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| characterizecontrolling picturesor assumptionsand concomitantsof fir st moder nity and then postmoder nity.
In brief, these assumptions ar e the possibility of absol ute transcendence of one’ s body, language, and culture
versus the inescapability of some immanence in the same, of standing in the world. | trace the historical
trajectory of the modern spirit and conclude that the move from moder nity to postmoder nity has been a long,
gradual one that continues today. Modern thought increasingly recognized the historical relativity and
conditionedness of everything human, yet held on to at least one version of absolutism. Recognizing that all
of even one' sownthinkingisalwaysincarnateand conditioned isthedecisive point for entering postmoder nity.
Thecritical and non-critical aspectsof the postmodern spirit aredescribed. | next offer an evaluative overview
of modern theol ogy, eval uate two movementsin moder n theol ogy and phil osophy—existentialismand process
thought—with important postmodern elements, and commend liberation theol ogies for exposing absolutistic
assumptions of modern theology. Finally, with some trepidation | evaluate three types of self-consciously
postmoder n theol ogy (which can find possible or actual counterpartsin all the disciplines of the humanities).
Radical or deconstructive postmoder nism hypothesizes total immanence in our representations of reality. It
alternates between the relativistic standing everywhere of equally endorsing all interpretations and the
standing nowhere of nihilism. Inits hidden standard of absolute truth and itsrefusal to (claima) stand in the
world, radical postmoder nismreveal sitselfto bemoder nrather than postmoder n. Conser vative postmoder nism
or postliberalism emphasizes the importance of enculturation in a tradition. Hypothesizing immanence in
incommensurateworldviews, itspostureisdefensive. Protestant postliberalism, including Radical Orthodoxy,
postmoder nly claims Christianity as a self-authenti cating context of meaning, but then incoherently shiftsinto
the posture of modern or pre-modern absolutism and claims it as the one true religion. Only moderate
postmodernism can adequately reflect the postmodern spirit. It charts a course between absolutism and
relativism. It givesthecritical aspect itsdue, affirming limited human transcendence. 1t grantsthat all persons
are rooted in the world, that all are embodied and enculturated in some meaning.

I count myself among alargenumber of scholarsof religion (and other disciplines) who believethat we
liveinthemidst of amajor shiftinWestern culture—that we aremoving from themodern ageinto apostmodern
age.1 Inthe opening sectionsof thisessay | will delineate somedistinguishing characteristicsof the postmodern
versusthe modern spirit. | will proceed by describing respective controlling assumptions and concomitants of
first modernity, then postmodernity. Onepostmodern assumptionisthat every individual and culturehasbasic
assumptions, models, images, picturesthat control theway oneviewstheworld. Such controlling assumptions
function like eyeglasses—one looks with or through them, but does not normally look at them. (And indeed
some assumptionsare so basic or prereflectivethat, like one’ sown eye, one cannot look at them at all .)2 Next
| will discuss historical and logical relationships between the modern and postmodern spirits.

Postmodern sensibility would caution against any absolute postulating of the essence of an era,
especialy in contrast to another era. So | offer my understanding of the modern versus postmodern spirit not
as an absol ute or monoalithic schemathat disallows countervailing tendencies or alternative schemas, but asa
general description of some contrasting tendenciesinvolvedinthiscultural shift. Addingtothisgeneral caveat
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my judgment that the movement from modernity to postmodernity has been long and gradual, | expect astute
readerswill have no problem identifying exceptionsto my distinctions.

Inthefinal sectionsof the essay, | will consider the relationship of the postmodern spirit to theol ogy,
primarily through the use of selected and hopefully representative movements and figures. In light of the
judgment that the moveto postmodernity hasbeen aprotracted one, | will ook at sometrendsintheology, from
Schleiermacher to the contemporary scene, interms of their affinity with the postmodern spirit. Finaly, | will
examinethreetypes of self-descriptively postmodern theology and assessthem in relation to the spirit or logic
of postmodernity as| have construed it. While | intend this construal to be acceptableto all three camps—the
radical or deconstructionist/poststructuralist, the conservative or “postliberal,” and the moderate, animportant
purpose of this essay isto take a stand for moderate postmodernism. So | write asa critical and constructive
theol ogian of the moderate postmodern strand, contending that it alone among the types consistently draws out
theimplications of the postmodern spirit—while the other two end up being more modern than postmodernin
crucia respects. This project thus counters the use of “postmodern” as a synonym for “deconstructionist” or
“poststructuralist” by some scholars, both sympathetic and unsympathetic to radical postmodernism. My
attempt to define“ postmodern” isthus an enactment of the postmodern insight that reality is (in part) defined,

enacted by us.

|.TheModern Spirit

Anoriginal hallmark of modernity hasbeenitsstressontheindividual anditsgreat faithinindividual
critical reason.3 Religiously speaking, Martin Luther’ s standing al one before the Diet of Worms dramatically
signaled the coming of modernity. While the Protestant Reformation elevated the authority of Scripture,
individual critical reason and conscience—hopefully guided by the Holy Spirit—received new freedom to
interpret Scripture and makejudgments. Correspondingly, thisdevelopment greatly diminished the collective
authority of institutions and tradition.

Certain Renai ssancepaintingsrepresent thearti sti c begi nningsof modernity asthey reveal acontrolling
assumption or “picture” of modernity (Poteat, 59). In contrast to actual vision, everything in these paintings,
includingall elementsof theforeground and background, appearscrystal clear. A basicassumptionof modernity
is that the individual can leave behind all limitations of one's body and perceptual equipment, temporality,
language, and culture and reach an absolutely privileged position where one can “see” everything (including
oneself) with complete clarity. Descartes, controlled by this picture, signaled the beginning of modern
philosophy. Findingthat all of hisknowledgefailed accordingto suchacriterion of absolute—andexplicitable—
certainty, Descartesfinally felt hereached the privileged positionin hisreflexive and self-conscious subj ectiv-
ity—"I think, therefore | am.” In comparison with the Reformation, the ensuing Enlightenment of course
radicalized therole of critical reason with respect to Scripture and tradition.4

I will now consider some ramifications of this controlling picture of modernity, mostly confining my
remarksto the realm of Western thought5:

1) Probably the most significant consequence of modernity’ s picture of the absolutely lucid and self-
possessed subject was its dualisms between subject and object, mind and matter, including the body. If the
individual human subject or mind isthe absolutely privileged starting point, it becomesdifficult or impossible
toreach or haveany meaningful connectionwiththeobject or thephysical (especially by thecriterion of absolute
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certainty). The question becomes, how can mind impose meaning on inherently meaningless matter? For the
flip side of the absol ute subject isthe absolute object: critical, distancing reason tendstoturnwhat isinitsgaze
intonothingbut anobject. If, conversely, thesimply material object and senseperceptionthat supposedly mirrors
the object serve asthe absolutely privileged starting point, then it becomes difficult or impossible to reach or
find any meaningful rolefor the human subject—whichtendsto bereduced to simply an aggregate of matter and
energy. Aswith Humpty Dumpty, no onecould put subject and obj ect back together again, giventhecontrolling
assumption of modernity.

