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ABSTRACT

The philosopher Eric Voegelin (1901-85) held that at the
heart of an adequate political philosophy must be a
philosophy of consciousness. This study discusses
Voagelin's thought in its significance for “political
theology”, by which is understood that mode of theo-
logical thinking which focuses on the relationship of
Christian faith to the pursuit of social Jjustice.

The study falls into two parts. Part One 1s an expos-
ition of Voegelin's thought with the perspective of

political theology continuously in mind. Chapter One
Justifies the choice of this perspective. There follow

chapters on the symbol of the metaxy, which Voegelin
takes from Plato and which is fundamental to his thought,

and on the rational structure of synbols and thelr
articulation. Then the modes of symbolic discourse mast
important for Voegelin are considered in turn: nyth,
classical philosophy, Christian theology, history, and
politics. Part One finishes with a discussion of

Voegelin's waork on the Hebrew and Christian Scriptures.

Part Two concentrates on three topics central to the
concerns of Voegelin and political theologians alike.
Besides being intrinsically important, these topics
permit one to estimate how valuable is Voegelin's work as

a resource for political theology. The toplics are the

relationship between individual and societal transform-
ation; the scope and limits of Christian hope for the

. attainment of a just social order within history; and the
nature of political responsibility and irresponsibility

in the light of faith. The thesis ends with a summary of
its conclusions.



[t 1s argued that Voegelin's thought offers a powerful
and constructive challenge to political theologians, but
that political theology in turn provides a vantage point

which reveals certain serious shortcomings in Voegelin's
powerful thoughf. In particular, 1t is argued that
Voegelin fails to articulate adequately the social
implications of his own philosophical principles.
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- -~ CHAPTER ONE
. ERIC VOEGELIN AND POLITICAL THEOQOLOGY

Eric Voegelin (1901-85) recalled in 1977,

In 1943 I had arrived at a dead-end in my attempts
to find a theory of man, society, and history that
would permit an adequate interpretation of the
phenomena in my chosen field of studies. The
analysis of the movements of Communism, National
Socialism, and racism, of constitutionalism, liber-
alism, and authoritarianism had made it clear beyond
a doubt that the centre of a philosophy of politics
had to be a theory of consciousness: but the acad-
emic institutions of the Western world . . . did not

offer the intellectual instruments that would make
the political events and movements intelligible.

This curious default of the school philosophies in
the face of an overwhelming political reality had

attracted my attention ever since I was a graduate
student in the 1920s (An-E: .3),

By 1943, in other words, Voegelin held that political

movements are essentially articulations of consclousness,

dependent upon the vitality of the self-interpretations
that underpin them. Therefore, as a philosopher and a
"spiritual realist", his proper response to the over-
whelming reality was to understand those movements and

make them intelligible, rather than to ally himself with
One movement among others:

- 1f the realist would throw himself into the general

"melee as one of the contestants, he would defeat his
philosophical purpose. In arder to be heard he
would have to become a partisan himself, and in
order to become a partisan he would have to 3
surrender the standards of rationality. If on the
other hand he has sufficient spiritual strength as

well as philosophical consciousness to take his
Position beyond the disorder of the age, . . . he
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will remain soclially ineffective to the point of not
even being understood (quoted in Cooper, 1986: ix).

This grim explanation of 1945 approaches the threshold
of despair. For if partisanship "would defeat his phil-
osophical purpose®, so, surely, would a thorough failure

to be understood by the age. Such a failure would

threaten to reduce his philosophy to the retrospective
interpretation of social calamity.

Any such dejection never discouraged Voegelin from a
lifelong and unremitting dedication to the search for
understanding. Stupid responses to his work, after all,
would only confirm its urgency. He claimed, in fact,
that his stance of deliberate impartiality provoked

others into wilful misrepresentations of his ‘thought:

I have in my files the documents according to which

I am a Communist, a Fascist, a National Socialist,
an old Liberal, a new Liberal, a Catholic, a

Protestant . . . . This list I consider of some

importance, because the various characterizations of
course always name the pet be@te noir of the

respective critic. . . . critics of this type can
become objects of enquiry but they cannot be
partners in a discussion (AM: 46).

[t must be said that Voegelin's stance was clear, at
least, to the Nazis. Writers manifest their convictions
by their very selection of subject-matter. 1In a sequence
0f books during the 1930s Voegelin had courageously
examined the National Socialist imagery of race. After

the Anschluss he was immediately sacked from his

university post and had to flee Vienna to elude the
Gestapo. As it turned out, though, in preparing his

escape he attracted the suspicion of the American vice-
consul in Zurich:

I was neither a Communist, nor a Catholic, nor a Jew
and therefore had no reason whatsoever not to be in
favour of National Socialism and be a National
Soclalist myself. ... . That anybody could be anti-
National Socialist without being motivated by an
ldeological counter-position, or because he was a
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Jew, 1is, indeed, as far as my experience goes,
inconceivable to most people in the academic world
whom I know (AM: 43-44). -

There is a familiar but pointed observation of
politically committed theorists, that neutrality amounts

to tacit or indirect support for those in power.'®

Such an accusation cannot .reasonably be directed at
Voegelin. He is keenly aware of the corruption by which
an intellectual can act as a servile ancilla potestatis
(QH_IV: 200-01). To be free from partisanship entalls
"neutrality" only if all parties equally deserve to be
praised and condemned. He himself dismissively charact-
erizes such neutrality in the course of reviewing an
American book on Soviet politics, It succeeds in
steering a safe course between “adulatory comrades”

and enemies of the Soviet system, but

an objectivity due to equidistance from two
parochialisms does not rise very high above the

level on which the exaggerated distortions occur

(1946d: 214).
On the contrary.ﬂé fational, pubficly conductedﬁsearch
for intelligibility entails the exposure of relevant
falsehood. In this sense "neutrality" 1is itself a
strenuous commitment, and is potentially a politically
charged activity. If they had thought his theorizing
politically irrelevant, the Nazis would certainly have

wished to leave in peace a prominent (and Aryan)
intellectual.

Voegelin, in fact, éansidered philosoﬁﬁy nﬁthmerely
as an theoretical discipline, but as a mode of resistance
to disorder. In a paséage that seems decisive for his
Oown self-understanding, he recounts how Plato <428/27-347
B.C.) was a ‘young man at the time of the rule of the
Thirty Tyrants and their overthrow by the democratic

party. According to the autobiographical SbventbbLetter.

Plato was invited to participate in the administrationﬂbt‘
the Thirty, but was soon disenchanted: he was shocked by
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the policy of the Tyrants, well-known in our awn
time, to consolidate their regime by involving
citizens, among them Socrates, in criminal actions
which would make them reliable supporters because a
change of the regime would expose them to the
vengeance of the victims (QH _I1I1: -4).

Plato “"withdrew in disgust from the oligarchic regime".

But the returned democrats, though moderate on the whole,
ignored Socrates's earlier defiance of the Tyrants,
charged him with impiety, and executed him.

[Plato]l had understood that participation in the
politics of Athens was senseless if the purpose of
politics was the establishment of just order; he
had, furthermore, seen that the situation in the
other Hellenic poleis was just as bad as in Athens,
if not worse; and above all he had understood (what
modern political reformers and revolutionaries seem
to be unable to understand) that a reform cannot be
achieved by a well-intentioned leader who recrults
his followers from the very people whose moral "
confusion is the source of disorder. When he had
gained these insights in the course of fifteen
years, he did not fall, however, into despair or
sullen resignation, but resolved on that "effort-of
an almost miraculous kind" to renew the order of
Hellenic civilization out of the resources of his
own love of wisdom, fortified by the paradigmatic

life and death of the most just man, Socrates .
(Ibid: D).

Voegelin speaks of philosophy as an imitatio Socratis:
He contends that to devote cne's life to “the search for
truth" does not renounce political responsibility along
with party allegiance. On the contrary the search for
truth Itself promotes the establishment of just order.

Philosophy is not a doctrine of right order, but the
light of wisdom that falls on the struggle; and help
is not a piece of information about truth, but the
arduous effort to locate the forces of evil and
identify their nature (Ibid: 62-63).

