at
least more like an extended Harpers or Atlantic Monthly essay than it does like a carefully
argued book. The lack of documentation makes some of his claims appear to be merely
claims rather than carefully reasoned or documented conclusions. However, even those readers
who long for more documentation from Sommerville likely will smile at his clever and, at
points, cheeky writing. For example, after noting the typically moral tone of the editorial
page in a newspaper, he writes that its effort to point its readers in humane directions “may
be as ineffectual as the philosophy page, otherwise known as the comics™ (175). Earlier, he
slips in deftly that sometimes “bad things happen to good countries” (25). Witty wording
like this goes at least some way to answering the question Gertrude Himmelfarb raised in On
Looking into the Abyss back in 1994: “Where Have All the Footnotes Gone?”

At a couple points, clever wording does not go far enough, however. The rationale for
Sommerville’s inclusion of a brief history of the formation of the biblical canon remained
elusive in my reading of Religious Ideas for Secular Universities. In two other chapters, he
reploughs ground from earlier volumes, notably in his chapters on the daily-ness of the press
and on the history of childhood. Those chapters do fit in his argument finally, but readers
may get a feeling that his own familiarity with those particular bits of geography has led him
to assume that a quick review will suffice for us as it does for him and that we will accept
assertions instead of argument. Sommerville’s breadth of reading and thought, evident ev-
erywhere in his book, allow him to paint with broad strokes. But the strength of broad strokes
may also be its weakness.

Still, rewards await the reader who shows patience with Sommerville. As it turns out,
he has given us an essay not just about the academy but about the whole of — and perhaps
the hole in — contemporary society. His title might lead one to expect a small number of
concise and orderly religious observations of possible benefit to secular universities. If at
times Sommerville’s book feels like it is going to deliver less than the title’s promise, readers
may be delighted to find that, in the end, Sommerville delivers more.
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Mark Knight. An Introduction to Religion and Literature. New York, Continuum International
Publishing Group, 2009. 166 pp. $29.95 (paper), ISBN 9780826497017

Reviewed by Robert B. Ives, College Pastor and Religion Faculty, Messiah College

Literature tries to depict something — people, a culture, a historical situation, or images
that stir the imagination — but depicting and explaining can work together. Mark Knight’s
strength is to hear the sounds in literature and offer a critique of those who do not hear them
in a Christian manner.

The introduction provides an outline of how he intends to progress, by shaping the
meaning of literary texts through comparing them with other texts, a method called
intertextuality. There are two questions about this approach. First, can we ignore the original
intent of the author? Second, if the comparison is between “religion” and literature, can there
be a horizon line that allows us to see clearly enough the issues in the literature? After all,
literature has a changing program and so does religion. It is Christianity which has a solid
perspective. While Knight answers these questions, his assessments of the various themes
and the books that he uses to pose questions about the themes seem to rely heavily on
intertextuality while not accounting sufficiently for the Christian horizon line.

Still, Knight’s organization of material is direct and spelled out clearly. He explores six
theological ideas by using a variety of authors who lived between 1818 and 2001. He sets
two, or sometimes more, authors within the explanation of each of the theological ideas: 1.
Creation (John Milton’s Paradise Lost and Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein); 2. Relationships, in-
cluding how the Trinity helps us to understand personhood (Emily Dickinson, John Donne,
and Christina Rossetti); 3. Law and justice (Charles Dickens and Franz Kafka); 4. Interpretive
communities (Jeanette Winterson and Margaret Atwood); 5. Sin and atonement (Salman
Rushdie, Philip Roth, and Samuel Taylor Coleridge); 6. Eschatology or redemption (Samuel
Beckett and George Orwell).

To answer why he has chosen these authors, he writes that the choices reflect “my own
orientation and interests” (6). This response raises another question about his comparisons
between literature and “religion.” Surely the Christian story is different from the world’s
reality, and in particular, the Christian story is different than the stories of other religions.
While it is true that some themes may be similar, the Christian perspective on creation, re-
demption, community, and eschatology opens a window that lets us see something different
than what other religions see from their windows. Whose story of the world is the true one?
And when Knight comments that stories are an opportunity for accommodating other per-
spectives, the question might well be, “Why is that important? Is everyone’s view a valid
perspective on reality?”