In either its idealist or physicalist manifestations, modernity’s controlling picture leads to loss of
meaning and, in the extreme, to personal and cultural insanity: idealism by sundering us from our bodies and
emotions and our embodiment in the world; physicalism by having no place for the sacredness of human and
animal life. Whilephysicalismemphasizesthebody asphysical system, itisasdiscarnatingasidealism, dienating
usfromour experiential, intentional bodies. Idealismdivorcespurposefromtheworld; physicalismdivorcesthe
world from any purpose.

2) Having (assumedly) left behind thenitty-gritty of existenceintime, modernthinkershavebeenwont
to claim to see the essence of being, human nature, history, the Bible, or Christianity. Such claims have often
involved the positing of absolute categories, often paralleling the fundamental subject-object and mind-matter
dualisms, oftenhierarchical. Examplesincludethehumanworldversusnature, inner versusouter, reasonversus
emotion or sense perception, an enlightened age versus past benighted ages.

3) In principle, everything could come under the gaze of the absolute subject; everything should be
assimilableto theindividual’s critical knowledge. What critical reason’ s categories and logic could not
assimilate tended to be ignored, dismissed, or destroyed. Diverseimagesthat come to mind include Thomas
Jefferson’ s version of the New Testament with all supernaturalistic passages del eted, the humanities
attempting to establish their relevancy before the bar of science, and the unparalleled ideological violence
(at least in scale) of the modern age.

4) The model of the absolutely privileged and neutral position assumes all objects of knowledge as
already fully constituted apart from theindividual’s coming to know. Truthissimply correspondenceto a
reality already “out there” (for those on the object side of the dualism) or already “in here” (for those

favoring the subject side).6

[1.ThePostmodern Spirit

The contrasting controlling picture of postmodernity is a person standing in the world, with always
at least “onefoot in” one’s body, temporality, society, culture, language, history, tradition, etc. While
humans do indeed have reflexive, critical, transcending capabilities (far greater than those of any other
animals on earth), such capabilities are not absol ute as modernity tended to assume. One's ahility to take
off the eyeglasses through which one looks at reality and to look at those eyeglassesislimited. One cannot
get out of one’sown skin! Oneimplication of the postmodern controlling assumption is that a person
always stands embodied, enmeshed, enculturated in meaning and value. Normally we do not need critical
reason to establish or justify meaning ala Descartes and his successors. Rather, critical reason can come
into play when questions arise in our practice or when meanings break down.
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Following are ramifications of postmodernity’ s controlling assumption paralleling and contrasting
with those of modernity:

1) Neither subject nor object constitutes the privileged starting point for postmodernity. Interms
of individual epistemology—granting an inalienable social component —someone knowing or perceiving
something is the only starting point. Any attempt to completely “get behind” the act of knowing, to reach
the subject “initself” (that is, in total distinction from any object known) and likewise to reach the object in
itself (that is, in total distinctness from any subject knowing it), isrejected. The postmodern spirit disowns
this attempt not just because of its practical impossibility, but as misguided in principle: thereis no absolute
or pure subject to abstract out of the world and society in which oneis embodied. It regards aperson asa
mindbodily continuum or whole. “Mind,” as our awareness of and our attempt to make sense of things, and
“body,” asthat with which we relateto anatural and social world, are radically interrelated, and both come
into play at somelevel inall our acts.

2) In similar fashion, postmodernity views related distinctions or polarities—such asinner versus
outer, reflective versus prereflective, the human versus the natural world, linguistic versus prelinguistic—as
continuous, interrelated, and relative to context (never absolutely distinguishable). Besides eschewing
dualisms, the postmodern spirit also runs counter to attempts to find the (necessary) essence of being,
human nature, history, areligion, or atext. Ingeneral, it distrustsany rigid or absol utistic scheme of
classification or categorization, on the grounds that such totalizing endeavors miss the richness, complexity,
and contextuality of life, especially initstemporal and changing character and it its prereflective and tacit
dimensions.

3) Compared to modernity’s overemphasis on the individual, postmodernity elevates the value of
what transcends theindividual. Descriptively and prescriptively, the cruciaity of the social dimensions of
life, including the authority of the group and tradition, are (or should be) recognized.

For the postmodern spirit, what appears different from or other than one's self, beliefs, or values
should not ultimately be either assimilated or dismissed or reduced to a mere object. Instead one should
encounter—an encounter that partially defines oneself—or engage in dialogue with the other, dialogue that
appreciates and respectsreal differences (without entailing that one must ultimately equally accredit al the
differing beliefsand values). In postmodern logic no privileged or neutral position existsto which contrary
viewsmust summarily reconcileor elsefaceelimination.

4) The postmodern spirit holds that our perceiving, knowing, and acting play asignificant rolein
creating the world we experience. On avery prereflective level, the truth of this contention becomes evident
by imagining how different alakelooksto abird flying over it or to afish swimming in it than to ahuman
being. Each creature’ s perspective brings what isthere into definition—there is no fully determinate lakein
itself nor any perspectiveless perspective on the lake.” (A laHeisenberg' s uncertainty principle, our
“measuring” or perceiving always has some effect on what we know—our knowing always leaves some
trace!) Onamorereflectivelevel, the vast array of languages, cultures, worldviews, and religions acrossthe
globe and through the ages suggests humanity’ s vital role in creating the worlds of meaning in which we
dwell.
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[11. Discerningthe Spirits

Some have characterized modernity as an era (increasingly) aware of the historical and cultural
conditionedness of everything human, an erathat diminished or vanquished absolutisms (e.g., Wall, Hopper).
Canwesquarethat characterizationwithmy claimthat thepictureof theabsol utely privileged subject controlled
modernity? Whilemodernity’ scritical reason slew the authoritarianismsand absol utisms of the past, it tended
todo sowithan assumption of itsown absolutely privileged position! Theideasand valuesof agrowing number
of individuals and cultures were exposed as historically relative, but modern thinkers tended lessto sense the
conditioned natureof their own critical reflection. Marx and Hegel saw therel ativity of all past periodsof history,
but nonetheless constructed an absolute master plan and final period of history. Freud discovered the falsity
of the model of total and explicit human consciousness and self-control, yet he used his general awareness of
the subconscious realm to devise absol utistic explanations of such things aswomen’s nature and the origin of
religion.

