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Theology Without Walls

Thinking about ultimate reality is becoming increasingly transreligious. This
transreligious turn follows inevitably from the discovery of divine truths in
multiple traditions. Global communications bring the full range of religious
ideas and practices to anyone with access to the internet. Moreover, the
growth of the “nones” and those who describe themselves as “spiritual but
not religious” creates a pressing need for theological thinking not bound by
prescribed doctrines and fixed rituals. This book responds to this vital need.

The chapters in this volume each examine the claim that if the aim of
theology is to know and articulate all we can about the divine reality, and if
revelations, enlightenments, and insights into that reality are not limited to
a single tradition, then what is called for is a theology without confessional
restrictions. In other words, a Theology Without Walls. To ground the
project in examples, the volume provides emerging models of transreligious
inquiry. It also includes sympathetic critics who raise valid concerns that
such a theology must face.

This is a book that will be of urgent interest to theologians, religious
studies scholars, and philosophers of religion. It will be especially suitable
for those interested in comparative theology, interreligious and interfaith
understanding, new trends in constructive theology, normative religious
studies, and the global philosophy of religion.

Jerry L. Martin has served as Chair of the National Endowment for
the Humanities and of the Philosophy Department at the University of
Colorado at Boulder and has also taught at Georgetown University and the
Catholic University of America. He has published on issues in epistemology,
philosophy of mind, phenomenology, transreligious theology, and public
policy. In 2014, he founded the Theology Without Walls project, which
meets with the American Academy of Religion. He is the author of God: An
Autobiography, as Told to a Philosopher (2016).
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Introduction

Jerry L. Martin

The coming wave of thinking about ultimate reality is transreligious. The
transreligious turn follows ineluctably from the discovery, profound in its
depth and implications, of divine or ultimate truth in multiple traditions.
At the forefront of this turn are scholars associated with Theology With-
out Walls. This approach is based on the following syllogism: If the aim of
theology is to know and articulate all we can about the divine or ultimate
reality, and if revelations, enlightenments, and insights into that reality are
not limited to a single tradition, then what is called for is a theology without
confessional restrictions, a Theology Without Walls (TWW). Any approach
that omits the insights of traditions other than one’s own falls short of being
adequate to the ultimate reality. Any approach that insists on translating
those insights into the terms of one’s own tradition risks narrowness, distor-
tion, and misappropriation.

It is a question of subject matter. The subject matter of theology is ulti-
mate reality, not one’s own tradition. One way to put it is that, in addition
to Christian theology, Hindu theology, Islamic theology, etc., there is just
Theology, the logos of theos, of ultimacy. It is not that we do not stand
somewhere, but our sense of our goal is not limited to where we stand at
the outset. All available terms, including “divine or ultimate reality” and
“theology™ itself, must be provisional, giving a sense of direction to thought
without precluding surprising advances and revisions. In TWW, works of
literature, philosophy, psychology, anthropology, and the natural and social
sciences, as well as personal experience, may become important sources of
theological insight. A major achievement of the past half-century has been
the development of increasingly adequate concepts and methods for com-
parison and dialogue conducive to theologizing across traditions.

Is TWW a form of religious pluralism? No, pluralism is a concept within
confessional theology of religions. It is a thesis about the religions, not
about ultimate reality. It is an answer to the question that arises within a
tradition about the status — particularly the soteriological effectiveness — of
other traditions, about whether they can deliver what “our” religion does.
TWW poses questions more radically: What should our soteriological aim
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be? What is the fundamental human predicament that soteriology should
address? Indeed, is soteriology even the central concept in our relationship
with ultimacy?

Is TWW a form of comparative theology? Yes, if it is understood as
a Comparative Theology Without Walls. But it is an alternative to those
forms of comparative theology that are essentially confessional, seeking
to enhance one’s own theology by studying another tradition. The most
natural mode of TWW may not involve comparison or side-by-side read-
ing. Whereas comparative theology tends to anchor studies in the religions,
TWW is open to taking evidences wherever they are found, including
sources quite outside religion as historically defined. Its theologians can
look to literature or to psychology or to evolutionary biology for insight
into the human condition and, from there, into the soteriological solution
to that condition. The familiar metaphor for comparative theology in a
confessional mode is “passing over” and “returning home.” For TWW,
“returning home” is a possibility, not a necessity. Any place truth can be
found is home.