In contending that political movements-are ultimately
articulations of consciousness, Voegelin does not, of
course, deny that such movements also, for instance,
reflect economic interests or class structures. . Rather, -

1t specifies the nature of philosophy's own proper
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contribution to political society, and insists on its
urgency. F

Nevertheless, it is not mere wiifuiﬁess that leads

such a scholar as Thomas Altizer, whose “admirable
perspiéacity“ is acknowledged by Voegelin himself, to the
view that “Voegeiin, like Ricoeuf, is radical and
reactionary at once and altogether, thus baffling all who

attempt to employ him either for political or theological
ends® (Altizer, 1975: 758).

In the first place, the disdainful tone in which

Voegelin identifies “modern political reformers and -
revolutionaries" as intellectually blind seems ominous.
All of them, one wonders? This tone is quite pervasive,
especially in his.less formal writings and lectures. It
might suggest that he would require nascent political

movements to abstain from all concrete action till they

had attained freedom from any possible moral confusion

(thereby disabling any movement that heeded him). Ve
shall see that Voegelin is by no means a naive moral
purist: but also that there may be grounds for Altizer's

use of the word "reactionary“. Voegelin's readers will

profitably be alert for any consistent difference of tone

between his allusions to ruling groups and to “"retformers
and revolutionaries®.

Secondly, Voegelin's conception_of the "struggle® may
well be too restrictive to satisfy those engaged in a
search for social justice. 1In an essay of 1981, "Visdom
and the Magic of the Extreme", he refers to- his attempt
to recover "certain structures of consciousness whose
repression by.the public unconscious is one of the causes
Of the contemporary disorder"” (1981l: 287). This state-
ment characterizes his lifelong effort; according to a
short paper of 1973, “On Classical Studies", his research
1nto classical philosophy was not impelled by antiquar-
lanism, but by his belief that “the Greek differentiation



6

of reason in existence has set critical standards for the
exploration of consciousness behind which nobody 1is
permitted to fall back" (1973a: 5). But an anecdote 1in
the same paper suggests that he envisages the “"struggle®
primarily as one of individual intellectual authenticity.
He recalls with approval the occasion when the partic-
ipants in a conference on comparative religion were
challenged by one of their number over the disparity
between their scholarly work and their everyday opinions:

One could not forever explore "religious phenomena®,
and pretend to their importance, without unreser-
vedly professing that man's search for the divine
ground of his existence, as well as the revelatory
presence of God in the motivation of the search,
constituted his humanity; in brief he confronted
them with the question of truth implied in thelr
admirable achievement as historians. Not everybody

present was pleased by such tactlessness (Ibid: 7).
Now, it is legitimate to demand that scholars seek‘to
integrate their lives with their thought. But 1f
Voegelin means by his challenge that one's humanity 1s
entirely constituted by one's search for the divine
ground and one's response to the divine presence SO
revealed (and the word "constituted* has connotations of
exclusiveness) then political and communal concerns !
become secondary. If, however, membership of soclety 1s
also a constitutive oimension of being human, then any
tendency to depreciate the practical expressions of such
membership would seriously distort Voegelin's account of

human and political existence, by severing the trans-

cendent and the concretely historical dimensions of human g

existence.=

The matter is important because vVoegelin'sS signific-
ance as a philosopher is being 1ncre381n31y recognized.
In the article cited above, Altizer called him "certainly
one of the maJorathinkers of our time%, whose volume |
Israel and Revelation “may some day be PerCeiVEd'as'ther

most important work of Old Testament SChOlarShip ever
Wwritten in the United States" and who 1ls *"at Onceé a Greek
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scholar of first rank and a philosophical mind equal or
superior to any in America today" (Altizer, 1975: 757).
It is not necessary to arbitrate such claims; but it is
worth noting that they can be made by a scrupulous

scholar who is not uncritical of Voegelin.

Since Voegelin's death in 1985, his reputation in the
U.S.A. has led to the founding of the Eric Voegelin
Institute for American Renaissance Studies at Louisiana
State University, and of a Voegelin archive at the Hoover
Institution, Stanford, California. The publication in
the U.S.A. of a college textbook in which his phllosoph-
ical framework is applied to the study of world religlons
suggests that he now belongs to the academic mainstream

there (Carmody & Carmody, 1987>. Most notably, the

massive project of publishing The Collected Works of Eric

Voegelin has bteen undertaken.= As yet, though, his wark
{s little known in Britain.

The purpose of this thesis is to discuss and evaluate
Voegelin's thought from a particular standpoint, that of
its significance for political theology. By "political

theology" I mean fthe theology which takes as its focus
the relationship between Christian faith and the pursuit
of social justice. In this formulation the word “focus"“
l1s not a synonym for "“"content" or "“"subject matter".
Political theologians would not accept that they merely
choose one topic, that of politics, among many others of
equally legitimate theological concern. They claim that
 po1it1ca1 theology is a fundamental theology, distinctive
less by its content than by its methodology and by the
sources of its theorizing. Its thrust may be primarily
Critical, as in the work of such writers as Johann
Baptist Metz, Jiirgen Moltmann, and Dorothee Sslle: or,

like "liberation theology", it may tend rather towards
prophetic advocacy.



A point of terminology must first be clarified.
Francis Fiorenza (1975b, 1977) distinguishes "“political
theology" from "liberation theology® <(though he discusses

them in connection with each other». He takes the German

writers, Metz, Moltmann and Sdlle as representative

political theologians, and associates liberation theology

with Latin Americans such as Leonardo Boff, Gustavo
Gutiérrez and Juan Luils Segundo. For the purposes of
this thesis, however, it is more useful to adopt the
usage of Alfredo Fierro (1977: 17-19). Fierro speaks of
“political theologies" in the plural, while accepting

that the differences among them are sometimes acute and

that reciprocal (though rarely hostile) criticism

abounds. The different schools "agree in projecting a

theology that 'is practical, public and critical", and it

ils this shared ground which constitutes "a shift of major
importance 1in theology" (Ibid: 19).

The point of Fiorenza's distinction must nevertheless
be borne in mind. The German theologians tend to work
out a critical response to secularization, to the
alienations of market society, and to the supposed

individualism of existentialist theology. The Latin
Americans are primarily concerned by the failure of
"developmentalism" and the economic exploitation of thelir
continent by the great powers (Gutiérrez, 1973: 21-42).
They would criticize any implication that the European
secularized situation is universal; as for their own
work, it seems to them that to overlook the economic and
political dependencies characteristic of Latin America
would render "political theology" “apolitical". They
regard their main challenge to be not unbelief (and its

Political consequences) but the virtual dehumanization of
whole socleties (Forrester, 1988: 64).+4

"To clarify the object of our attention, ten charac-

teristics of political theology are now identified.™ -



1. Political theology sees itself as a critical correct-
ive of other modern theology. It rejects any privatized
account of the nature of faith as an inherently distorted
response to the gospel, a response which "delivers faith
up to modern ideologies in the area of societal and
political theory" (Metz, 1968, 111).°

Matthew Lamb (1978: 4-54) offers a typology by which
political theology is contrasted with:-

a. “"Palaeomorphic theologies", which mediate between
faith and culture through accepting some earlier cultural

form as normative. To use Lonergan;s terminology, such
theologles are "classicist" (1974: 231-38).

b. “Neomorphic theologies®", which take contemparary
forms of reason and culture as normative (e.g. Protestant
“liberal theology", and Roman Catholic "modernism").

c. "“"Fildeomorphic theologies", which accentuate the

opposition between the truth-intention of faith and the

norms of any cultural matrix (e.g. the theology of Barth,
and some “pentecostalist" theologies).

d. "Criticomorphic theologies", which attempt to do
Justice to the valid articulations of types (a) to (¢,
while criticizing the exclusivism they have in common.
Unlike types (a) to (¢), criticomorphic theologies are
aware of their own grounding; they are fully aware of the
historical nature of subjectivity, without allowing

subjectivity to be dissolved by any kind of cultural
determinism. 1

e, “"Political theoldgf“ accepts the positive insights
0f criticomorphic theologies, but criticizes their fail-
ure to recognize how far the supposed "ground" of each

theology is instead a reflection of social interests.?

2. Political theology is “"reconstructive®: it is not
satisfied with critique alone, but attempts to “determine

anew the relation between religion and society, between



10

Church and societal ‘pudblicness’', between eschatolagical
faith and societal life™ (Metz, 1969: 111).