In some specific discussions, Knight appears to answer these questions. For example, in
chapter 5 he comments that authors have an aversion to sin, calling it “evil” instead of “sin,”
even though the word “sin” names the predicament in which people find themselves and
the responsibility for the things people must do. Knight himself (92) believes that the Chris-
tian language of sin provides an honest assessment of the state of our culture. But why then
are the Scriptures not one of the parallel works to set into the discussion of any book, for at
least the Scriptures provide a horizon line for how Christians for more than 2,000 years have
seen reality. Perhaps C. S. Lewis could be a part of the discussion here when he comments,
“An author should never conceive himself as bringing into existence beauty or wisdom which
did not exist before, but simply and solely as trying to embody in terms of his own art some
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reflection of eternal Beauty and Wisdom.”*6

Sometimes the arguments Knight uses can be reversed to go in another direction en-
tirely. For example, when discussing The Satanic Verses, he brings The Fundamentals: A Testi-
mony into the discussion. He states rightly that these pamphlets were a reaction by tradition-
ally religious people to a cultural change brought by modernity. Of course, modernity was a
reaction to a widespread Christian worldview, and we need to ask whether modernity cre-
ated a better world. The question of how one secures an arena of discourse between
worldviews reveals the problem Knight recognizes, that tolerance does not provide a suit-
able framework for a discussion, for the battle will be about whose story of the world is the
true one. Knight suggests that stories are an opportunity for accommodating other perspec-
tives. But if his perspective is derived from intertextuality, where stories can host what is
outside our common experience, surely the question is, “To what end are these other stories
helpful?” Is it to gain a wider range of knowledge and experience or to critique a narrow
vision others are believed to hold? Perhaps the weakness lies in the writers themselves who,
unsatisfied with their own perception of the world, seek something else that is fictive, but a
fiction they themselves create. If that is the case, God might be a better Creator than they are.
Or, to look at another example, in Knight’s discussion of atonement, should we not ask
whether true atonement has to be related to Jesus, and not just be some solution to a problem
raised in a novel? Knight concludes this argument (chapter 5) by citing Colin Gunton that
eschatological concepts are not understood fully within history. As with other attempts to
bring theology to bear on culture, faith should play a part, for understanding is not the only
criterion of meaning.

So, in assessing the poems and novels Knight brings into the discussion, we should ask:
do we look at the past through the views of the present, or do we look at our own times
through the lens of the past, which thus will allow the past to influence the present? Do we
read literature for enjoyment or for its critical approach to our world? And, how do we
measure the literary quality of a work? Quality cannot be measured by the correspondence
of a work with the current cultural flags. And Knight recognizes that by living within the
wide timeframe of the works he uses.

One of the strengths of Knight’s work is that it allows these kinds of questions. In fact,
the novels and poems he has chosen to be the battleground of the discussion pose all sorts of
questions.

lan S. Markham. Against Atheism: Why Dawkins, Hitchens, and Harris Are Fundamentally Wrong.
Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009. x + 158 pp. $73.57 (cloth), ISBN 9781405189644.

Reviewed by Richard D. Blake, Graduate Studies Librarian, Waynesburg University

In response to the fundamentalist atheism of Richard Dawkins, Sam Harris, and Chris-
topher Hitchens in their recent popular books, lan Markham seeks to “locate [and] under-
stand this skepticism (perhaps even make [their] case with a bit more rigor) and then provide
an account of faith that is compelling, readable, and informed” (6). His subtle, concise Chris-
tian apologetic is exactly that. Written for knowledgeable lay readers predisposed to the gift

8C. S. Lewis, “Christianity and Literature,” in Christian Reflections, Walter Hooper, ed. (Grand Rapids, MI:
Eerdmans, 1967), 7.
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of faith, Markham tackles atheist arguments summarily on two fronts. Dawkins and others
are not only wrong-headed in their appreciation of the very science their atheism venerates,
frankly they are lazy in their theological study (or lack thereof) that they purport to under-
mine. Friedrich Nietzsche is Markham’s preferred “last real atheist” from whom this con-
temporary unbelieving triad well could learn to argue “with a bit more rigor” (6). Markham
does it helpfully for them and for us, positing, however, a Christian’s faith in God.