Is the aim to find what is common among all the major religions? No,
noting commonalities may make a useful contribution, but the aim is to
understand what is truly ultimate and, hence, in the end, to be selective.
There is no guarantee that every religion dubbed as “major” is, even in
essential aspects, right on target with regard to ultimate reality. Or that
those religions not identified as major lack evidential value. We have to
use spiritual discernment, philosophical reflection, personal experience, and
transreligious insight to sort that out.

Is it possible to sort out or evaluate insights from traditions not our own?
In fact, we do this already. When we seriously study other traditions, we
frequently find deep insights there. We do not find them in every aspect
of every tradition, but in certain texts, practices, spiritual disciplines, and
iconic figures that strike us as revelatory or evidential. However accounted
for, this is a human spiritual capability, without which religion itself would
hardly be possible.

Is the aim of TWW to arrive at a single, encompassing theological world-
view? No more than any other field of inquiry. Disagreement is fruitful.

Is engaging in TWW compatible with a commitment to one’s own confes-
sion? Yes, just as a Jungian psychotherapist can take in insight from other
thinkers and acknowledge that psychology itself is a wider field of inquiry,
one can, like Huston Smith, be a participating Presbyterian while holding a
much wider religious worldview. Some essays in this volume discuss how the
spiritual life might be lived in a transreligious context.

TWW might, however, have an impact on religious traditions. They might
come to regard themselves as offering truth, but not the only truth. Partici-
pants may become willing and interested to learn from other traditions. The
religions themselves could evolve toward greater spiritual openness.
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That Theology Without Walls is necessary — if theology is to live up to
its goal of explicating ultimate reality as fully as possible — does not ensure
that it is achievable. Theology as we know it has been, almost by definition,
the articulation of religious truths as held by a particular tradition. It is that
tradition that provides the canonical texts, hermeneutical strategies, theo-
logical questions, proffered answers, methods for assessing and modifying
them, and even institutional authorities for ruling certain answers in or out.
In addition, such traditions provide the full-bodied religious life that their
theologies serve.

What are, for TWW, the theological issues, debates, and methods of inter-
pretation and of resolution? These issues are already being sorted out in
interreligious scholarship and discussion of such matters as the role of mys-
tical and other religious experience, the role of religious authorities, which
spiritual practices are effective and what they achieve, alternative ontolo-
gies, and rival hermeneutical strategies. More fundamentally, theologies
must address the enduring questions of human life and death, felicity and
suffering, love and compassion, justice and mercy, and so on.

This volume explains and argues for this new approach to theology. It
includes scholars from a range of religions and spiritual orientations and
of disciplines whose research clarifies the scope and conditions of valid reli-
gious theorizing. Some contributors make the case for transreligious theolo-
gizing or for their own approaches to it. Some discuss particular issues, such
as dual religious belonging or the relation of TWW to confessional commit-
ment. The volume includes sympathetic critics whose serious concerns indi-
cate challenges TWW must face. Finally, to ground the project in examples,
the volume includes emerging models of transreligious inquiry.

TWW presents an obvious challenge to traditional theology, but its
importance is not limited to scholars, or even to religious professionals.
The wider public is involved. We no longer live in villages or neighborhoods
where everybody has the same religion. There are ashrams and mosques in
the same towns as churches and synagogues. Global communications bring
the full range of religious ideas and practices into our homes and offices.
Moreover, the growth of the “nones” and those who describe themselves as
“spiritual but not religious” creates a pressing need for theological think-
ing not bounded by prescribed doctrines and fixed rituals, yet subject to the
rigor of a search for truth. TWW responds to this vital need.