Two exanmples may be offered of what is meant by this.
Lamb (1978: 46-48) suggests that palitical theology 1s
distinctive in that 1t takes sericusly the “dialectic of

the Enlightenment", "in the sense of the fundamentally
new paossibllities of freedom on the one hand,- and the

enormous threats to human dignity on the other®.®

In accepting this dialectic, political theology logically
rejects the “Christendom" model, “the direct and immed-
late translation of Christianity into concrete soclo-
political institutions" (Fierro, 1977: 49, cf. also,
Gutierrez 1973: 53-61; Metz, 1970: 37; Sslle, 1974: 32-6).

A second example of "reconstruction" is Florenza's
discussion of the relationship between the Church's
religious identity and 1ts socilo-political mission (1984:
195-245). He describes haow the Church's social mission
has variously been.deemed to be improper, subsidiary and
tenporary, unofficial, partial, and constitutive; and

then discusses the principles by which the disagreement
might be resolved.

3. Contemporary political theologians take pains to
distinguish the discipline from what has sometimes gone
by the same name, namely a form of theology which sinply
underwrites some dominant political movement, rational-
izing a prior world-view of which the foundations are, in
fact, non-theological.® In fact, because in Germany the
term politische Theologile recalls the theology which

" endarsed nationalist ‘ideologies, Sclle prefers to speak
- 0f the "political interpretation of the Gospel®.

However, because the usual English term for a discourse
that accepts the function of buttressing the existing
political power is "civil religion", the anglicized term

“political theology" scarcely prompts the same misleading
associations.'e



11

4. Contemporary political theology does not. equate
"politicsY with the activities of the state, the govern-
ment, or formal political parties (Fierro, 1977: 184;
Lakeland, 1984: 10). It deliberately steps behind the
domination of the political imagination by the nation-
state to retrieve the Aristotelian conception of politics
as that which contributes to the good of the community
- a subject to which even ethics itself is no more than
introductory (Aristotle, 1955: 64). Any activity which
influences the way society is governed, which affects a
soclety's perception of its governors, or which modifies
the relationship between the governors and those they
represent, 1s "political". From such a wide definition

of politics, it naturally follows that those with no

party allegiance and those who hold no public office do
not thereby render themselves "apolitical".'?

To accept this broad notion of the scope aof politics

does not preclude one's sometimes using the word
"political® in a more specific sense: for example, to
designate the kind of decision about economic policy

which logically cannot be made on economic grounds alone:

In an industrial democracy there is commonly a
conflict between economic growth and social Justice
and when a choice has to be made two opposing
propaositions will be advanced. The first will aver

that 1f priority is given to justice growth will be
lnhibited, the second that if priority is given to

growth justice will be delayed. This conflict
between social and economic ends can be resolved

only by pclitical means (Calvocoressi, 1979: 169).

Political theology does not consider itself boundqalwgys

to be "political” in this latter, more restricted
sense, }2

O. Political theology tends not to prescribe particular

Political programmes or allegiances. As Metz explains
this restraint: “the Church is a particular 1nst1tution

ln society, yet presents'a universal claim; 1f this claim
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ls not to be an ideology, it can only be formulated and
urged as criticism' (1969: 123, author's emphasis). Even
if theology's critical potential 1is universal, 1its
commendations are necessarily specific and local. To
affirm theology's "contextuality" 1s to acknowledge its
legitimate diversity (Forrester, 1988: 150-51)>. Segundo
argues that a theology which claims universal applic-
ability is inherently conservative, because it "lacks any

here-and—-now criteria for judging our real situation®
(1977: 8-9).,1'3

6. There is a tendency, however, for theologians of both

"schools" to endorse some- form of socialism - in striking
contrast to previous generations of politically concerned
theologlians, such as those of the French Restoration
(Fiorenza, 1977: 159-66). Naturally, this endorsement

occurs in different degrees, ranging from explicit

advocacy (Flerro, Segundo, Sslle) to an unstated sympathy
which the reader readily infers from the direction of a

writer's criticisms. Speaking from his own perspective,.
Segundo contends that his decision for. socialism is not
universal, but depends on the particular modes of

capitalism and socialism available to Latin America

(1974: 115). Such judgments, according to Segundao's

special use of the term are "ideological"; that is,-they
bring faith to bear on concrete situations.'4

Fierro, equally explicit, goes still further than does
Segundo, working out what possibilities remain for

theology once historical materialism is decisively
accepted (1977; 364). Others are more cautious: their
positive choices are implicit in their “determinate
negations", in their "critical contestation of socio-
political conditions" (Metz, 1970: 37). (They might,
indeed, direct their criticism against what is dominant
Just because it is dominant, without implying that it is

uniquely evil.) Thus Metz, in an address to a group of

Vest German Social Democrats, acknowledges that he uses

- sy sy il ek el
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the term “socialist®™ in a positive sense, while he has
“made critical use" of "bourgeois" and “capitalist™ - by
which, in this context, he means that he has used them as

terms of depreciation. He admits that such a usage 1s
problematic (1981: 80-81>.'®

X

Vhat is “problematic" is not the fact that the terms
are elusive. It might be salid that the terms “Christian”

and "adult" are equally so. We need category-words, even

though no categories are neatly self-contained. But“
danger arises when the language slides between the
empirical and the frankly emotive. 1In Metz's address,

"socialism" has no determinate content which might in its
turn have to be negated.

"Similarly, Moltmann offers an account of five "ways
towards the political liberation of man® (1974: 332-35;
cf. also 1984: 110). It 1s true that these ways do not
amount to a “programme® of the kind discussed by our
fifth point. They are, in general, "utopian" goals which
few would reject; such as “peace with nature", liberation

from the vicious circle of pollution, and "a significant
life filled with a sense of the whole" (liberation from

"senselessness and godforsakenness"). But first among

the five ways is an option for socialism based on the
unargued and non-theological premiss that “the vicious
circle of paoverty can be broken only through economic

co-determination and control of economic power by the

producers"., Moltmann writes, "If and in so far as

socialism . . . . means the satisfaction of material need
and social Justicg in a material democracy, soclalism is
the symbol for the liberation of men from the vicious
circle of poverty' (emphasis in original). ~Moltmann does
not claim that any particular socialist party or regime
meets his specifications. But it is reckless to mix
eémpirical and symbolic language so casually: especially

SQ, 1n view of the formidable body of thought deriving
from Max Weber which holds state soclalism to be not a
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liberation from capitalism but a malign intensification
of its rationalizing spirit (WEbéf,‘1947E:48—50).“ The
issue at stake here is the political responsibility of

political theology's own discourse.

7. The apparent discrepancy between political theology's
suspicion of party programmes and its affinity with
socialism is explained by its characteristic addptidn of
an lntermediate commitment, the “"option for the poor®.
This option is not a “programme" in that the poor are not
taken as a designated class of people whao can be
identified apart from a critical and continuing social
analysis: they are those people who in practice suffer
the burden of social injustice. In case of a successful
revolution, for example, those who take a consistent

option for the poor would not be bound to the newly
established paower, even 1f they had previously supported

it, but would seek to be aware of those groups who might

be newly victimized by the revolution's very success.

The option would prompt an affirmation of socialism in the

specific case that soclalism was envisaged as the only

practicable alternative to a manifestly oppressive
capitalism.

The option for the poor is not absent from "First
Vorld" theology.'” Naturally, however, the option has
been most forcefully articulated from the “"Third World".

In explaining its adoption by the Church in Brazil,
Cardinal Paulo Arns of Sao Paulo conveys much of the

distinctive tone of liberation theology itself:

We ‘are not a church of geniuses who suddenly decided
to opt for the poor - the option came from pure
necessity: 85% of our population is oppressed-and
lts oppression clearly showed us that we live in a
Soclal and economic situation of injustice. . .

The first rights of the poor that we defended can
be called liberal rights: Habeas Corpus, defence
against torture, imprisonment for years without

trial. 1In this struggle many worked together with
the church.
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In the struggle for political rights - elections,
the right of criticism in Congress, etc. — many

others struggled with us and even praised us.

But when it came to the rights that only affect
the poor - strikes, agrarian reform, humanizing
slums, etc. - with rare exceptions, only the poor
remained united in this struggle.

. « + . The defence of the paor is a threat to the
whole system which reacts with all the virulence of

its being (Arns, 1981).
As Arns goes on to explain, "the option for the poor 1is
not a class option in the marxist sense of the word. The
Gospel is indeed universal, but the powerful will only

see the newness of the word of God through the eyes of
the poor and through the rejection of profit as the
centre and the only absolute of social organization®.