Science itself, modern physics in particular, “seems to vindicate the instinct of theism”
(78), Markham counters. Not to be confused with intelligent design and not quite natural
theology, the heart of his logic in the chapter “Physics, the grown up science” co-opts the
Anthropic Principle to explain the exceptional order of the universe allowing life to happen
as if “we were always intended: it looks like we were expected” (69). This theme resounds
throughout the book as the fundamental counter to scientific atheism. The fundamentalism
of the title, then, refers neither to Markham’s avowed Anglican Catholicism nor to the 1910-
15 Fundamentals of conservative Christians, but to Dawkins, Harris and Hitchens satirically.
A passing familiarity with these three helps, but Markham gives a credible summation of
their theses and methods and their logical and theological shortcomings. Wittily, he invites
them to foster their own “religious sensitivity” (63) in order to apprehend the transcendent
in the immanent based precisely on the probability for and reasonableness of faith. That
insight is perhaps Markham’s best counter-argument. Indeed, the very depth of Dawkins’
moral convictions (“do good and avoid evil”) is, ironically, “the first step in the recognition
of the divine” (59).

Having eviscerated their lazy atheism, Markham proceeds to Christian apologetics,
addressing these three unbelievers sincerely, but more pointedly for the faithful disturbed by
atheism’s popular dismals of God. And not without reason, Markham admits, has modern
humanity questioned the probability of God’s existence. Suffering and war — particularly
religiously motivated, and, for Harris, Islamic terrorism — belie the benevolent God-myth
for doubters living under the “illusion of modernity” (135) — the myth of scientific certainty.
Two forcefully succinct chapters, “A revealing God” and “Christianity,” rectify classical and
contemporary non-theistic complaints systematically from a biblically-informed divine per-
spective. Markham reminds us, first, that many ancient and indigenous religious traditions
are not as unenlightened as often portrayed, and the sophisticated scientific Western
worldview suffers by comparison regarding the spirituality and interconnectedness of the
natural world. Quoting John Mbiti, “*Nature . . . is not an empty impersonal object or phe-
nomenon [as Western science assumes]: it is filled with religious significance’ (82). “Primi-
tive” traditions with transcendent monotheistic groundings may well prove scientifically
sophisticated for their age. This spirit-world rootedness, Markham claims, is “the result of
God putting pressure on the human consciousness to cultivate a religious sensitivity and to
[discern] how best to interpret that realm” (83). Spiritual “rootedness” or nurturing recurs as
Markham’s best answer to atheism.

The Hebrew Scriptures themselves begin that interpretation as Markham details in a
primer on how to re-read the creation story within the scientific model of its author’s day
and ours. “There is nothing primitive about Genesis: it can speak “truth’ to our age as it has
always done” (84). A God creating ex nihilo by the poetic expression of words, or the Word,
which Markham “unequivocally” believes, “is completely compatible with the [creation]
narrative emerging from modern science” (85). As to the Eden myth (and as an example of
theology, like science, not remaining hermeneutically static), he lauds the feminist reading of
Anne Primavesi that “sees the [Genesis 2 and 3] narrative as a ‘growing up’ [from moral
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immaturity] rather than a ‘Fall’” (87). Tillich’s point about the ontological necessity of sin
underscores further how striving for moral awareness cannot push against a vacuum that
denies our creator. “It can lead to hubris . . . and to an unregulated sense of desire. It can lead
to murder, mayhem, and wickedness” (89). To be sure, Dawkins objected that “ethnic cleans-
ing begun at the time of Moses is brought to bloody fruition in the book of Joshua™ (89). To
this commonly raised quandary Markham responds by re-telling Deuteronomy’s complex,
multi-leveled history that he insists “corrects itself” as the Hebrew scriptures are wont to do,
where the “nature of God is not found in one particular verse or text [but] is found pulsating
through the text [an overused Markham expression!] in its entirety” (91). Specifically, the
concession not to intermarry follows immediately after the dictum to “utterly destroy” the
surrounding nations that never were eliminated as other texts, such as Ruth, indicate clearly.
Markham, obviously no Fundamentalist himself, accuses Dawkins again of adopting a lazy
literalist misappropriation of the Bible. (The issue of intermarriage with a Moabite, however,
is not addressed.) The confessional upshot for Markham is that (somewhat too simply) “God
cares for all people” (90).