At the outset, transreligious theology should be considered an exploratory
program, at best a “research programme” in Imre Lakatos’s sense. “One
must treat budding programmes leniently,” he writes, since, early on, the
obstacles will be more obvious than their fruitfulness. Meanwhile, we must
exercise “methodological tolerance.” We cannot allow procedural worries
to block the path of inquiry. Models are beginning to emerge. Concepts for
transreligious discourse are increasingly well-developed. We will learn the
best methods by engaging in the process.



4 Jerry L. Martin

TWW calls upon each theologian to seek truth, wherever it can be found,
and to articulate it even when methods and concepts are still in the process
of being developed and are not, or not yet, ready at hand. Consider these
essays forays into ultimacy. Gandhi named his autobiography, The Story of
My Experiments with Truth. That is what all our lives are, including our
theological lives. They are experiments with truth.



Part I
Why Theology Without Walls?

Introduction
Jerry L. Martin

The most comprehensive systematic transreligious theology is presented in
Robert Cummings Neville’s three-volume Philosophical Theology. The first
volume is called Ultimates and contains a précis of the whole. Neville estab-
lishes a metaphysical structure within which the various “ultimates” rep-
resented by or symbolized through various traditions find their place. His
accomplishment, requiring a philosophical sophistication and cross-cultural
erudition few possess, can be daunting, rather than empowering, for emerg-
ing theologians. For that reason, he was asked to reflect on “how to become
the next Robert Neville.” He does that by telling his own story, which goes
back to the age of four and is still ongoing.

Why Theology Without Walls (TWW)? Because, says Neville, there are
inescapable questions about “what is ultimate and how it is ultimate” with
respect to the “problematic” aspects of life and the universe. “No one really
trusts walled-in answers to them.” In fact, “theologies with walls reduce
to sociological claims” — this is what my tradition “believes.” In spite of
his own metaphysical grounding and comprehensive interreligious scope,
Neville reminds us that “theologians need to make their own decisions.” He
recognizes that, in spite of powerful arguments on its behalf, his way is not
the only way to engage in Theology Without Walls. Other ways, some quite
different, are also represented in this volume.

For theologians to make thoughtful choices based on years of study is
one thing; for everyone to shop casually among religious and nonreligious
offerings is quite another. Scholars from Robert Bellah to Christopher Smith
have lamented the rise of the loosely affiliated “Sheila” as a cultural type.
For Christopher Denny, teaching Catholic theology in a Catholic university,
it came as a shock to realize to what extent we live in an age of casual shop-
pers in the spiritual supermarket. But the shock prompted an insight that,
contrary to the concerns of Bellah and Smith, in religious as well as secular
life, “there is a human agent making the choice.” The great religions them-
selves resulted from human choices and, in our more democratic and egali-
tarian times, these choices are open to a larger population. He concludes
that “the recognition of preferences provides theology with a new starting
point from which to engage the bewildering array of religious options.” The
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phenomenon of choice does not imply relativism. He quotes Kurt Richard-
son: “The self as the locus of truth does not mean the self as the source of
truth.” Not every choice, Denny says, will be “intellectually coherent, mor-
ally defensible, or spiritually attractive to others.” This is true whether we
choose a traditional path or a personal one. “Whatever mistakes we make,
they will be our own,” he concludes. “In that sense, we are all Sheilas.”

As radical as Denny’s argument may seem, Richard Oxenberg argues that
a transreligious thrust is implied by the theological project itself and, sur-
prisingly, “forecast by Jesus himself.” He begins by exploring the reasons
for theology within walls. He answers that “faith requires understanding in
order simply to fulfill itself as faith.” He quotes Jesus’s warning about hear-
ing the message but failing to understand it. Oxenberg argues that TWW
“also has its basis in revelatory experience; a revelatory experience more
and more of us are having in the context of the global encounter of the
world religions with one another.” We are seeing “divine truth” outside
our home traditions. Dogmatic faith gives way to “Socratic faith,” which
requires humility rather than claims of infallibility. It involves the dialectical
examination of the revelations themselves. He goes further: TWW “jzself
betokens a new revelation of the divine,” one that has its own soteriological
power, namely, to overcome tribalistic rivalries and “thereby bring us closer
to a recognition of the divine as One.”