Premodern absolutisms were uncritical and relatively prereflective. The absolute authority and
rightnessof atradition or away of lifewere (again relatively speaking) simply assumed. They represent afirst-
order naivete. M odern absol utismswere/arereflective. Supposedly neutral critical reasonarrivesat them. They
represent asecond-order naivete. Thenaiveteof critical reasonislikeachildwholearnsanew skill, suchasriding
abicycle, andis so giddy with the newfound power and possibilitiesthat the limitations of this capability, like
all things human, escape notice.

Realizing or assuming the unavoidably incarnate, finite, temporally and culturally conditioned nature
of even one’' s own thinking and valuing constitutes the crucial notion for admission into the postmodern age.
To say that the postmodern spirit can be“realized” or “assumed” allowsitsappropriationto beeither relatively
reflective or relatively prereflective. Thus, the postmodern spirit overcomes or circumvents the second-order
naivete of modernity.

Describing the rel ationshi ps between the modern and postmodern spiritsas | have aboveimpliesthe
inappropriateness of selecting one circumscribed period asthetime Western cultureleft modernity and entered
postmodernity. By thenineteenth century intell ectual sarose who were* postmodern” in certain aspectsof their
thought, including SorenKierkegaard and William James. Asart had“ announced” thebeginningsof modernity,
so also of postmodernity. Impressionist renderings of the same scene at different times of day pointed to the
inescapability of temporality and perspectivalism. Cezanne's* out of focus’ paintings suggested the necessary
human component in bringing our world into definition (Poteat, 59). We have been gradually entering the
postmodern age and continue to do so. The combination of the modern spirit slaying many authoritarianisms
and agrowing postmodern spirit has| judge been influential in an overall (if uneven) trend of the lessening of
absolutism and a growing tolerance for diverse viewpointsin Western culture.

Parenthetically, | will mention an ambiguity pertaining to the postmodern truth of the embodied and
conditioned nature of everything human. On the one hand, this truth contains a summons to self-criti-
cism—it hasacritical side. It is sometimes both possible and appropriate to look at our individual and
(sub)cultural eyeglasses and consider whether our lenses need a correction. In this enterprise, those
wearing different spectacles can help us to see assumptions we ourselves miss. Also, the postmodern spirit
calls us to guard against absolutizing our own perspective (or assuming we do not have one, which is
tantamount to absolutism). On the other hand, the inescapability of our embodiment and enculturation has
an acritical or precritical side: it isoften inapp1r<£priate or impossible to look at our eyeglasses. Michael



Polanyi noted the acritical nature of all tacit acts of knowing (PK, 264). We can only devote alimited portion
of timeto thereflective enterprise of making explicit the normally tacit or prereflective—therest of thetime
wemust live. And any such reflective attempts can only partly succeed, for critical reflection entails some
temporal and perspectival distancing and separation. Finaly, asindicated earlier, some assumptions are so

basic that one cannot get behind them—they are more like one's eye than like eyegl asses.8

IV. ThePostmodern Spiritand M oder n Theologies

If postmodern sensibilitiesal ready emergedinthenineteenth century, they manifested themselvesmore
strongly in Protestant theology than in most other areas of Western thought. The modern spirit had
unceremoniously dethroned theology as “queen of the sciences.” Theology's past pronouncements on
scientific and other “secular” matters were clearly recognized as historically limited. While theology’s
competence or worth was under challenge with respect to more narrowly “religious’ spheres, the cultural
conditionedness of its religious formulations had not been as clearly established. Friedrich Schleiermacher,
anticipatingthefurther reach of critical reason, madearather remarkableand rather postmodern acknowledgment:
all of our characterizations of “the Absolute” arelinguistically, culturally, and historically conditioned. With
some justification this“father of modern theology” might also be called the “father of postmodern theol ogy.”

However, Schleiermacher could not let go of one area of absolute privilege, one absolute human
connectionwiththedivine: theallegedly universal human*feeling of absol utedependence.” (Notethat theissue
here is not the absoluteness of the divine, but the absoluteness of the claimed human connection.) Granted
attemptsto expressthisfeeling are always conditioned. Granted, too, thisfeeling manifestsitself only in and
through the particular contingencies of each moment of experience. Nevertheless, as anecessary component
of every human experience rather that just a potentiality that some peopl e realize some of thetime, thisfeeling
heraldsitsunconditioned and absol utecharacter. M oreover, that theparti cul ariti esof thismoment of experience
versus that one finally do not make any difference—we have the basic sense of our absolute dependence
regardless, in that sense thisfeeling remains unconditioned and purein relation to any linguistic and historical
particularities.

M ost nineteenth and twenti eth century theol ogy followed Schleiermacher inclinging to oneabsol utely
privileged divine connection. For Tillich, it wasthe “mystical apriori”; for Whiteheadian process theology,
awareness of the “initial aim” for each occasion; for neo-Thomism, implicit awareness and love for God; for
existentialist theol ogy, thecouragetoliveauthentically despiteexistential anxiety. Notetheprereflectivenature
of al these connections. Modern theol ogy had abandoned the attempt at an absol ute reflective knowledge of
God. But there remained the attempt to get underneath all cultural conditions through the prereflective.

Karl Barth, of course, denied any absolute or other connection coming from the human side. Instead,
theabsol uteconnection comesfrom God'’ sintentional revel ationin JesusChrist. Aswith Schleiermacher, human
attempts to express this connection are relative (and Barth would add prone to idolatry). But this human
connection (albeit provided by God) receives absolute privilege.

I will now givegeneral considerationto somemovementsintwentieth century thought which, though
in some aspects very much imbued with the modern spirit, evidence important postmodern elements and
implications. Existentialist philosophy and theology in good postmodern fashion attacked modern and earlier
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attemptsto abstract out and reify an atemporal human essence. Existentialismalsofound earlier categorizations
of reality too abstract and out of touch with the temporal and historical character of existence. Much of
existentialism, though, turned only outward in postmodern critique, not recognizing the historical limitedness
and tendenci esto absol uti sm of itsown definitionsof human natureand categorizationsof reality. For example,
human beingsinmany contextsdonot feel “thrown” intotheworld, but rather feel quiteat homeinit. Onarelated
note, our normal embodi ment and encul turationinsomemeaning beliesthenotionthat onecoul d or shouldalways
explicitly decide to take on authentic meaning. (My faulting of this aspect of existentialism does not deny the
fiduciary and interpretative elements of personal commitment in all knowing and valuing.) Indifferent ways,
therefore, existentialismtended to shortchangeboththe self-critical andthe precritical aspectsof thepostmodern
spirit. In one aspect most of existentialism remained under the sway of the modern spirit: its pronounced
individualism.