“Christianity” is the central chapter. “[W]e continue to affirm the call of Jesus for trans-
formed living by a different set of values” (95). Again, science and moral response are wed.
“Although we do need to disentangle the first-century cosmology,” modern astrophysics
also predicts an end of this age “before our sun enters the “red giant phase’ in 5 billion years’
time” (95), a scientific fact, according to Markham, unknown (!) to Jesus. Nonetheless, the
sense of awe of his eschatologically-primed followers and their first-century communities
who affirmed Jesus as Lord are whom we are to trust that this Jesus “is resurrected and still
available to us through the Church in the Sacrament™” (97). While confessionally satisfying,
perhaps, to sophisticated believers today, to bridge the life of Jesus with the pre-existent
Word of the Creator and God’s ongoing activity (Spirit) in a functional Trinity, the careful
reader may question how this highly nuanced (and High Church) re-presentation of doc-
trine will ever convince Markham’s triad of fundamental atheists and their readers. And just
how does our sun’s “red giant” finale allow for resurrection and the kingdom that Jesus
preached expectantly? For those on the cutting edge of contemporary faithfulness, Markham’s
re-telling may arm believers better against Christian Fundamentalism’s intransigence, espe-
cially his situational engagement approach to ethics which is always wide-open to change
including “seeking truth” (101). Markham argues biblically for same-gender marriage and
evolution. He sums up his ironic pluralism as: “to be orthodox one should be open” (101). A
bright fellow like Dawkins (and Hitchens and Harris), Markham teases, might “try to under-
stand the internal logic and grammar of the Christian faith” (101). Its essence is a “need to
trust a revelation of the transcendent” (103) which modern science does not rule out as ut-
terly improbable but, for Markham, “builds on the insights of biologists and physicists” (104).
Dawkins and others need to undermine “the total edifice of a revealing God . .. who explains
the mysteries of the mathematics of the universe [and who] is putting pressure on humanity
[to respond with awe and appreciation and a moral awareness]” (104). Fundamentally, they
do not.

Markham’s denouement introduces an unexpected but sensitive chapter on Islam. God
is “in deep conversation” with Muslims, Al Qaeda notwithstanding. Markham then treats
Sam Harris’ “Islamophobia” skewering an argument for atheism that misplays the terrorism
card. Markham then treats “Suffering, providence, and horrid religious people,” “Religion
and the Future” and “Faith and Uncertainty: Believing the Truth” forthrightly to answer
further issues raised by modern despisers and doubters of God. Answers to theodicy require
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understanding causality versus freedom. Markham ties smartly to quantum dynamics via
Thomas Aquinas’s “antecedent” and “consequent willing” for God ordering a universe that
allows for choices (119). Contra Isaac Newton and Pierre-Simon Laplace, quantum theory
sees the cosmos “as an open and emergent system” where human free will and divine agency
are not mutually exclusive and “no longer manifestly unscientific” (119). Thereto, the God
revealed in the life and death of Jesus is likewise a suffering God who thereby “pressures us”
ethically to ease all other human suffering (which Dawkins does not quite get, as Markham
reminds us constantly).

Markham’s apologetic infuses contemporary science with classical philosophy, up-to-
date theological scholarship, and a pastoral sensitivity to mental, emotional and physical
anguish that any life of faith necessarily confronts. Of the many current contra-atheism books
suddenly on the market, Markham’s is helpful for its seriousness yet conciseness and acces-
sibility. For such a small book, these 158 pages crisscross the multi-disciplined terrain broadly,
yet with clear signposts and summaries for alert readers to follow and discern their own
spiritual rootedness. As this review hints, there are logical leaps and reasonings of faith that
require fuller clarification. But Markham is consistent in his approach, though perhaps “The
Perspective from God” “Interlude” intrudes too soon in his apologetic. For its clarity, preci-
sion and wit, the book is certainly accessible for educated laity, like his “imaginary” foils
Fred (energetic atheist) and Natalie (Catholic physicist), willing to tackle the big questions
and little gaffes that his atheist trinity raises.