The "“determinate negation" here flows from a prior

affirmation of those whose dignity 1s negated.

8. Effective recognition of such human dignity requires
what Metz calls a "“political theology of the subject”
(1980: 60). The word "subject” does not here refer to
"the isolated individual, the monad who only afterwards
made sure of his co-existence with other subjects". But
"the idea of trufh without reference to subjJects is
irrelevant aﬁd even dangerous, with the result that truth
and relevance are bound to converge to the extent that
truth becomes the type 6f relevance that applies to all
SubJeéfs" (Ibid: 62, 60)., Elsewhere Metz goes further:
the very function of religion is rooted in subjectivity:ﬁ

[f we are to achieve a postbourgeois and post-
individualist “"rescue of the human sublJect",

religion seems to me indispensable. VWithout
religion, I see the barbarism of a blind negation of
the individual breaking out Within a postbourgeois

Soclety (1981: 70). - ' *
Metz therefore holds that solidarity is not to be at the
€xpense of individuation; he doeS nhot spurn the language
0f “conversion of heart"; and he Writes, “even the poor-

est and most damaged individual Teémains higher in value
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than any total determination of societal and economic

reality*(Ibid: 71, 74). Likewise, Sclle's Death by Bread
Alone is entirely concerned with the search for authentic
interiority, the meditative experience of the divine, and

the experiences of grace and personal identity.

Solle also avers that subjective consciousness is the

primary locus of social change:

If someone asks, How does one become a Christian for
socialism?, I would reply: love your neighbour and

pay attention to your own experience. . . . The more
you become involved with your neighbour, the more
you must care about his world, his life . . . . his

social environment. Then you want to understand the
causes of your neighbour's misery, and to bring

about changes. The person who is basically compas-
sionate gets to the roots of the problem and 1is

radicalized (Soclle, 1976: 424).

Among liberation theologians, Ségundo Galilea (1974:

19-33) uses the notion of "encounter" to argue that

contemplation and politics are mutually constitutive: as

a consequence of the Incarnation, the Christian
encounters Christ in other people and other people in
Christ. Gutlierrez, speaking of the "encounter with God
in history" reiterates the traditional conception that
every person is a "temple of the Holy Spirit* (1973:
192-93). Segundo (1977: 208-40) contrasts minority

consciousness and mase consciousness, not in order to

posit two discrete groups of people, of which one group,
the mass, is of minimal significance, but to emphasize
that "conscientization", like the gospel message itself,

alms to nourish "the minority character in each and every
human being" (Ibid: 231).

Again Fierro takes a contrary stance (1977: 233-36),
though he seems careful to preserve an element of
ambiguity, perhaps even of deliberate confusion. He -
argues that "stress on individual conversion has ever
been an obstacle to social change®. His first explan—-

ation of this sentence is modest: -self-conversion “is not
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independent of the surrounding social system", but is
“conditioned" by the milieu; the gospel summons to
conversion not only on the individual but also on the
political and social level; we must scrape from the
notion of conversion "the barnacles of excessive
individualism". But he goes on to make a far more

intransigent deduction:

when gospel conversion ceases to be interpreted as a
process centred aon the individual and comes to be
understood as a process centred around groups and
collectivities, then it ends up corresponding to
what is otherwise known as liberating revolution.
“Conversion" is the Christian name for revolution.

Vvhat he means by “revolution" quickly becomes clear: "in
the last analysis, societal transformation comes down to
a transformation of production relationships®. . He asks,
"Which comes first, the new person or the new society?“,

and answers the question with a surprising confidence

which nevertheless remains slightly evasive:

the older moralism naively believed that the conv-
ersion of human individuals would be enocugh.

[but]l current theology knows that there can be no
transformation of human beings without a transform-

ation of socliety. . . . Real conversion to a new
humanity must necessarily go by way of revolution.
Revolution will not automatically produce new human

beings, but it 1s the necessary social precondition
for that on the collective level.

Flerro stops just short of claiming that the trans-
formation of production relationships guarantees the
conversion of individuals. But he has no doubt that it
has a wholly causal relatioﬁship with that conversion.
His view of the relationship between "infrastructure® and
“Superstructuré“ is that ofuunqualified historical |

materialism, and renders subjectivity virtually
inconsequential.

9. Political theology concerns itself with the present
less as the fruit aof the past than as fhe foundation of

the future, the present as it 1s Oriented (or not) to the
eschatological Kingdom of God (Lamb, 1978: 41-42). A
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"palaecmorphic" or a "fideomorphic" theology, correctly
stressing that human effort cannot directly construct the
Kingdom (because the Kingdom depends on the divine gift),
will tend to distance itself from any programmes which
seek soclal transformation within history. Political
theology, recognizing their provisionality, nevertheless
takes them seriously. Lamb therefore suggests that “the

eschatological orientation of religious praxis is a

dialectical unity of identity and non-identity with the

concrete social praxis of secular and ecclesial commun-
1ties and institutions" (Ibid: 44).

Metz commonly invokes the “eschatological proviso" in
this connection (e.g. 1968: 114)., This

does not bring about a negative but a critical
attitude to the societal present. Its promises are

not an empty horizon of religious expectations;

neither are they only a regulative idea. They are,
rather, a critical liberating imperative for our
present times (Ibid).

To link the concepts of the eschaton and the future,

therefore, is not to deny that the eschatological rule of
God is also a present reality, though a “"disputed and
hidden" one, subject to resistance: for the eschaton has
already begdn. and its power determines the present

(Moltmann, 1977: 190, 192). By uniting the two concepts

one rules out any conception of the Kingdom of God which
minimizes the significance of history, but also implies

that human creativity or achievement is itself a sign of
a further, more profound reality.

The problematic of a "theology of hope", as set out

Clearly by Fierro, lies in the relatianship‘ between the
historical and the eschatological: |

we might maintain that the Christian hopes for the
same thing that other human beings hope for: i.e., a
more humane society; the only distinctive element in
the Christian hope is that it regards a more human
Soclety as a promise and gift from God. Or, on the:

Other hand, we might claim that the Christian hopes
for something in addition to that hoped for by other

vy
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human beings: i.e., for a kingdom of God that is to
be realized in a future that will transcend history
and this world (¢(1977: 298).

This position, though clearly set out, 1s scarcely
persuasive: what Fierro calls a “"dilemma" assumes that
the "basic alternatives" are mutually exclusive. But the
two modes of hope can be understood as compatible with
each other, even as essentially inter-related. More
important still, Fierro represents Christian haope
positivistically, as 1f it were directed at a "thing" out
there (perhaps some desirable set of circumstances’, a
thing either different from or identical with the thing

perceived by others. His language excludes the possib-
ility that Christian hope is structured by a deeper

perception into the same "things".

Most political theology here builds on an insight of
Teilhard de Chardin which directly rejects the dichatomy

posited by Fierro. Teilhard fears that the Christian
might "repress his taste for the tangible and force
himself to confine his concern to purely religious
objects". As he argues, one familiar counsel, that the
value of human action lies in the intention put into it,
ls only partially true: the intention "puts a priceless
soul into all our actions" but "does not confer the hope

of resurrection upon their bodies' (1964: 52-55, 04-63,

emphasis in original).