In contrast to existentialism, process philosophy and theology is postmodern in its focus on, and
consistently positive evaluation of, the social nature and inter-connectedness of reality. Its emphasis on the
temporality of all existence (whichit shareswith existentialism) anditsdenial of anything concreteabout theself
that is unchanging through time also resonate with the postmodern. On the “down side,” its Whiteheadian
metaphysical system seemsfirmly entrenchedin therationalist or idealist branch of modernity, arising out of a
desireto pleasethe (absol ute) thinking subject withitsall-encompassing neatness. |dealism animatesitstheory
that “ occasions of experience” compriseall reality, with matter in effect only apparent, as our abstracting from
numerous|ow-grade(subatomic) experiences. |dealismalsoimbuesitstheory of causation, inwhichall causation
isamatter of experience, prehension, or sympathetic feeling. To befair, Whitehead does write of prehension
in “the mode of causal efficacy”—we cannot help but to take account of what entersinto our experience from
thepast. Y et the metaphorical reliance on experience and on our taking in or grasping what affects us does not
adequately account for materiality and exteriority, that is, causal efficacy that happensquiteapart fromany type
of awareness or desire.?

Even as modern theol ogians subscribed to the notion that their work was relative to their era, they
generally didnot noticeitsrelativity totheir identity asWestern European and North American middleand upper
classwhitemal es—they typically assumed they spokefor thewholeof cultureof their era. Assuggested earlier,
postmaodernity’ srecognition of thedifficulty of looking at theembodied, historical, and subcultural perspective
withwhichweview reality entail sthat often those from another perspectivecanlook at our “ eyeglasses’ better
thanwecan. Liberationtheology hascertainly performed thisservicefor mainlinetheol ogy, showinghow it has
traditionally ignored or subsumed the otherness of persons of color, women, gays, leshbians, or the underclass
and ignored or complied with their oppression. Theology should prioritize the other voices of homosexuals,
women, blacks and the Third World to fulfill the postmodern spirit’s call to mutually engage the other.

V. ThePostmoder n Spirit and Postmoder n Theologies

Theologiesconsciously or self-descriptively postmodernhavetendedtofall intoradical, moderate, and
conservative camps over the past generation. | now take up the (perhaps presumptuous) task of evaluating the
contributions and prospects of those three types in light of the postmodern spirit as | have construed it—a
postmodern scorecard, if youwill 10 Thethinkerswhoinform thistypology aremostly North Americansinthe
Christian tradition (though the radicals would generally characterize themselves asinfluenced by, rather than
part of, that tradition).



A.TheRadicals

Thepostmodern theol ogy that has caused the biggest splash, or themost waves, istheradical branch—
deconstruction and other forms of poststructural ism.11 Asatool, it performs avaluable postmodern function
in critiquing or “ deconstructing” —exposing the assumptions and contradictions attending—the absol ute and
self-contained subject, absolute text, or absolutely privileged place in or beyond time. As an a/ontology,
poststructuralismismore problematic.

Thistypeof theology hasbeenlabeled” severe” or “negative’ (Beardsee) or “ eliminative’ postmodernism
becauseit purportedly eliminatesconceptsof God, self, history, and truth (Griffin). Thelate JacquesDerridais
thepremier philosophical influencebehindthisbranch. Representativesof thistypeof theology intheProtestant
traditionwereMark C. Taylor and thelate CharlesWinquist; D.G. L eahy and John Caputo offer versionsinthe
Catholictradition(thoughin L eahy’ scasemorerootedin American pragmatismthanin French postructuralism).
Though Taylor has since moved beyond his deconstructive phase, | judge that he most consistently devel oped
theimplications of Derrida’ s philosophy for theology (especially before Derrida himself began to write about
religion). Therefore, | will bein conversation with him morethan any other poststructuralist theologian.

Poststructuralism arises from a problem or “crisis of representation” growing out of modernity’s
controlling pi cture—whichassumedthat wecouldtranscendtoreality “initself,” areality which our perceptions
or wordsmerely represent or towhichthey merely correspond, but in noway constitute. The postmodern spirit,
of course, sensesthat interest, desire, perception, interpretation, commitment, personal and communal history
influence every experience. Deconstruction reacts radically against modernity’ s picture of transcendence and
interprets postmodern insight to entail the total immanence of aperson in one’' s experiences. We are trapped
inour perceptions, our words, our interpretations, our constructionsof reality—and thereisnothing el se (except
perhapsthe* nothingness” of utterly unpresentabl edifferance). Becauseof itsrelianceon linguistic metaphors,
some have falsely accused deconstruction of denying non-linguistic elements of experience. 12 what
deconstructionists have maintained is the heavy influence of language on most human experience (a position
which other postmodernists would accept). The key point here, though, is that no reality exists beyond our
constitution of experience through language, perception, etc.

As with the modern and general postmodern spirits, art heralded deconstructive postmodernism,
through much so-called “modernist” visua art and literature. While William Beardslee may be correct in his
generalization that aesthetic modernism did not, unlike deconstruction, abandon the quest for “avision of the
whole’ (64, 149), | believethat therelated observationsof Stephen Mooreand Karl Raschkearemoretothepoint:
Modernism did tend to downplay or abandon the attempt at representation or realism.

Tobetotallyimmanentinone’ srepresentationsis, inDerrida’ swords, to plungeinto“thehorizontality
of apuresurface” (1978:298). For deconstructionistseverythingissurface, appearance, horizontality. Notonly
do they deny absolute transcendence, but even relative height or depth. This conflicts with Polanyi’sinsight
that knowing involves levels where tacit components contribute to wider, deeper, or higher focal contexts of
meaning. Critical reason or reflective distancetakes apenultimaterolein deconstructing particul ar contexts of
meaning, but from an ultimate perspective (although deconstruction’s “ a/theistic” premises disallow such a
perspective) human beings are trapped in the largest context of meaning, a (predetermined?) humanly
undecidable, flowingwhole. 13 Everythingisasit oughttobe, leavingnoroomfor sinor guilt (Taylor,1984:121,
151-58,166-69).
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In keeping with the postmodern spirit, deconstruction emphasi zestherel ativity of meaning to context,
the connectedness of the elements within a context, and the openness of a context to further and future
interconnections. Thisopennessimpliestheinexhaustibility of reality. Ironically, though, by placing everything
on the same level of “appearance,” deconstruction instead offers a one-dimensional, flat, exhausted reality,
lacking any sense of mystery. Similarly, deconstruction underminesitsvaluing of othernessand difference by
reducing all alterity to distances between points on the same plane—or as components of an enclosed,
fragmented self. Thisisone of theironies of radical postmodernism its advocates have overlooked.