Michael Jinkins. Called to be Human: Letters to my Children on Living a Christian Life. Grand
Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2009. ix + 150 pp. $15.00 (paper),
ISBN 9780802863003.

Reviewed by Brad A. Lau, Student Life, George Fox University

Written straight from the heart of a parent and with the wisdom of a pastor, Called to be
Human addresses big questions on the minds of young adults. Jinkins works hard to do this
in a way that does not resort to easy answers or tired clichés. Undoubtedly, at the heart of
every Christian parent is a deep and profound sense of responsibility to think meaningfully
about how to pass along a strong personal faith to the next generation. This is not an easy
task, a reality that Jinkins acknowledges repeatedly throughout a series of “letters” written
lovingly and affectionately to his own son and daughter (Jeremy and Jessica). He offers counsel
and advice to engage his grown children in dialogue about things that really matter and a
faith that is often mysterious but always filled with hope.

As Jinkins considers several big questions that young adults (and others) often wrestle
with, there are several prevailing themes throughout his book. First, he argues strongly against
a dead religion that is based merely on a set of creeds or beliefs. In fact, he notes that “faith is
a matter of trust and reverence more than it is a matter of beliefs and belief systems . . . the
older | get, the more I see that life is mystery and the less certainty | possess™ (3). Jinkins
cautions his children against placing God and their Christian faith in a box that is manipu-
lated and controlled easily. His harshest words are reserved for Christians whose under-
standing of God is centered only in religious dogma. He illustrates this point by writing:
“Give me an aggressively disbelieving atheist any day over either a lukewarm believer or a
convinced and unquestioning religionist!” (70). Rather, he reminds his children continually
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of the primacy of hope as the catalyst that brings faith to life — a faith that embraces and
presses into mystery.

A second assertion of Jinkins is that “the purpose of Christian faith is for us to become
human” (9). This, he argues, is set forth clearly in the Incarnation itself as well as the themes
of life, death, and resurrection throughout Scripture in general and in the person of Christ in
particular. Thus, it is dangerous to merely equate life in Christ with “personal salvation” or
escaping eternal damnation when our call is much bolder — to “follow Christ” with all the
messiness (and mystery) that doing so entails. Being fully human is about the pursuit of God
and relationships rather than merely finding simple answers to the often complex, weighty
questions of life. As such, doubt is not the issue of concern for the Christ-follower, but apathy
is or, as Jinkins writes to his daughter, “longing for the longing for God is not far from long-
ing for God” (14).

Third, Jinkins makes a very personal point when he speaks of faith as “letting go” and
applies this notion to the challenge and privilege of parenting. He writes, “I hardly knew the
character of faith, the scale of hope, and the risk of love until | became a parent” (4). When
we consider those things that deepen and enrich faith, often they are connected to adversity
and suffering in ways that are difficult to understand or explain, but true nonetheless. In
making this point, Jinkins speaks tenderly of his wife’s cancer and daughter’s open-heart
surgery as a young child. Extending mercy and love to others in the midst of our own pain
and questions remains a high and distinct calling for the committed Christ-follower.

A fourth major theme is a Christian understanding of one’s “calling” in life. Clearly,
Jinkins’ son (Jeremy) is wrestling with significant questions about job and career that are
redirected lovingly to a conversation about vocation. Our ultimate purpose, Jinkins asserts,
is to follow Christ and “every other calling in life is just an extension of that basic calling”
(24-25). This means that the Christian lawyer or physician is pursuing his or her calling and
God-given passions every bit as much as the pastor or priest. Jinkins writes: “‘What we do
for a living’ is never completely irrelevant to God’s calling us to follow Jesus Christ — not if
what we do for a living has any real connection to our lives” (59). Of course, this is fleshed
out in relationships and friendships as well as jobs and careers.