'As Moltmann explains, if history is an "open System",
then only the transcendent kingdom gives a decislive
orientation to the transformative possibilities which are
immanent in history: conversely, for those without a
commitment to historical transformation, any dream of the
transcendent kingdom is a mere mode of escape: “the
doxological anticipation of the beauty of the kingdom and
active resistance to godless and inhuman relationships in
history" are mutually reinforcing (Moltmann, 1977: 190).
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“"Anticipations" of the Kingdom are concrete, but are also
consciously preliminary: “they represent what is to come
and not themselves", and they preclude both complacency
and any attitude of resignation which settles for the

partial truth that "the world is unredeemed and every-

thing is still ambivalent™ (Ibid: 193-95).'®

10. Political theology 1s practical; 1t “engéges in
praxis".'® As to the relationship between theory and
praxis, two different emphases are discernible. One
enphasis goes back to the Hellenic philoscpheré. For
Aristotle, praxis, as opposed to both tbeoria1aﬂdipoiesis
(technical skill), inherently serves ethical action: for
St. Thomas Aquinas, following Aristotle, theoretical and
practical knowledge, though they can converge, differ in
their intentionality, the latter being ordered to ethics,
politics, and so on (Post, 1970: 246-47). Fron this

perspectiﬁe. politicél theology is validated only 1in
right action, in “"practice that is truly directed towards
building up the community" (Lakeland, 1984: 13). Thus
Moltmann, having worked out his theology of the cross,
then asks, "“What are the econcmfc, social and poiificél
consequences 0f the gospel of the Son of man who was

crucified as a 'rebel'? . . . . The freedom of faith is
lived out in political freedom. [1It] urges men on

towards liberating actions . . . . * (1974: 317).=2°

But when éutiérrezfdescribes his own mode of doing
theology as "critical reflection on praxis® (1973: 6),
he represenfs praxis as the foundation of theory, not
on}y its goal. hccording to Segundo, the liberation
theologian starts from the suspicion that all existing
ideas, including theology, are “intiﬁately boﬁnd up with
the existing social situation in at least an unconscious
way® (1977: 8). Existing 1deaé are, therefore, a shaky
foundation on which to construct théory." tThﬁs¥Fiorenza

(1977: 169-70) finds that whereas the German theologians
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typically move from theory to praxis, the liberation
theologians move from praxis to theary.==2

However, this difference of emphasis is not an

opposition. That both schools acknowledge the dialect-

ical interplay between praxis and theory, is manifest,
for example, in Segundo's account of the hermeneutical
circle (1977:-9-38), and in Metz's description of

theology as a "second reflection",  undertaken in specific
soclial conditions (1969: 111). Gutiérrez writes, "Vhat
Hegel used to say about philosophy can likewise be

applied to theology: it rises only at sundown" (1973:
11>, But, as Verkamp observes, (1988: 16), such

reflection after sundown, if it is not mere nusing, nust
inform the next day's activity, and therefore. implies
that theory intermittently guides practice. Segundo,
too, acknowledges that if ideas are nof innocent, neither
are interests (e.g. 1977: 98-106). “Commitment" is no
more self-validating than is theory. To put the same
point in a more positive way, commitments. and interests
are not inherently mindless or impermeable to truth, nor
is theory inherently blind to its own conditions.=>

1

Political theologians also differ in their account of
the scope of praxis itself.. Fierro (1977: 20-23) uses

the term uncompromisingly, to denote action aimed at the
transformation of society, deriving it from Marx's famous
eleventh thesis against Feuerbach. As Flerro renders
that thesis, "Philosophers have done nothing more than
interpret the world in different ways; but it is really a
‘matter of transforming it". One might add the eighth
.thesis, "All social life is essentially practical. All
mysteries which lead theory to mysticism find their
rational solution in human practice and in the compreh-
ension of this practice"  (Marx, 1977: 157).. As Filerro
Writes, belief is "no . longer identified with a way of
thinking but with a way of acting", and "present-day.
theology has decided to be active and transforming in the
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practical realm. It means to be a theology with hands as
well as with eyes" (Ibid).

But though Fierro cites Metz as one who approves of

theology's shift to praxis, Metz gives the term a much

broader application. He refers to critical discourse,
for example, as itself praxis (1969: 122-24), which
implies that interpreting the world does not leave 1t
unchanged, and that "ways of thinking" ought not to be

polarized with “"ways of acting". Metz later deepened his
reflections on this theme, speaking of "“the:dangerous

memory of the freedom of Jesus Christ®. Such'a memory
"regards history as something more than a screen far

contenporary interests"”. It "mobilises tradition as a

dangerous tradition", which inherently challenges the
“prevailing consciousness" (1680: 88, 90). Similarly,
praxils includes joy and sorrow (because they renounce the

"prevalent apathy of society"); and it includes solid-
arity with the past suffering of those who have been

overcome. For "every rebellion against suffering is fed
by the subversive power of remembered suffering. The
memory 0f suffering continues to resist the cynics of
modern political power". Metz's expansion of the concept

rescues praxls from presupposing a one-sided anthropology
according to which human beings simply exert control over
nature and history (Ibid: 57-58, 110). It also follows

from Metz's description that praxis includes the critique
of unduly narrow notions of praxis!=4

At the aother pole to Filerro stand Lonergan and
Fiorenza. Lonergan adopts the Aristotelian usage by
which the products of polesis pass beyond the maker's =
control to be used at the will of others, whereas praxis
1s the "doing" which always results from one's own #
deliberation gﬁided by practical wisdom. Theology as
Such 1is “basicailywé p}aiis“, by which is meant that the
most fundamental questions in theology "are resolved far
less by aobjective rules than by existential decisions"
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(1977: 1, 14, 10). For Lonergan as against Fierro, then,
praxis 1is constituted by the intrinsic character of an

action or decision, not by the goal which is sought by
it. Filorenza speaks of "the total praxis (intellectual
as well as imaginative, symbolic as well as conceptual,
individual as well as social) of religious conversion and

flowing from religious conversion"” (1977: 143). Far from
praxis's defining what counts as conversion, any

conversion constitutes praxis.

Sélle likewise insists that praxis must not be
abandaoned to "instrumental reason"; that is, to action in
the service of a particular predetermined nexus of ends
and means (1974: 77-81). Echoing, but refining Segundo's
notion of "suspicion", Clodovis Boff argues similarly
(1987: 14-17, 186-93): theology, including political
theology, cannot be merely the “voice of praxis", cannot
be empirically derived from praxis or pragmatically
oriented to it. It has an internal autonomy. But at a
different level all theorizing, like any other activity,
takes 1ts place In the flux of historical and social

purposes, and cannot be independent of them.=®

Terry Eagleton writes,

It is not just as though we have something called
factual knowledge which may then be distorted by
particular interests and judgments, although this is
certainly possible; it is also that without partic-
ular interests we would have no knowledge at all,
because we would not see the point of bothering to
get to know anything. Interests are constitutive
O0f our knowledge, not merely prejudices which
lmperil it (Eagleton, 1983: 14).

Thi§ point is well taken. However, even 1f interests are
constitutive of knowledge, it remains possible.that
knowledge will transcend the interests that give rise to
1t. And, in the context of a discussion of "praxis", a
Sécond point is especially important. .In Eagleton's ..

formulation two meanings 0of the word "interest" might
easily but misleadingly be elided: that of the various
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external factors which undoubtedly influence one's
thought (and perhaps even exert a pressure which

approaches "hegemony"), and that of an innate orientation
which endaows one's thinking with vitality as well as
direction. It is possible that one can become relatively

emancipated from “"vested interests" even as one becomes

more effectively impelled by some innate drive towards
knowledge.

As will be seen in Chapter Two, Voegelin draws on

classical philosophy to postulate of human belngs an
inherent orientation to a transcendent Truth which
axercises an erotic attraction on consciousness. In

other words, “Truth" itself is an “interest", which

precisely impels one to "disinterestedness". In 1its
relationship to truth, consciocusness is marked bv both

intentionality and participation, by activity and
receptivity. Particular interests, of either of the.two
types Just mentioned, guide the seach for knowledge
without necessarily constraining it. Once gained,
knowledge might either confirm or threaten one's previous

interests. There 1is, therefore, an.inherent tension but

no necessary incompatibility between the disinterest-

edness 0of a theoretical discipline and the interests
which motivate its practitioners: and in thls respect.
Voegelin offers a theory of consciocusness which is richer

and more subtle than that implied by Eagleton and Fierro.

. Voegelin regarded himself as a philosopher, not as a
theologian. Since he was persistently single-minded in
pursuing his scholarly goals, he considered it no part of
his task to engage in dialogue with theologians on their
terms.=2¢ Conversely, among the political theologians
considered in the previous section, only Matthew Lamb has
discussed Voegelin at any length. It therefore seems
nécessary to explain briefly why the focus of this thesis
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is not arbitrary. The twofold explanation .is rooted,
firstly, in certain difficulties internal to political
theology itself, difficulties on which a study of
Voegelin casts light: and secondly, in the contention .
that Voegelin's work is flawed in a way that is high-
lighted by the insights of political theology but is
likely to be averlooked by those who do not take such
theology seriously.