Inthefirst place then, deconstruction holdsthat we are immanent and incarnated, totally inscribedin
our bodies, culture, contexts of meaning. Forgoing explanation of how we can transcend our interpretations
enoughto cometo such asecond-order conclusion, deconstruction’ snext moveisthis: sinceonly interpretation
or appearance exists, and given diverse, competing, and even apparently contradictory interpretations, one
cannot seriously commit to any one interpretation. Indeed, the microcosm of the self and its meaningsis so
fragmented that it mirrors the inconsistencies and incoherencies of the macrocosm. Hence deconstruction’s
sharprelativisticturntoirony or playfulness. Hereinliesthe supremeinternal irony of radical postmodernism:
the human being isregarded astotally embodied, immanent, committed, interested and at the sametime called
to be totally discarnate and disinterested. If per impossible, one could fully take to heart deconstruction’s
anthropol ogy, schizophreniawould result. Deconstruction’ sfreedom from commitment to particular valuesor
worldview can never work in practice; deconstructionists like all creatures are standing somewhere. (One
commitment driving many radical postmodernistsisoppositiontototalizing ideol ogiesthat pretend to speak for
theinterests of al.)

Inaradical appropriation of the postmodern rejection of modernity’ s search for absolutetruth, Taylor
offerswanderingor “ erring” astheprimary metaphor for thehuman quest for meaning (esp. 1984:13, 149-58,179).
This accords with deconstruction’ s belief that we can only reach the “sign” but never the destination. Given
the postmodern insight that we humans can never possess absol ute presence or truth, deconstruction’s claim
that each moment of experienceinvolvestheinterplay of the presence and absence of meaningiscorrect. From
my Christian and my personal perspective, though, even granting thesetwo equal billinginapolar relationship
errs: the presence of meaning ismore basic and stronger in normal human and animal experience. 14 However,
deconstruction goes further and gives pride of place to the pole of absence. Itsvocabulary and metaphors—
such as erring, trace, shiftiness, undecidability, appearance(s) (and disappearance), marginality, darkness—
suggest the insecure, unsettled, insubstantial, abysmal, and deconstructing nature of all meaning. Given the
postmaodern recognition of theimpossibility of absolute self-presence, truth, and value, one might notethat the
cup of meaningiseither relatively empty or relatively full. Why doesdeconstructionopt for (rel ative) emptiness?
Perhaps pessimistic or skeptical personalities of its proponents play a part in deconstruction’ s temperament.
Undoubtedly, deconstruction’ semphasi son absenceispartly rhetorical , an effort to counter-bal ancemodernity’ s
(andtheWestern Greek-rooted phil osophical-theol ogical tradition’ s) emphasi son absol ute sel f-possessionand
truth. But thedecisivefactor, asl haveimplied, now claim, andlater will argueisthehiddenyet controlling spirit
of modernity and its haunting standard of absolute truth.

With its emphasis on the absence of meaning, deconstruction takes its standing nowhere in ironic
relativismtoat least thebrink of nihilism. Having radically undermined all particul ar meanings, deconstruction
can avoid the standing nowhereof nihilismonly by tryingto stand everywhere—by unqualifiedly affirming the
interconnectedtotality of all that hasor will transpire(Taylor, 1984:151-58, 166-69, 182)—whichistantamount
to standing nowhere relative to competing and contrasting possibilities, interpretations, and choices for
individual sand societies. Practically speaking, ?%Ch auniversal attachment toevery particularisnomorepossible



than the ironic detachment that constitutes the flip side of the same coin.

Deconstruction’s primary images for humanity and divinity cohere: Even as the person is wholly
immanentinone’ sbody and experiences, sodivinity iswholly immanent with respect totheworld. Taylorwrites
of “the ever-never-changing-same [that] isthe eternally recurring play of the divine milieuinwhich all things
[emphasishis] ariseand passaway.” (1984:112-20, 183). L eahy al soexpressestheradical postmodernist vision:
“ Asnever beforethedivineflowsabsol utely. Inthisflow every notion of self iscompletely dissolved.” (1989:786).
In this conception of divinity, more radical than most historical forms of pantheism, no place remains for
transcendence, personality, or purposiveagency ontologically prior totheworld(Taylor, 1984:118). Deconstruction
takes*" thedeath of God”—meaningthedenial of any divinetranscendenceor selfhood—to beconcomitant with
the absence of any absolute human meaning. Here deconstruction “errs’ in asense different than Taylor's, in
assuming that the contextual relativity of all human existence and meaning contravenes the existence of an
Absolute Reality.15 The absence of any absolute human connection to the Absolute does follow from a
consistent uphol ding of thecontextuality of all human meaning; but theacknowl edgement of human contextuality
does not at al settle whether the Absolute exists and can be known—relatively, of course. Without denying
deconstruction’ sclaimthat thetraditional understanding of God reinforced modernity’ spicture of the absolute
human subject, one can regard God as having a perfect knowledge and self-possession impossible for human
beings(without entailingimpassibility orimmutability).

Thegreat historical irony of deconstruction, which often denigrates* seriousness,” isthat it hastaken
modernity’ scontrolling picturefar tooseriously. Itsextremereactionagainst that pictureof neutral and absolute
truth—its affirmation of total immanence with itsimplications of relativism—forms the mirror image or the
undersideof thecoinof modernity. Radical postmodernism’ spessimism regarding meaningisquiteappropriate
relativeto modernity’ sstandard of absol ute presence and meaning that must becritically established, but quite
inappropriatein light of postmodernity’ sassumption of our inalienable embodiment and enculturationin some
meaning. Anabsol utisticreflectivemove—thepositing of total immanencein divergent meanings—permitsthe
reversal of postmodern optimism about our embodiment inmeaning. In spiteof thispessimism, Peter Hodgson
discerns an irony stemming from the obsession with absolute presence: deconstruction ends with a “total
“having’ of divinity,andanundialectical immediacy,” withGodas*totally incarnateinworldly inscription.” (37).
While on onelevel theradicals strenuously denounce modernity’ s quest for the place of absolute privilege, on
adeeper (or perhaps better, more shallow) level—in the human possession of the highest possible meaning of
an experience, the “surface” meaning, which is aso the possession of totally immanent divinity, and in the
unqualified affirmation of thetotality of experiences—the absol utistic spirit of modernity reigns.

Tobefairto Derridaand hislegacy, wemust finally consider hislater writingsthat explicitly deal with
religion. Inparticular, somewritingsdevel op aconcept of messi ani sm—endorsed and expounded upon by John
Caputo—but amessianism* without content and without identifiablemessiah” (Derrida, 1994:28). WhileDerrida
grantsthat thismessianic concept perforcecomesfromtheparticul aritiesof tradition(s), itisintentionally aformal
concept, awholly other that challengesinthenameof justicetheprivileged claimsof any historical socia structure
or meaning. Theselatter worksreveal boththeethical intent of radical postmodernismto undermineabsol utistic
regimes and its insufficient ontological base on which to do so. Here Derrida comes to sense the absol utistic
dangers of immanentism (as Taylor explicitly did [1991]). But in doing so he posits athird companion on the
transcendent sideof thebinary, togowithironic detachment and unpresentabl edifferance. Just aswiththeother
two, we lack any direction for deciding on the justness of concrete structures and meanings.
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Descartesinhisexerciseinradical doubt at the phil osophic beginning of modernity failedto recognize
his inevitable standing in the world and in meaning. Even as those controlled by the modern picture believe
(falsely) that they stand nowhere in the world, so radical postmodernism, in itsrefusal to go beyond either a
version of transcendental relativism or an unqualified affirmation of thewhole, refusesto (claim a) standinthe
world. Taylorwrote, “ Though alwaysenacted over abottomlessabyss, festiveplay isnever grave’ (1984:164).
If my preceding analysisis correct, rather than dancing over the abyss of meaning, radical postmodernismis

mourning at the coffin of modernity.