In place of a world of fixed religions, maintaining their own stable doc-
trines and devotions, we face a world of contending, unpredictable individ-
ual choices. In such a world, Kurt Anders Richardson argues, TWW creates
a hermeneutical space for “open-field” theology, a meta-discourse about
theological practices and their contexts in relation. It seeks to “coordinate
discursive spaces with no theological limitations” while respecting “the
inviolate mind, conscience and body of every human being.” Thus “any
discursive handling of divine or ultimate topics . . . qualify as kinds of the-
ology.” TWW as a hermeneutic open-field theology creates a “community
field of discourse where multiple rationalities and theological priorities can
find concourse” without having to agree to “common ground” or “common
problems.” Put simply, it provides the “working space” for theology suit-
able to our times.



1 Paideias and programs for
Theology Without Walls

Robert Cummings Neville

Editor Jerry L. Martin asked me to explain how I became the kind of theo-
logian without walls that T am. The first thing to say about that is that there
are many kinds of theologians without walls, not just mine. Many differ-
ent starting points exist, and there are many different kinds of theological
problems in which to be interested. I myself am a systematic philosophical
theologian, and I take myself to be accountable to any thinker in any tradi-
tion, religious or secular, who has an interest in the outcome of my inquiry.
My inquiry has a number of parts, and at the beginning of my career I could
not develop any of them very well. But I kept working on them all together
and gradually became more sophisticated. It would be great to be deeply
and evenly sophisticated, although I do not expect that! Here are some of
the parts of my systematic philosophical inquiry. Note that this is the first
time I have been asked to write in an avuncular voice: if I wobble between
braggadocio and patronizing, remember it is a first attempt.

Knowledge of religion

I was born in 1939 in St. Louis, Missouri, and raised there through public
schools until T left for college in 1956.! My family was active in a rather
liberal Methodist church. Most of our neighbors and my classmates were
Roman Catholic; the more established German and Irish Catholics were
resentful of the newly arrived Italians. When I was about 14, I edited our
congregation’s weekly newsletter and decided to write a series of 500-word
columns about world religions. Based on encyclopedia articles, my columns
dealt sequentially with Buddhism, Confucianism, Christianity, Daoism,
Judaism, Hinduism, and Islam (in alphabetical order). This was not high
scholarship and certainly had no peer review. Notice that Christianity was
presented as one religion among many. No one gave me any grief for that.
I’'m proud that my first “publications” were about world religions.

In college I roomed with a Greek Orthodox and a Jew, never having met
representatives of those religions before (my St. Louis neighborhood was
rather homogeneous). I majored in philosophy, but we studied only West-
ern philosophy, no Indian, Chinese, or Islamic. Not until I was teaching
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at Fordham University did I begin to study non-Western philosophies and
religions, under the prodding of Thomas Berry. He taught me Sanskrit and
arranged for me to learn a little Chinese; moreover he arranged for me to
teach both Indian and Chinese philosophy, which T have done ever since
until T retired in the spring of 2018. Although I cannot keep up with a
well-trained historian of any religion, I am literate in frontline research in
those fields and can talk with scholars from most religious traditions. ’'m
recognized as a contemporary progressive Confucian philosopher (Neville
2000). I think it is possible for a theologian without walls to grow slowly
from a position of naiveté and bias about religions to enough erudition to
be conversant with thinkers from most traditions and to be relatively expert
in those of personal interest.

Systematic thinking

In college T was taught that system in philosophy means the development
of a group of connected categories in terms of which everything can be
represented as a specification. Hegel, Peirce, and Whitehead were the model
systematic thinkers, and I thought a lot about Whitehead’s criteria for a
philosophical system: consistency, coherence, adequacy, and applicability
(Whitehead 1978). At my college, Yale, systematic thinking was encour-
aged, not discouraged, as would have happened at nearly any other college
in those days. My senior thesis on interpretation and nature was my first
attempt at a system.