Accordingly, Part One of the thesis will offer an
exposition of Voegelin's empirically wide-ranging, but

theoretically consistent work, with the concerns of
political theology as the main principle behind the
selection of topics. Part Two will discuss three themes
which lie close to the heart both of Voegelin's phil-
osophy and of political theology. Voegelin's treatment
of these themes will be considered in order to explore
both his potential contribution to the discipline and his
deficiencies in the light of it. The three themes are:

(1> the relationship between consciousness and soclal
structures, between personal and societal trans-

formation;

(2) the relationship between hope for societal trans-

formation within history and eschatological haope;

(3) the theoretician's discharge of political respons-
ibility. =27

In the remainder of this section, we shall introduce

these themes: first from the standpoint of political

theology, and then from that of Voegelin's own work.

Voegelin's Potential Contribution
to Political Theoclogy

l. Perhaps the most paowerful articulations of political

theology have emerged from the experience of a brutal and
dramatically manifest social injustibe: “Liberation
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theology was, and is, the creative, authentic attempt to
glive a genuinely Christian answer to this situation of
real suffering}RGreinacher. 1986: 81). But the very

sqQurce of the prophetic power of such theology gives rise
to a theoretical problem.

Ve have noticed the insistence of liberation theol-
ogians that they cannot simply take over the findings of -
European theology. There are crucial differences in

religious culture as well as in specifically political or
economic circumstances. It follows that' the exporting of

liberation theology is no less problematic.

For example, there are three reasons why liberation
theologlans can assert legitimately that a politically-
oriented theology deserves a privileged status. Firstly,
there is the social context of political injustices and
abuses s0 pervasive and so stark as to threaten the very
life of anyone who challenges them. Secondly, since such
bodies as trades unions and co-operatives are virtually
crushed lest they offer effective resistance to the
ruling powers, church groups emerge as potentially the
most eifective focus for mutual support and social
protest. Thirdly, and no less important, liberation
theologians can reasonably rely on the persistence of a
rich communal faith (for example, in the fBasic Christian

Communities"): hence their slight concern with "European"

praoblems of secularization,ze

[t seems plausible to suggest that such communities®
@xXperience of profound, shared suffering, intrinsic
Soclal relevance, and vigorous faith (experience which
ls, in the narrow sense, "non-political”) is the very -

condition of liberation theology's political witness.

Therefore, the claim that "everything is political® is

Sustainable Oonly as long as it is known by experience to
be non-exclusive. It has the valid sense that no area of
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one's life is separable from the political reality which
s 1ts context and its formative condition. But 1t~

becomes false 1f it implicitly denies the parallel
statements that "everything is spiritual® or “everything
ls psychological®. The members of a Latin American base

community, united in a shared life of scriptural reflect-

ion and sacramental participation, may be relatively

‘immune from such a mistake. To apply the findings of the
liberation theologlans in the absence 0of such an integ-

rated experience will betray their own intentions. If,
therefore, one acknowledges the spiritual disintegration

of Europe diagnosed by such writers as Metz and Solle, 1t

follows that any European version of a liberation
theology will require a complementary "non-political®
renewal of spiritual awareness; and that it might well be
self~defeating to reproduce liberation theology's vpartic-

ularity of focus in the secularized European context.=*®

A due awareness that theological perspectives and

tasks vary by no means implies that Europe can comfort-
ably seal itself off from the challenge of liberation
theology. For the twentieth century has also seen the
growth of a new sense of human unity.  As Rahner notes,
whereas once, say, the siege of Vienna was "of no real

immediate moment for the history of South East Asia",

there 1s a centripetal force at work in humanity
today, driving individual cultures and historical
spaces together . . . . into a single. common
existential space for all human beings (1983: 77).

Thus, 1in so far as European Christians account themselves
members of one body with those suffering in the “Third

varlid", they can (and must) seek to share something of
the experience of suffering: obviously imperfectly, but
Suifficiently to share their aspirations for liberation.>°
They can recognize, too, that Europe is united with, say,
Latin America, by the nexus of commercial exploitation,

and can accept the consequences of that recognition for
the practice of their faith and their politics.='




Now the reasons why some people and not others are
open to such an insight .lies not in the economic data
themselves, but in consciousness. To put this .point in
another way, political discourse, like spiritual and

psychological discourse, 1s a way of structuring and

articulating one's experience of the world. There can be.

no rule of thumb to prescribe which mode of discourse is

most appropriate at a given time, and no externally
objective state. . of affairs compels a uniform human
response to it. Any account of the human situation
which, like Flerro's, entails the view that consciousness
(or "conversion") is minimally significant, cuts away the
grounding of praxis itself, by diminishing people's
awareness of both their freedom to respond and the

significance of their response.

[f Fierro were right in this, then Voegelin's work"
waould be of no interest. Those political theologians who
do affirm the role of the subject, however, will be much
helped by anyone who can give an adequate account of the
relationship between subjective, personal, transformation
and societal transformation. It is reasonable to look to

Voegelin, as a political philosopher, for such help.ai

2. Czeslaw Milosz has writfen,

Even a theologically trained Christian must puzzle
over the Gospel references to the future Kingdom of
God. . . . The Gospels have been invoked both by
millenarists of every persuasion and by pessimist-
lcally inclined Christians, for whom the earth will
always be a valley of tears (Milosz, 1985: 181).

Ve have already cited Moltmann's suséestionethat
anticipations of the Kingdom in history. are genuine,
though preliminary and provisional. He deduces that
“hope becomes realistic and reality hopeful® (1977: 192).

In his earlier Theology of Hope, he postulates hope as
the median virtue between the two vices of presunption
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(the impatient demand for the present fulfilment of hope)
and despair (the premature and arbitrary anticipation of
{ts non-fulfilment). Against Pascal's dictum "we never
live, but we hope to live; and as we are always preparing
to be happy, it is inevitable we should never -be sa¥;
Moltmann insists that living without hope 1is "like no

longer living", and that hope "is itself the happiness of
the present" (1967: 23, 27, 32).

Moltmann, to be sure, never overlooks the persistence
of suffering and conflict in history. As he testifies,
“"Since 1 first studied theology, I have been concerned
with the theology aof the cross" (1974: 1). However, he

also writes,

- Hope alone is to be called “"realistic" because it
alone takes seriously the possibilities with which
all reality is fraught. It does not take things as
they happen to-:stand or to lie, but as progressing,
moving things with possibilities of change. Hope
‘and the kind of thinking that goes with it conseg-
uently cannot submit to the reproach of being

utopian, for they do not strive after things that

have "no place", but after things that have "“no

place as yet" but can acquire one (1967: 25).
These sentences embody the remarkable assumption that
change means growth. They "take seriously" only some of
the possibilities with which reality is fraught. Since
decline and regression are at all times no less possible
than progress, it would be more accurate to assert that
hope, but not "hope alone" is "realistic"; that realism
allows, but does not entaill hope. It is true, as
Moltmann aptly notes, that "meaningful action is always
possible only within a horizon of expectétion. otherwise
all decisions and actions would be desperate thrusts into
a void and would hang unintelligibly and meaninglesslv in
the air" (1967: 326-27). But expectation can have the
character of fear as well as of hove: and defensive (QF

even “desperate*) action inspired by fearfu)l expectation
ls “meaningful®.
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There are three types of challenge, all faormidable, to
the suggestion that only hope is realistic.

Firstly and most dramatically, among the most vivid
contemporary "“anticipations® are those of catastrophe;

economic, ecological, nuclear. As a literary genre,
dystoplia is as common as utopia. It may be true that a
person filled with hope acquires resilience sufficient to
meet grim circumstances with courage, and even with joy.
But foreboding is no less sane than hope, and is not

inherently a sin against hope.33

Secondly, according to Henri Bergson progress can be
defined only in retrospect. The achievement of sacial
progress can only be posited of a society "such that, 1if
men once triled it, they would refuse to go back to the

old state of things" (1935: 80). The example with which
Bergson 1illustrates his subtle argument (1935: 78-81)

concerns the inter-relationship between equality and

liberty. As values they are necessarily in tension, but
they are opposed to each other only as long as they are
concelved as mechanistic faorces. For a society to grow

in i1ts capacity to reconcile the two values there is

required an enhanced quality of moral perception. And if

we could envisage such moral advances, we should 5ireadv
have attained them! They are by definition unforeseeble.
[f Bergson is correct, Moltmann is incautious in linking

the rhetoric of hope with that of progress.3+4

The third chaifenge to Moltmann's assertion derives
from the argument which Freud set out most clearly in
Civilization and its Discontents and The Future of an
Illusiqnt "Happliness, in the reduced sense in which we
recognizé 1t as possible, 1s‘ﬁ problem of the economics

Of the individual's libido* (Freud, 1985: 271). In other
words, happiness is a function of the capacity by which a

person balances the search for pleasure against the

avolidance of pain. According to Freud, whereas religion
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destructively restricts the scope of such adaptation by
imposihg*on all its adherents one path to happiness,
civilization defends the psyche against threat only at
the cost of systematically frustrating the 11bido: thus,
“there are difficulties attaching to the nature of civil-
ization which will not yield to any atteﬁpt at reform®
(Ibid: 306). Freud therefore considers happiness to be

unattainable; Instead of the search for it he advocates

an “education to reality", by which infantilism is

renounced and the full extent of human "“"helplessness” and

"insignificance” accepted (Ibid: 233).3=

The difficuity which faééé ; pclitiéal theoiogy of
hope méy be expressed in another way: not on grounds of
external threat or psychological+the6ry, but on the
grounds of the intrinsic charactér of thé future as such.