While there were other important themes addressed by Jinkins, those listed are some of
the prevailing ones throughout the book. There are, however, several points of critique that
are worthy of consideration. Jinkins cautions rightly against the dangers of materialism and
an overly individualistic society and church, a reality noted by many inside and outside the
community of faith. Committed Christ-followers should always be aware of such dangers
and stand against them as individuals and as a corporate community of faith. However, at
times Jinkins becomes particularly scathing in his critique of a religion that has “grown self-
centered, self-satisfied, self-righteous, complacent, pitiless, and proud” (30). Further, he ref-
erences “the urgency of the message for a church too wrapped up in its own self-interests,
self-promotion, and self-righteousness to attend to others” (47). While there is certainly some
truth in these statements, it is not particularly helpful to resort to such broad generalizations
in characterizing the Christian community. There are many churches (perhaps most) doing
very good things in their immediate communities and throughout the world. Indeed, with-
out the support and sacrifice of such Christian communities (and faith-based organizations),
a caring response to local and global challenges would be muted significantly.

In dialogue with his children, Jinkins talks eloquently and passionately about the mys-
tery of faith and the danger of too much certainty about a God who is infinitely greater than
we can ever imagine. He does so in a way that is quite compelling, but at times fails to
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recognize the things that God has revealed about Himself through general and special rev-
elation. There are some things we can and do “know” about God because He has chosen to
reveal those things. Throughout his book, Jinkins rejects an apologetics approach, preferring
C. S. Lewis “after his superficial arguments for God’s existence were jettisoned” (73). How-
ever, he does contradict himself slightly when taking Christopher Hitchens (author of God is
Not Great: How Religion Poisons Everything), Richard Dawkins (author of The God Delusion),
and other critics of a theistic worldview to task for lacking “intellectual engagement” (71).
While knowledge and wisdom are worthwhile ends, Jinkins balances this truth with the
reality that there is much in God’s economy that operates on other dimensions as well (prac-
tically as knowledge is lived out as well as through the miraculous — sometimes “irrational”
—works of God).

One of Jinkins most poignant and moving topics is when he writes to his daughter
about God’s holiness. He laments the fact that often Christians in North America fail to have
an adequately reverential awe for God. He illustrates this point by writing:

We take God’s name in vain whenever we empty God’s name of holiness (of sacredness, otherness, and
transcendence) so as to manipulate God for our own ends - for instance, when we try to use God’s author-
ity as the definitive conversational trump card or as the means to an end (whether the end is social, cul-
tural, political, economic, or religious). (88)

This is a significant point to make to young adult believers as well as older believers in light
of the temptation to use God to excuse one’s own behavior or argue for a particular course of
action. As a person working with college students, it is not at all uncommon to hear students
use God as an excuse for everything from not studying to the explanation offered when
breaking up with a girlfriend or boyfriend (to make the bad news more “palatable” for the
one rejected). This is a point that Jinkins could have developed further because of its rel-
evance to seeking God’s will on the one hand and personal responsibility on the other.

Jinkins’ letters were particularly personal when he discussed friendship and marriage.
It was surprising that he did not address issues of sexuality in a significant way when cer-
tainly this is a dominant theme in our culture (particularly for young adults). Nonetheless,
he had many excellent observations about marriage. He noted the vast gulf between Chris-
tianity and a culture that often paints love as dependence, making “the ideal of romantic
love ... an intestinal parasite that can’t survive without its host” (74). Such love is completely
conditional and incapable of sustaining a relationship over time. Jinkins also points to the
importance of forgiveness in marriage and learning to disagree with civility and humility.
Again, there would have been many points at which a discussion of men and women as
sexual beings would have tied in well with the overall framework of his book and been
particularly relevant to young adults grappling with such issues in the context of their rela-
tionships. Singleness could have been another important dimension of this discussion as
well.