Nevertheless, systems are based on core ideas, and my first core
philosophical-theological idea came when I was in kindergarten. One of
my classmates told me that God is a person. I checked with my father who
said that, although Jesus was a person, God is more like light or electric-
ity. I understood that idea at a five-year-old level and began working on it.
My current theological naturalism is a more sophisticated version of my
father’s hypothesis. I never had a serious commitment to a personal God
that I would have to get over in order to deal with Brahman or the Dao.
About the time I was editing the church newsletter, one of my high school
teachers said to me, “You know, Bob, that God is not in space or time.”
I understood immediately what he meant and agreed with it. I also immedi-
ately knew that understanding that idea was an unusual kind of thinking, to
which T decided to dedicate my life. So my systematic theology of creation
ex nibilo began in high school and became the topic of my PhD disserta-
tion (1963), which was revised and published in 1968 as God the Creator
(Neville 1968, 1992). That is a real systematic book, although not half as
sophisticated as my recent systematic statement, Ultimates: Philosophical
Theology Volume One (Neville 2013).2

The moral I draw about this part of my inquiry is that it is important to
begin as soon as possible with systematic thinking and grow from naive
and brash to more sophisticated and intelligent. Do not wait until you have



Paideias and programs for TWW 9

mastered everything that systems need and then try to put them together.
People I’ve known who waited until old age to put things together in a sys-
tematic way simply did not develop the tastes and skill of system making.
Good systems have multiple layers, and really good ones allow you to see
through many layers and interconnections at once. So I think you have to
start young, duck your head when critics cry “juvenile,” and just make your
system more complex and transparently simple.

Comparative theology

It is one thing to learn a lot about many religions and another to be able to
compare them. Comparison usually begins by noting some at least surface
similarities between the religious positions and then inquiring into just how
similar and different they are. Progress in comparison, however, requires
hard work identifying exactly the respects in which the comparison is being
made. Comparison is always “with respect to something.” The respects in
which things can be compared are comparative categories, and they are
astonishingly hard to develop. Often what looks like a similarity between
two positions turns out to be thinking at cross purposes. Some years ago,
for instance, some comparativists got excited about the similarities between
sunyata in Buddhism and kenosis in Christianity. But upon examination,
the similarities boiled down to the fact that both translate as “emptiness”
in English: Buddhist sunyata is a metaphysical characteristic of things as
experienced by enlightened people, and Christian kenosis is Christ’s or a
person’s taking on a humble station. There was no respect in which they
can be compared except the accident of translation into English. The ques-
tion of gods is an interesting comparative one. But in what respects is it
important to compare them? Whether religions believe in one, several, or
thousands? How many are male, female, both, ungendered? Do the gods
squabble in ways that affect humans? Are there divine hierarchies? What
is at stake in these comparisons, all of which can be made? I suspect that
continued reflection on gods gives rise to the comparative category of what
is ultimate and how is it ultimate. Monotheisms identify the ultimate with
one God, however differently that God might be understood among and
within monotheisms. Polytheisms, even those with a top God in a hierarchy,
do not consider the ultimate to be a god with intentional agency, but some
deeper principle. Some religions like Buddhism, many forms of Hinduism,
Confucianism, and Daoism in their early forms believed that the world is
populated with many kinds of supernatural beings but that they were not
ultimate at all. Confucianism and Daoism do not use many personalistic
metaphors for ultimacy, but rather look to metaphors of spontaneous emer-
gence. The important categories for comparing theological positions emerge
only slowly with the process of learning and systematizing.

In my own experience, the categories that emerge as important for theo-
logical comparison, the respects in which it is important to compare religious
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positions, turn out to be the categories that are important for the system in
philosophical theology. I think that there are five problematics that any seri-
ously developed theological tradition must address: why there is something
rather than nothing; how human choice determines not only what happens
sometimes but also the character of the chooser; how to have a good self;
how to relate to other people, institutions, and nature on their own terms;
and what the meaning of life and existence is. These are extremely compli-
cated problematics, and religions say many different things about them. But
the problematics can be sorted through to develop important categories for
comparative theology. Of course, the religious positions are often in wild
disagreement.? Theologians without walls need to make their own decisions
about how to evaluate the positions compared.