Metz distinguishes "“our" future from “God's" future:

God is not "above us" but_“beforé us". His
transcendence reveals i{tself as our “"absolute
future". This future is . . . . not erected out of

the potentialities of our human freedom and human
~action. Rather, this future calls forth our potent-
- 1alities to unfold themselves in history. Only such
a future - one that is more than just the project-

ions of our abilities - can call us to realize truly
new possibilities (Metz, 1069: 88-89),

Now, political theology seems obliged to connect
“hope" with the removal of historically manifest social
injustices. But in so far as such a result is aimed at,
no matter how humbly, it seems to belong to "our" future
not to "God's". And in terms of the spiritual insight of

Buddhism, for example, the very will to remove suffering

embodies the craving which ensures the reproduction:of
suffering (Carrithers, 1983: 60-66),

Perhaps with this anomaly in mind, Metz goes an to
distinguish between the terms "future®  (a reality

grounded in itself, which comes to us as God's gift) and

"goal" (which “appears exclusively as the correlate of
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the present", and which people (or, at least, powerful
people) falsely imagine to-be within their control) .
(Ibid: 98-99).3¢ Moltmann (198%5: 132-39) similarly
distinguishes between terms which signify becoming, a
more or less predictable extrapolation from the present

(Latin futurum French futur), and terms which signify
what is coming from the future as something qualitatively
new (Latin adventus, French avenir). English and German

have each a single-term only, with contrasting etymo-
logies (i.e. Zukunft is cognate to adventus).

Such distinctions, however, fail to extricate Metz or
Moltmann from the difficulty they see so clearly. When
we symbolize the eschatological Kingdom we extrapolate
from our present experience in a twofold manner: the
Kingdom will not only fulfil our experience of good but

will also provide a “rectifying alternative" to our

experience of historical evil (Keck, 1972: 222)., Even
what Metz calls “future" (the historical state which
approaches us as God's gift rather than as the function
of the human capacity to control events) will.necessarily
be present under the conditions aof material finitude and
human sinfulness; it will have its aown propensity to
decay. 0Une cannot use such distinctions to espouse a
form of historical optimism, and one cannot imagine that
the "future" and the "absolute future" form a continuum,

The Kingdom will overturn history - including “God's
historical adventus* - as well as crown it.

Metz is well aware of the poignancy of this dilemma;

As he writes, "If 'progress' exists at all, it is only in

opposition to its nalive generalization" (1980: 100). The
history of freedom is itself a history of guilt, and
requires a consciously held soteriology 1if it is not to

engage in "an irrational mechanism of exoneration or
gullt-repression" (Ibid: 127).
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The problematic will be clear. In so far as an apvpeal
to the “possibilities latent in the present” grounds an
implicitly generalized exhortation to "transform social
structures", political theology threatens to disallow (as
"mystifications") such attitudes as “detachment® and
"patience”. And yet these spiritual qualities will be

required by mature individuals in any conceivable
historical situation. Political theology cannot dissolve
Milosz's's "puzzle". And therefore one has to posit an
authentic Christian hope (in other words, not merely

"consolation") which can survive the erosion of histor-
ical optimism.

3. According to Lamb, political theology "mediates faith
dialectically, emphasizing how it transforms human
action". He contrasts the character of such a theology
with the perspective of certain other thinkers (among
them Voegelin), who tend to emphasize the disclaosive
character of religious truth. *“Such an approach, no
matter how sophisticated, minimizes the transformative
effect of religious and doctrinal symbols on human
experlence" (1979: 81-83). 1If, however, one guards
agalnst an exclusively activist interpretation of praxis,
as does Metz in allowing that it has a "pathic" as well
as an active dimension, then it becomes dubious to oppose
Voegelin to praxis-theologians simply on the ground that
he favours a "disclosure" model of truth. Disclosures
have their roots in experience, whether individual or
communal: both the experience and the disclosure it

evokes have a soclal context and social implications.2®?

‘Contrasting Voegelin with the political theologians,
Lamb suggests that in Voegelin's thought transcendence is
disclosed as a "dimension or structure already present
implicitly or explicitly in human experience" (Ibid: 83,
author's emphasis). In political theology, however,
transcendence is "not disclosed as already present" but

ls experienced as an "imperative challenge capadble of
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transforming or converting the present unfreedom of human
existence® (Ibid). |

Ve shall shortly see that Lamb's criticism of Voegelin

1s not without wéight. In opposiﬁg disclosure to praxis,
however, Lamb misieadingly represents the event of

disclosure itself as somehow serene, divorced from any
sense 0of crisis. On the ccntrary.yas has already been
salid, Voegelin holds that philosophy is intrinsically a

resistance to social disorder. For those whose

intellectual activity leaves the status quo ﬁnchalienged,
he recovers the Platonic term “"philodoxers", who are
specifically contrasted with true "philosophers".=®

The key disclosures of Voegelin's own life occurred
precisely through crises, whether intellectual or

civilizational. It seems, in fact, that no 6ne fioats
downstream to a new vision.=3= |

I cite Lamb's criticism at this point because it also
unwittingly points to an 1ﬁpasse for a praxis—-oriented
theology itself: namely, that when it is stressed
exclusively, it cuts iﬁéelf off from its own sou;ceé of

nourishment. There are tworaspects to this impisse.

Firstly, Lamb's polarization’répresenté praxis as
determining the very relevance of the transcendent. But
1f the transcendent cannot on principle be experienced

immediately, it is unlikely to be experienced as the
ground of a social struggle either. Secondly, to posit

an opposition (and not merely-a distinction which allows

for complementarity) between a Voegelinian “disclosive"
theology and political theology may well itself be
socially destructive, by judging the whole of reality

according to the single criterion of usefulness for a

previously settled purpase. Worship will be evaluated in

ternms entirely of its social function, community

dissolved into alliances, the notion of leisure thinned
Out to that of recuperation for further work. Such an

¢
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instrumentalist mentality must impoverish the psyche,
even should the goal sought be as magnanimous as the

enhancement of human freedom. 4©

At this point, the praoblematic of praxis overlaps with
- those of hope and of subjectivity. Political theology is
keenly and correctly alert to the danger that such
spiritual dispositions as detachment, patience, and’
contemplation will renounce human responsibility for the
world. But to the extent that aggressively intervening
in situations can sometimes worsen them, granted the
bitter knowledge that supposed solutions can entail
unforeseen and destructive side-effects, “"non-action" can

also express paolitical responsibility.«?

[t is an inadequate reply to this point to say that
praxis has its own "theoretical moment", that it demands
analysed action and not mere blundering: for praxis tends

to utilize "analysis" only to refine its strateglies, not
to question 1ts ideological ends. 4=

In 1986, Charles Davis argued for a shift in emphasis
by which social action, rather than “"inwardness" should
be regarded as the "privileged locus" for religious
experience" (1986: 115)., His argument was directed

against the identification of religiocus experience with

interiority, from which it would follow that social and
political action are at best regarded as legitimate

consequences of a prior spirituality.<4® But in 1973,
Davis had recorded the stronger claim, which he regarded

as a "serious challenge to theology as currently under-

stood", that "truth does not yet exist; it cannot be

reached by interpretation, but it has to be produced by
change". He added his own view:

The praxis of christians, like all praxis, demands a
critical analysis of present society, intended to
uncaver the contradictions latent within it. These
contradictions, 1f Christianity is more than ideo-
logy, will occur where Christians with their faith

- - —_—— —_— —_— —_— — —— —— w
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and hope are situated in an objective conflict with
the social order. Conscious Christian praxis is

the actualization of the conflict thus uncovered
(Davis, 1973: 166, 167).