B.TheConservatives

Both Protestant and Catholic postliberal theologians emphasize the importance of enculturationina
tradition or worldview. The Protestantsregard secularistsasensconced inacompeting tradition or worldview,
whilethe Catholicstend to view them astradition-less, homel ess, and needing to return to (the authority of) the
Church. Protestant postliberalsinclude George Lindbeck, Stanley Hauerwas, and thelate John Howard Y oder,
with John Milbank and others adding a“ Radical Orthodox” twist. Theformer Joseph Cardinal Ratzinger, now
Pope Benedict XV1, former Lutheran Richard John Neuhaus, and George William Rutler advocate Catholic
postliberalism. The Protestant postliberal s engagein sophisticated postmodern discourse whilethe Catholics
postmodernismlargely confinesitself tocritiqueof modernity foritsindividualism, materialism, and utilitarianism.

My following remarks on postliberal anthropology apply more directly to the Protestants who have
explicitly engaged in this postmodern argumentation. The conservative postmoderns join the radicals in
emphasizing human immanence in our experiences and viewpoints (though implicitly or explicitly parting
company onwhether areality existsbeyond our interpretations, especially inregard to ultimatereality). Noting
both the deep rooting of persons in differing cultural-linguistic frameworks and the absence of a privileged
position from which to adjudicate such differences, these thinkers have concluded that genuine understanding
between basi c perspectivesisunlikely orimpossible. Differentworl dviewsmust either contradict each other or—
drawing (or misdrawing, | believe) on Wittgenstein’s concept of different “language games’ for different
contexts—bypass each other. Even apparent similarities and commonalities between Christianity and other
cultural-linguisticframeworksallegedly provediscordant whenviewedwithintheir differing contexts. Interms
of the basic assumption or picture of postmodernity, such thinkers do not see human beings as getting even one
foot out of one' ssociety, culture, history, or tradition. Thecritical side of the postmodern spirit isdownplayed
or absent. Such aconclusion also violatesthe postmodern spirit’ srespect for otherness: The other poseseither
athreat or anirrel e'vancy.16

Suchtribalisticthinkingallowspostliberal theol ogiansto believethat theBibleor Christianity isitsown
world (view) in need of no authentication or corroboration by critical reason or any non-Christian perspective.
The posture of this conservative wing of postmodernity is defensive; the concern isto save Christianity from
further critical attacksby modernity. Postmodernlogicimpliesthat Christianity or any worldview carries (and
to some extent creates) its own self-authenticating context of meaning. However, it doesnot imply denying or
downplayingtheimportanceof corroboration and questioning by critical reasonand by alternativeperspectives.
AsAdam and Eve could not return to the garden of innocence, so asweleave modernity’ ssecond-order naivete
about critical reason, we cannot return to the uncritical first order naivete of premodern orthodoxy. Wewill be
the poorer in added misunderstanding and conflict and foregone cooperation if each worldview and religion
naively assumes its absol uteness—absol ute here in the sense of an entity unto itself, unrelated to others. In
addition, this notion of a more or less unbridgeable gap between differing worldviews has very negative

implicationsfor atraditional Christian concern—evangelism.
18



Postliberalsdo offer apositive contribution to contemporary theol ogy by challenging Christiansto be
genuinely immanentintheir tradition, torecognizeand claimwhat ismeaningful in Christianity, and by increasing
awarenessof how Christiansallow other viewpointstodefineus. (Anirony appearshere. Thepostliberal belief
intheincommensurability of worldviewsarisesintandemwithafear of Christianity’ scorruption by secularism,
yet postliberal sfail torecogni zetheimplausibility orimpossibility of such contaminationtotheextent of thetruth
of incommensurability.) Thoughinconsiderabletensionwithbelief inincommensurability, postliberalismdoes
providehopefor theevangdlistic efficacy of acommunity whoseauthority liesintheattractivenessof itspraxis.
(By contrast evangelistic hopefor Catholic postliberalsrests on the prospect that peoplein want of amoral and
religious authority will return to the Church.)

Having provided Christianity intellectual sanction through the postmodern notion of culture or
worldview as self-authenticating context of meaning, conservative postmodern theology then refuses to play
by the logic of the notion, by the rules of the postmodern game. Christianity escapes the application of the
relativity and contextuality at the heart of thispostmodernidea. Onwhat basis? On an absol utistic assumption
inthemodernor pre-modernspirit: that religioustruth entail sthat Godintentionally andinfallibly (though acting
through cultural-linguistic realities) constitutesareligion asthereligion. At most onereligion correctly claims
toknow anextra-cultural-linguisticand ultimatereality. Publicly speaking, intheshort termwecannot adjudicate
these competing claims of religioustraditions, in keeping with the postliberal immanentist assumption. Inthe
long term, the one truereligion established by God will survive, while other worldviews may not. Postliberals
recognize that Christianity appears as relative as any other religion to outsiders. But privately speaking, the
Christian can know this God-given absolute connection. Clearly thistheology will not settlefor Christianity as
one context of meani ng among many—it must bethe absolutereligion, theonegrand exception. Inthetradition
of Barth (whether or not Barthiscited), though thistheol ogy acknowledgestherelativity of everything human
ononelevel, ultimately God overrides human epistemol ogical finitude.

Given the strong Polanyian influence on this project, | will address the thought of Esther Meek, who
hasauthored an excellent book onPolanyi’ sepistemol ogy. Postliberal sand theRadical Orthodox do not assume
the violation or superceding of natural processes in the unique authority of the Bible. By contrast Meek in
evangelical tradition doesholdto supernatural interventionismto guaranteethehistoricity of thebiblical witness.
On several interconnected fronts | find Meek’ s stance on revelation and biblical authority problematic from a
Polanyian perspective. Historical biblical criticism constitutesawell-established traditi on supported by general
evidence that pre-modern people judge truthfulness by mytho-poetic, theological, and existential rather than
modern historical standardsaswell asparticular evidencethat many biblical narrativesareinfact not historical.
Inthefaceof suchdirect challengeonecannot retreat toan uncritical haven. Thecruciality of sciencefor Polanyi
compoundsthedifficultiesinherentinMeek’ sposition, and not only inthebreaking or supercession of scientific
lawsthat groundsher view of religiousauthority. Whileanintuitive, unspecifiable, andtacit dimensionunderlies
all science, scientificknowledge often defiescommon senseor naiverealism. Likewiseweneedtorecognizean
unscientificnaiveteof ancient“commonsense” concerningthe historical” (seePK, 267). Inthetraditionof liberal
Protestantism (and Judai sm) we need to di stingui sh between theol ogi cal/ethical and historical truth, asPolanyi
himself suggested by endorsing “modern theology(’s)” acceptance of historical biblical criticism“asitsguide
for reinterpreting and consolidatingthe Christianfaithinatruer form.” (PK, 282-83). Only thencanwedojustice
to the “universal intent” of faithful scientific and historical investigation.