The moral here is that the development of important comparative catego-
ries for theology is a long, evolving, and critical process. It is not that the
theologian can first get categories for comparison and then work for years
filling in how the theological positions compare. Rather, every comparative
category is itself an hypothesis about the important respects in which to
compare theological positions and should be kept vulnerable to correction
throughout a comparative theologian’s continuing inquiry. Start young and
correct yourself,

Programs of teaching

I assume that most theologians without walls are teachers at the high school,
undergraduate, or perhaps graduate levels. Some of us are retired from all
that, and it is possible to be a serious theologian without walls without an
academic career at all. Nevertheless, teaching helps one become a better
theologian without walls. We all know that trying to explain something to
students who do not know it makes you figure out just what you understand
and what you do not.

I recommend that, to as great an extent as circumstances allow, we should
teach courses about the three topics I have already mentioned, namely
courses on different religions, courses on systematic theology aiming to say
what you think is true, and courses in comparison where you lead students
to understand both the nature of religion and what should be said about the
most important theological topics. I have been fortunate that in my 57 years
of teaching I have taught all three kinds of courses. Some people, of course,
teach in religious schools where discussion of other religions is discouraged
or forbidden. Some teach in schools where it is forbidden to say what you
think is true on theological topics or admit to having a theological system.
Some teach in places where there is no leisure for complicated discussions
about the nature of comparison. But we should hope to teach the elements
of theology without walls to as great an extent as possible.

Furthermore, we should teach these courses again and again, revising
and improving them. Some changes in evolving curricula come from the
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changing nature of the students. Here I am advocating repetitive improve-
ments based on what can be learned from teaching. In my 31 years at Bos-
ton University, I have been fortunate to teach a sequence of three advanced
systematic courses nine times. Each sequence is a little different from the one
before, and sometimes there are radical changes in the readings. Teaching
this sequence again and again has led me to the publication of my three-
volume philosophical theology based on some comparative erudition and
aimed at an audience of anyone interested in the outcome of the inquiry.
Teaching for many years is a great good fortune. I personally could have
stopped grading papers 15 or 20 years ago, but the classroom is always fresh.

Professional colleagues

Another crucial part of the ongoing paideia for a theologian without walls
is the cultivation of professional contacts. This is not likely to be done by
having a whole department of theologians without walls, although Wesley
Wildman advocates “academic theology” in colleges and universities as the-
ology without walls (Wildman 2010). More likely is the possibility of devel-
oping collaborative friendships and close involvements with professional
societies that are relevant to the many parts of theology without walls.

The professional societies can be of many sorts. For the sake of developing
a philosophical system, I have been fortunate to be part of the Metaphysi-
cal Society of America from my graduate school days. It was founded by
Paul Weiss, who was on my dissertation committee and who published my
first professional philosophy paper in The Review of Metaphysics, which he
founded and edited for many years. My own kind of philosophical herit-
age owes very much to American pragmatism, and I have long belonged
to the Institute for American Religious and Philosophical Thought. More
recently I have been involved with the Charles S. Peirce Society. For com-
parative work, my main interest has been in Confucianism, and I have been
a multidecade member of the International Society for Chinese Philosophy.
Theology without walls has flourished mainly in the American Academy of
Religion to which I have belonged for most of my career. I have frequently
given papers at these groups and have commented on others. They pro-
vide long-term communities of critics and encouragers. I have been involved
with their administrations and have served as the president of each of them,
engaging as a Confucian scholar-official.

Friends are perhaps the most important collaborators in developing a rich
theology without walls over the long haul. Some friends come from special
projects with which we can become involved. Others become the special
friends that grow with you over the years. I myself have been greatly fortu-
nate in friendships and am convinced that philosophical friendships, rather
than the philosophical rush to refutation in which I was raised by analytic
philosophers, are the proper venues for cultivating the openings into the
depths of the soul.
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Publication

As Boston’s Mayor Curley said about voting, publish early and often. Do
not wait until you have a perfectly polished piece of theology before you
submit it for publication. Do not be afraid to grow in the press, publishing
improved renditions of your ideas as they come to you. Find the publishing
venues amenable to your work and pursue them. If the peer-review process
elicits good criticisms, figure out where they are coming from and accept
them selectively.