In these “letters to his children,” Jinkins offers many thoughtful insights in a way that is
filled with humility and grace acknowledging clearly the God whose fathomless love and
mystery fills us with hope and purpose. This very love drives Christ-followers to respond to
the needs of others out of a spirit of gratitude and generosity with a sense of stewardship for
all that we have been given in Him. This book is not one that answers all of the big questions
of life that are raised throughout its pages, nor was this Jinkins’ purpose or hope. On the
contrary, he engages Jeremy and Jessica (and those of us eavesdropping) in a conversation
filled with grace and humility that is deeper and more profound than merely providing
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simple answers to the vexing questions of life. As he closes, Jinkins does so with the tender-
ness, hopes, and affections of a father who wants the best for his children:

You, Jeremy and Jessica, are my friends and my children, and though | do not know all that you shall
become, I know the name by which you shall be called, because you are created in the image of that name
and you shall be drawn inexorably into the full reality of that name when he appears (135).

C. Neal Johnson. Business as Mission: A Comprehensive Guide to Theory and Practice. Downers
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2010. 464 pp. $35.00 (paper), ISBN 9780830838653.

Reviewed by Scott Adams, Finance, Taylor University and Jeff Sherlock, Interna-
tional Business, Taylor University

Christian colleges and universities are filled with a diverse body of students and faculty
who are dedicated to the great commission (Matt. 28:19-20) and to the greatest command-
ments (Matt. 22:37-40). Many in this diverse group eventually will find themselves operating
in the global marketplace, perhaps the last great frontier of missions. Functioning effectively
in this arena will require a holistic view of mission, with a focus not only on evangelism, but
also on economic development.

Historically, the task of fulfilling the great commission has been dependent on profes-
sional missionaries who have gone into foreign lands supported by their denominations
and/or donors. Missionaries arrive on the field with, from the locals’ perspective, invisible
funding from elsewhere, and an explicit purpose of doing religious work. Often, humanitar-
ian endeavors are part of this approach. With increasing numbers of countries restricting or
forbidding traditional missionary activity, vast areas of the world, particularly within the 10-
40 window, have become nearly impossible for missionaries to access.

This is where the Business as Mission (BAM) movement fits. BAM is an approach that
sees business as a vehicle for ministry, a sort of “all-terrain vehicle” for advancing the King-
dom to the ends of the earth. Proponents of BAM argue that business provides jobs, technol-
ogy, and economic growth which are welcome in environments where an overt message of
the gospel is forbidden. Furthermore, BAM proponents encourage the profit focus of busi-
ness.

Over the past 15 years, a number of currents have developed at the intersection of busi-
ness and spirituality, notably marketplace ministry, tentmaking, Christian microenterprise
development, and BAM. Books focusing on each of these areas have attempted to shape and
direct conversations in these areas. There is a lack of consensus about the distinctions be-
tween these various approaches because the definitions and the terminology are still in flux.

Neal Johnson’s book, Business as Mission: A Comprehensive Guide to Theory and Practice, is
critical to the development of this particular field. This book presents definitions, theories,
and best practices, and truly it is comprehensive. It provides a framework for operating in
the global marketplace for those of the Christian faith.

Those working in mission are asking the “effectiveness question.” The developed na-
tions of the world have funneled billions of dollars to places such as Africa, without any
improvement in health and economic statistics.!” In fact, some believe that mission organi-

Giles Bolton, Africa Doesn’t Matter: How the West Has Failed the Poorest Continent and What We Can Do About
It (New York, NY: Arcade Publishing, 2008).
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zations have done more harm than good.** The BAM movement believes that reaching the
lost, while improving lives, can be accomplished best by combining business and mission in
a holistic manner.

Johnson’s book begins by defining BAM. As noted above, there are many related, but
not identical, currents in the marketplace mission movement, all of which are defined and
discussed in the book. The author is careful to state that there are many models for fulfilling
God'’s calling successfully, and it is critical to remain open about how the Holy Spirit may be
leading. The book is useful to any discipline that accesses global markets.

Further, the book provides a couple of scales (Patrick Lai’s t-scale and Ralph Winter’s e-
scale) to determine how particular organizations fit. BAM, like many other market mission
techniques, is in an embryonic stage where testing is critical. Microfinance is the only related
area where significant testing indicating success has been completed.*® Those looking for
results in the BAM areas should keep in mind that it could be a couple of generations before
results materialize.