Whileradical postmodernism images humanity and divinity consi stently—total immanence
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prevails, conservative postmodernism downplays human transcendence and freedom, while stressing them
with respect to God. God choosesto reveal God' s self within one particular tradition. Personal particularity
wins out over awider, more consistently immanent revel ation—a revel ation consonant with both human and
divine universal intent and with indeterminate future manifestations. 1/

C.TheModerates

Not being awareof arepresentativemovement or figurethat hasspelled out therel evant characteristics
of moderate postmodernism, | now presumeto write constructively from that perspective. The moderate wing
takesto heart the postmodernfreedom fromthemaodern burden of explicatingandjustifyingall basicassumptions
and all meanings. It enjoys the postmodern assurance that Christianity has meaning for those incarnated and
enculturated in it. This assurance frees it to use critical reason appropriately to address problems and
opportunitiesthat arise. It alone of the three postmodern camps can be genuinely hopeful. Part of itsrelative
optimism stemsfromit alonefully disowning absol utism. It avoidsthedeconstructive emphasisontheextreme
tenuousnessor absence of meaning rel ativeto ahidden standard of absolutetruth. It alsoavertspostliberalism’'s
impossible burden of maintaining or proving to the Christian community itsreligion’s absoluteness.

| have delineated how both the radicals and the conservatives bounce back and forth between
immanenti st rel ativism and respectiveabsol utisms. Moderate postmodernism attemptsto chart acoursebetween
relativism and absolutism. For it, the absence of an absol ute beginning and end doesnot entail deconstruction’s
“erring” or “aimlessness.” Rather, humans and animalsin their bodily becoming in the world normally find
purpose and direction inamultiplicity of goalsand meanings, some moreimmediate or short-term, somelong-
termor overarching, somemoredefiniteor particular, somemoreprovisional or genera. Despiteforeclosurefrom
any absol ute perspective, creatures normally come to perceptual, kinesthetic, and cognitive closure, contrary
to deconstructive “undecidability.”

Tothe extent poststructuralistswould acknowl edge the above description of normal experience, they
might still contend that upon radical reflection (in the modern spirit, | would add) ironic skepticism isamore
appropriate attitude. But moderatesrealizethat lack of meaning and skepticism are parasitical upon meaning,
uponstanding somewhere. Innormal experiencewereaizeweareintouchwith sometruthandval ue, eventhough
upon reflection or further experience we discover that we erred in some (perhaps crucial) respect or missed the
greatest possible value (and, indeed, perhaps caused horrible evil in the process).

Crucially moderatesrealize and claim that we know reality, areality partly but not wholly constituted
by us. Thereisaways agivenness not constructed by any individual or cultural group. Except in the case of
other experients (and unless one accepts a panpsychic viewpoint without remainder, which | earlier rejected as
anexpressionof modernidealism), thegivene ementisnotitself already fully constituted or definite, nota“world”
apart from our participation, but open to our fuller definition. From a postmodern perspective, it is neither
necessary nor plausibleto postul ateeither aconcrete, compl etephysical realmor areified moral order completely
independent of aworld evolving and under construction. But neither isthegivensimply indefiniteor amorphous.
Certainly no one can directly or concretely describe the given, for any description involves our constituting
activity. Here we can helpfully contrast the moderate postmodern vision with other options. While radical
postmaodernism denies any world beyond our constituting activity and Kantian modernism postulates a fully
congtituted world independent of, but partially accessible through, our constituting activity, moderate
postmodernism sees given elements and our constituting activity as together forming the world.
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Because of the uncompromising commitment that we are embodied in reality, con both radicals and
postliberals, moderates reject any strong doctrine of incommensurability and credit others with some grasp of
truth. Evenradically divergent perspectives may at some level apprehend the same given element of reality.
M oderate postmodernismholdsthat error iscorrigible—not by someabsol utely privileged, infallible, inherently
different method, but by our normal ways of coming to know in theworld; that there are better and worse; that
in moving from one perspectiveto another, we not only achieve something aesthetically novel (asinLyotard’s
“paralogy”), but can stretch to fuller truth. In short, moderate postmodernism places usin the muck and mire
of real existence with all its ambiguity, where none of us has any absolute possession of the truth but none of
usistotaly blind either, wherewe may be* often perplexed, but not defeated,” wherewe can and should reach
for fuller truth and greater value.

Withtheradicals, moderates recognize that part of Christianity’ slargest context of meaninginvolves
itsinterconnectionswith differingworldviews. Whilemaintaining Christianity’ srelativeidentity, it eschewsthe
notion of Christianity’ sabsol utedifferencefromother religionsandworldviews. Itwillingly and hopefully enters
intodialoguewiththeother. Whileacknowledgingthat aWestern Christian cannot know Buddhism, for example,
precisely assomeoneenculturated in Buddhismfrombirth, it believesthat mutual trandlationand understanding
arepossible. It sharesitsviewpointsand commitmentsinthefaiththat they (andthoseof the partner indial ogue)
can have relevance to more than an isolated context, can have more universal meaning. Change and even
conversion are possible outcomes of dialogue. Such faith involves the basic assumption that continuous with
our rootedness in a particular culture and tradition is our rootedness in the being/becoming of the world.

Themoderatebranch recognizesourimmanencein contextsof meaninginaway that modernity did not
and disavowsits assumption or standard of absolute transcendence. But unlike the other two branches, it does
allow asignificant place for freedom and transcendence, asthe preceding analysis suggests. Humans have the
potential and sometimestheobligationto critiquesmaller andlarger contextsof meaning andtoembraceor reject
them, thepotential to changeour judgmentsregardingtruthand our moral commitments. Themiddlebranchalone
consistently gives the critical side of the postmodern spirit its due.

Asdoesradical postmodernism, the moderatesimage humanity and divinity harmoniously. As
some balance of transcendence and immanence pertains to humans, so too to God. A stronger sense of
divineimmanence prevailsthan in classical theology, even as greater immanence characterizesits portrait of
humanity. To the extent they address directly concepts or metaphors for God, postmodern moderates may

favor panentheism, as do Protestants Sally McFague and Peter Hodgson and Catholic David Tracy.