This position seems to be incoherent. 1If truth does
not yet exist at all, what status has one's exposure of

societal "contradictions®? Can light “fall on" the
struggle (which would suppose some source of disclosure),
or does it only "flow from"” the struggle? If the latter,
what first inspires aﬁyone's struggle? vhat, in any
case, 1s "the sacial aorder"? 1If it extends iﬁto one's

pysche (which has 1ts own divisions), how can one simply

be in "objective conflict" with the social order?

Secondly, unless Davis recognized that "Christian
life"* transcends the boundaries of “Christian praxis®,
his position would be viciously restribtive. No action
that failed directly to contest "the social order" (such
as feeding one's baby, doing é humdrum job honestly;
suffering an illness patiently) could express faith. In

fact, in 1980, Davis did come claose to denving anv such
transcendence:

Christian faith is grounded when emancipatory social
action brings us to the limits of human meaning. so
that we experience in Christ a transcendent source

of hope and liberation (1980: 6).
Granted that human beings are social beings. does it not
follow that all human action is by definition "soclal
action"? If so, “"emancipatory social action" simply
means actions which in some way, manifest or intangible,
support others. Perhaps any action that expresses truth
not falsehood, acceptance of others not hostility to
thém, challenges the "social order" by refusing to
Collude in {t. If, however, "emancipatory social action®
ls for Davis synonymous with "praxis", he here dismisses
all Christian faith that is not consciously directed to a
Single end, and posits not a "privileged locus" for

religious experience, but an exclusive one.++
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[t 1s consistent to argue that Christian theology

needs to learn from praxis theory to recognize 1its own
latent political function, while also recognizing that
other criteria than political responsibility may

appropriately govern human decisions. But praxis theory

cannot itself embody the criteria to determine whether it
is more appronriately applicable to a given situation

than contrasting insights and modes of discourse.“®

To.eum up: 1f "“the subject" and subJecfive exnerience
are affirmed they must necessarily be affirmed even when
thelr social relevance is aobscure. Dtherwiseriin the
name of praxis one embraces a tyrannous brand of

eplstemological positivism. Against that, Voegelin's
thought is an effective prophylactic.<®

Voegelin in the Light of Folitical Theology

This study will also argue that the perspectivea of
political theology offer a necessary corrective to
Voegelin = work more strongly, that political theology
is a vantage point from which certain deficiencies of
his thought can be brought into focus. The same three
themes may be reiterated from the reverse perspective.

though very briefly. since their substance has already
been indicated.

1. At the heart of Voegelin s work is the insistance that

aymbolic and propositional dis~ourse are authentic only
in 50 far as they are rooted in and eontinucusly fed by
the experiences that engendered the discourse Since
political theology focuses on the experiences of those
who suffer from or those who oppose social injustice, 1its
natural tendency to extraversion mny entail the lack of
an adequate account of consciousness. I shall suggest
that the limitation of Voegelin's thought lies not in its

adherence to a "disclosure model of truth" asfsuch (as
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Lamb suggests), ‘but in the restricted class of exper-
iences he regards as authentic sources of disclosure.

For him these sources are experiences of transcendent
reality by the meditating consclousness, but scarcely -
experiences of communal solidarity or struggle. On his
account, ultimate reality 1is disclosed to the solitary
searcher who experiences the direct attraction of
transcendent being and responds to that attraction with
an "open soul". Is it not equally true that ultimate
reality can be disclosed as the "depth dimension® of
faithful action - both the actions we commit ourselves to
and the actions of others from which we benefit? Does
the Judaeo-Christian tradition properly lay more emphasis

on the communal and practical dimensions of faith than
Voegellin attributes to it?

2. A particular hope underlies Voegelin's work: that a
renewed openness to the truth of reality will bring about
freedom from ideologies. By clarifying the nature of
those deformations of consciousness which make political
movements destructive, the authentic philosopher 1is to be
a force for political good. ‘As will be seen, he holds
the most devastating ideologies to be those which pretend
that the evils inherent in historical existence can be
dispelled. In his view, humanity's most profound hope 1is
to be directed beyond history. The question arises
whether his position implies that the particular concrete

goods which can be accomplished by temporal action are

virtually discounted merely because they are not irrev-

ersible. Ve shall enquire whether Voegelin diminishes
the scope of legitimate Christian hope for the trans-
formation of the world within history, so introducing a
dichotomy between historical and eschatological hope.

3. Voegelin has cited as his model of the philosopher's

discharge of political responsibility Plato's strategy of

Withdrawing from the corrupt Athenian government in order
to form an ideal alternative community, whose wisdom
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could then be brought to bear oan tﬁirpolitical order.
But the notion of "praxis", even in more open form,
embodies a claim that political wisdom cannot even be
acquired apart from a commitment to just and responsibdble
action in the present, and that it is radically
misleading to envisage a sequence by which one first

becomes “"wise" and is then able to act authentically. It
will therefore be necessary to consider the potential of
Voegelin's philaosophy to nourish responsible particip-
ation in political l1life, as well as his critique of those
ldeologies which consecrate political irresponsibility.

If 1t were to turn out that Voegelin's work at once

depreciated the communal dimension of human existence,
removed effective hope to a realm outside the temporal
‘order, and diminished the scope of Christiaﬁ respons-
ibility for the world, we should have to speak of him, an
arch-critic of ideologies, as himself an unwitting
servant of those particular ideologies of conservatism
which, as we shall see, he explicitly and cogently
criticizes: one who, in enunciating a set of insights,
however valuable, impedes the recognition of other urgent
truths and obstructs those who engage in a “struggle®
quite as intrinsic to Christian existence as his own

struggle for understanding. Voegelin might still have

much to offer political theology, but he would also stand
to be judged by {it.
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CHAPTER TVO
"HUMAN EXISTENCE IN THE METAXY

Metaxic Reality

It would be a travesty of Voegeiin's‘whale method to
interpret him as pasiting certain "ideas" or “"theories"
which might then be "applied" to a range of empirical

data and serve as a key to interpretation. But certain

principles consistently inform his analysis. These

are not simply axioms, because he explicitly argues for
them; in the theoretical introduction to The World of the
Folis, he describes them as "the principles which . . .

furnish the critical foundation far Order and History”*
(QH_II: 7). The most fundamental among these principles
is that human existence is lived#in the metaxy or the

In-Between, a term he takeshfrom?Plato, who in turn

derives it from Anaximander (fl1. 560 B.C.). Voegelin
writes, '

Reality was experienced by Anaximander as a cosmic
process in which things emerge from, and disappear
into, the non-existence of the 4peiron (the
Boundlessl. Things do not exist out of themselves,
all at once and forever; they exist out of the
ground to which they return. Hence, to exist means
to participate in two modes of reality: (12> In the
Apeiron as the timeless arche of things and (2) 1in
the ordered succession of things as the manifest-
ation of the 4peiron in time (QH IV: 174).

Io express the same experience of reality, Plato has
developed the symbol of the metaxy, of the in-
between, in the sense of a reality that partakes of
‘both time and eternity and, therefore, does not
wholly belong to the one or the other. There
appears to be a flow of existence that is not
existence in time (Voegelin, 1967a: 261-62).

These statements, explains Voegelin, are not to be.

regarded as "absolute" truths. They constitute a ffeld
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of consclousness, in which there 1s first an insight into
the mystery and structure of the pfdcésé, and, second, a
reflexive recognition that through that very insight

one's participation in reality is b;oughtitc:awafeneéstj

Voegelin gives his most lucid account of the metaxy in

an essay of 1970, "“Equivalences of Experience and
Symbolization in ﬁiétarj“h A 1engthyﬁquotatioﬁ, which
will then be explicated, cannot be avoided, since 1t

articulates the foundation of Voegelin's entire work:

Existence has the structure of the In-Between, of
the Platonic Metaxy, and if anything is constant in
the history of mankind it is the language of tension
between life and death, immortality and mortality,
perfection and imperfection, time and timelessness;
between order and disorder, truth and untruth, sense
and senselessness of existence; between amor Del <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>