The author discusses the basic biblical beliefs and market philosophies of people in-
volved with BAM. Built on a solid biblical foundation, BAM pays careful attention to the
Apostle Paul, who preached the gospel without cost to those he hoped to disciple (see 2 Cor.
2:17,11:7-9, 12:14-18, 1 Thess. 2:9). We were impressed by the seriousness of the disciplines of
the Christian faith that were discussed, including fasting and prayer.

Perhaps the most important doctrinal statement for BAM is the strong reliance on the
priesthood of all believers, where each person has the freedom to work on his/her calling.?
Often, BAM is done in areas without a local church and lands where Christianity is illegal,
where the only manner of access to the country is through a legitimate, profit-generating
business. While a long-term goal may be to achieve a church plant, that is not usually pos-
sible in the short run. Johnson’s discussion of this doctrine is critical not only to BAM, but
also to those who may gain access to a non-Christian area through music, education, and so
on.

Next, the book presents the challenges of BAM and helps readers decide if they should
be involved. Anyone who lives in the secular world knows the challenges of integrating
one’s Christian faith. The book is specific about issues, including the difficulties of the BAM
worker and his/her family attempting to live in a new culture. This is similar to a family of
any other missionary living overseas.

Jesus spoke of the person who started building a tower and, once the foundation was
laid, ran out of money (Luke 14:28-30). There is a significant part of the book on planning.
Multiple chapters are dedicated to writing various plans for operating a BAM enterprise.
Not only are there business plans, but there are also country analyses and strategic plans
needed for both mission and business. While there are many great books in existence on
business planning and mission planning, seldom are the topics put together or instructions
provided for alignment.

The author spends time on the issue of stewardship, which is critical to BAM. Long-
term viability is vital to the success of BAM, since the interest is making disciples of all na-
tions. Making disciples is a long-term process. In addition to the focus on stewardship, the

8Steve Corbett & Brian Fikkert, When Helping Hurts: How to Alleviate Poverty Without Hurting the Poor and
Yourself (Chicago, IL: Moody Publishers, 2009).

“1bid.

2Herschel H. Hobbs, You Are Chosen: The Priesthood of All Believers (San Francisco, CA: Harper and Row,
1990).
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explanation of other bottom lines is covered. Clearly, it is necessary to make money, because
that is the only way of staying in business. However, there must also be a Kingdom bottom
line if it is truly a mission. There also could easily be bottom lines in the areas of environment
and society.

The book is comprehensive. Those who have a desire to participate in BAM will find it
necessary to read the entire book, work through the exercises, and put together the variety of
business plans. Those who are curious about pieces of BAM can read appropriate parts of the
book and gain understanding. There are a plethora of topics discussed relating to business
and mission.

The claim has been made that athletics is the best way to reach people for Christ. Clearly
there is a transcendence that occurs on a field of competition, and a Tim Tebow or Kurt
Warner can garner the attention of a crowd. The same could be said of musicians. However,
the power of business is significantly greater. It has the impact to evangelize and is the only
mission technique that can provide jobs and transform a society that can help lift people out
of poverty. BAM’s impact is long term.

In one sense, this book does not add a lot of new information to the literature on BAM,
particularly as it discusses, defines, and describes BAM. The scriptural support for the inher-
ent goodness of work, the priesthood of all believers, the approach of being “salt and light”
in the marketplace - all these have been examined in other works.

This book is a comprehensive guide that unites the thoughts of many writers and prac-
titioners of the BAM world in one volume. Admittedly, the book is lengthy. Thankfully, Johnson
writes in a very readable style that communicates well to scholar and practitioner.

The book also provides a practical set of tools for persons pondering the potential of
BAM, but who do not know where to begin. The second half of the book focuses on planning
and implementation — and Johnson has practical experience and knowledge. All BAM-re-
lated books contribute to the developing field. However, if we had to pick just one book to
read before starting a BAM business, this is the one.
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