VI1.Epilogue

A sense of rootlessnessand of the arbitrariness of ways of life hasgrownin Western civilization over
the past century or more. Thisrootlessness and disembodiment derivesin part from the controlling picture of
modernity, a picture that denies our roots. Modernity initially hoped that critical reason would banish the
arbitrariness of individual and institutional beliefs and practices. Asreason failed to establish absolute truth,
hopes for overcoming arbitrariness increasingly banked on the prereflective; however, this hope was dashed
aswell. The past century also saw an increasing awareness of alternative cultures and worldviews.

While preliminarily acknowledging bodily and social rootedness, radical postmodernists, like some

existentialist forerunners, applaud rootlessnessand arbitrariness-relativism. Thedesiretofeel “at home” inthe
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world, for thingsto “ hang together,” isfinally inappropriate and unhealthy. Postliberalsby contrast attempt to
purchase at-home-ness by positing an absolute grounding in a tradition. Given an increasing sense of
uprootedness in modern and postmodern worlds, it should not surprise us that both radical celebration and
postliberal exorcism of rootlessness and arbitrariness have appeal .

Refusing either extreme, moderate postmodernism acknowledges both our rootednessin meaning—
through our bodies and traditions | would claim—and the element of arbitrarinessin all oursways of viewing
anddoing. Nothingisabsoluteor necessary inalogical sense, yet thisdoesnot preclude meaning and coherence.
Our rootednessin our bodies and world is not one of stasis, but of openness both to new constitutions of the
world and to fuller apprehensions of the world’s givenness.

The postmodern insight that everyone must stand somewhere can be startling. Radical and conser-
vative postmodernism see everyone as standing irreconcilably far apart. The radicals, though, attempt to
overcome such incommensurability by the standing everywhere-nowhere of endorsing equally every position.
M oderate postmodernism recognizesour differences, but affirmsthat through our embodiment intheworld we
do not stand irreducibly far apart.

The abandonment of the modern assumption of and search for the privileged position of absolute
self-possession, absolute transcendence with respect to time, and absolute clarity and certainty, will sadden
some. But perhaps renouncing any absolute human perspective should not be that unsettling. Those who
disbelieve in God presumably have no reason to expect any absolute perspective. Those who believein

God might well confess that there is only one absolute perspective, and that it belongs to God.

Endnotes

1 postmodern’ hasgained supremacy over theaternativeterms* postcritical’ and* postliberal’ . Michael
Polanyi’s‘ postcritical’ stands as probably the best single word for conveying the substance of the shift from
modernity as | construe it in this essay. The term, as | understand it, does not suggest the impossibility or
undesirability of appropriatecritical reflection, but rather modernity’ sfailureto recognizethelimitsof critical
reasoning. ‘ Postliberal’ doesconnect with* postcritical’ insofar asoneof thoselimitsistheimpossibility of (and
the wrong-headedness of attempting) totally to transcend tradition. However, one cannot answer the question
of how far onecan or should transcend traditionin aparticular cultural or religious context with generalities. It
should not surprise us then that ‘ postliberal’ is the term of choice for those with a conservative orientation.

2| amindebted to my mentor in postmodernity, William H. Poteat, for the concept of the controlling
“picture,” aswell asfor theidea, developed later inthisessay, that idealism and empiricism represent flip sides
of the samedualistic coin. (Poteat in turn wasinfluenced by French phenomenologist Maurice M erleau-Ponty
on thislatter idea.)

3in thisessay | usetheterm “critical reason” in ageneral sense, meaning reason asit questions and/
or attemptsto establish or justify or make explicit meaning and value.

4Martin Luther, taki ng a much more critical stance toward Scripture than subsequent Protestant
scholastics, foreshadowed critical activitiesof the Enlightenment by denying the historical accuracy of partsof
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the Bible and by judging astheologically invalid certain biblical books (Van A. Harvey).

S Though certainly both positive and negative practical and social consequences haveissued aswell.
For example, on the positive side: 1) many accomplishments of science, medicine, and technology 2) the
overthrowing of many superstitions3) asenseof universal humanrights; onthenegativeside: 1) theexploitation
of natureand ecological crisis2) thecommon practiceby physiciansof treating patentsasjust physical organisms
(apracti cethat many medical school snow discouragein something of apostmoderntrend). Givenmy contention
that postmodernity corrects excesses of modernity and isimpelled by amore truthful controlling assumption,
areader might gettheimpressionthat | regard modernity as“ bad” and postmodernity as* good.” Asmy preceding
remarks suggest, such simplism does not represent my overall position.

6\WhileK ant cameto deny that we can know any “thinginitself,” ashegrappled with theimplications
of modernity’s subject-object split, what is noteworthy is his very assumption of afully determinate object in
itself, albeit unknowable, behind any perception.

"Note that my wording entailsthat, in knowing, something isthere—something “ stands against” us.
Postmodernity’s logic does not permit the subjectivistic and solipsistic tendencies of modernity. We,
individually or collectively, only partly create the world we know. The correspondence theory of truthis not
altogether wrong.

8pgl anyi’ sterm* postcritical,” consonant withwhat | am calling “ the postmodern spirit,” takesin both
thecritical andtheacritical or precritical. Polanyi assented to—critically—"thegreatly increased powersof man,”
granting us a“ capacity for self-transcendence of which we can never again divest ourselves.” (PK, 268).

91tisno coincidencethat David Ray Griffintypically identifiesmodernity and itsnegativitieswithits
materialistic and sensationalistic side, whilelargely overlookingitsidealist side.

10For arelated evaluati on, seeDavid E. Klemm.

11Though radical pragmatism-historicism has affinities with poststructuralism, it has not been as
influential among theol ogians.

12Though it may well be that deconstruction’s reliance on reflective and linguistic metaphors for
reality—suchas, “writing,” “text,” “interpretation”—hindersit fromacknowl edging our (more) prereflectiveand
bodily grounding in meaning.

1?’By “meaning,” | connote both sense and value.

14| pelievesalieM cFaguegranted deconstructiontoo muchinModel sof God, inwriting that “ absence
isat least more prevalent than presence” (25). Thisconflicts, or at least isin tension, with her assumption that
Christianfaithis“most basically aclaim that the universeis neither indifferent nor malevolent but that thereis
apower (and apersonal power at that) whichison the side of lifeand itsfulfillment” (x).

15By “absolute,” | do not mean to suggest that God is unrelated to or unaffected by creation.
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16CharlesW. Allen describestribalism’ sthreat-irrel evancy polarity in* The Primacy of Phronesis.”

17see Dale Cannon, David W. Rutledge, and Esther L. Meek, Tradition and Discovery 31/3, for
additional discussion of Meek’ s theology relative to Polanyi’ s post-critical philosophy
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