The more original your work, the less likely it is to be understood by
reviewers and editors. When I first started out, my first book was rejected by
a number of publishers before it was finally accepted after three years by the
University of Chicago Press. During that dry period all of my articles were
rejected as well. In frustration, I sent the rejected articles to Wilfrid Sellars,
one of my graduate professors, and asked what to do. He wrote back that
the philosophy I was doing was different from what was recognized in the
assorted philosophical Balkans and that when my book was finally pub-
lished, it would establish an audience for my work. That is pretty much
what happened.

Theology without walls will not be recognized as legitimate theology by
people who think theology is always based within some faith community.
It will also not be recognized by most philosophers who do not like theol-
ogy because they think it is always apologetic for some faith community. So
we need to be patient in developing venues for the publication of theology
without walls. Keep up the courage to sustain many rejections.

Two principal reasons exist for hope for the paideia and programs of
theology without walls. First, theologies with walls reduce to sociological
claims: this is what Thomists, Advaita Vedantins, and Confucians “believe”
in their theologies. Most theologians cannot be satisfied with that and want
their claims to be true, not just part of the grammar of a select group. Sec-
ond, the world, especially colleges and universities, needs disciplined people
to address the big theological questions: Why is there something rather than
nothing? Why are human beings obligated and how? What is the nature of
an ideal self, and how can that be achieved? How can we relate to others
while respecting their perspectives? What is the meaning of life and exist-
ence? Many other first-order questions have rung the bells for centuries.
Those questions cut across all religions and the assorted secularities. No one
really trusts theologically walled-in answers to them. Colleges and universi-
ties need to make places for theology without walls, because those are the
most basic and important questions.

I am a philosophical realist and believer that we get feedback from real-
ity on ultimate theological questions, particularly, the feedback that says,
“Why aren’t you answering these questions?” Let’s get to it.



Paideias and programs for TWW 13
Notes

1 You will find an account of my childhood at www.robertcummingsneville.com,
including embellishments of some of the stories I tell here.

2 That is part of the now larger system that includes Neville (2014) and Neville
(2015).

3 See Neville (2014, 2015) to track some of these wild differences.
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2 In spirit and truth

Toward a Theology Without
Walls

Richard Oxenberg

Introduction: spirit and truth

In the Gospel of John, we are told the story of a Samaritan woman who
asks Jesus whether the proper place of worship is on the holy mountain of
Samaria or in the Temple of Jerusalem. These were the centers of two rival,
antagonistic religious institutions. Jesus responds:

Woman, believe Me, an hour is coming when neither in this mountain
nor in Jerusalem will you worship the Father . . . an hour is coming, and
now is, when the true worshippers will worship in spirit and truth; for
such people the Father seeks to be His worshippers. God is spirit, and
those who worship Him must worship in spirit and truth.

(Jn 4:21-24)

“Spirit and truth,” of course, are neither places nor institutions. “Spirit” —
pneuma in New Testament Greek — refers to that which animates life and
gives it meaning. “Truth” — aletheia in Greek — might better be rendered as
“truthfulness.” It refers here not to the correctness of abstract propositions,
but to the earnestness that is the mark of the true spiritual aspirant. Jesus is
saying that the true worshiper of God is not one whose primary allegiance
is to one or another religious institution, but one who genuinely seeks the
divine in heart and mind. Whether on the Samaritan mountain or in the
Jerusalem Temple, the one who worships in “spirit and truth” worships
rightly.

Those of us pursuing a “theology without walls” aspire to do theology
in “spirit and truth”; that is, in a manner not confined to any particular
religious institution or tradition, but grounded simply in an earnest search
for the divine. This aspiration constitutes a new and distinctive way of
approaching theological pursuits; one forecast by Jesus in the earlier pas-
sage but fully realizable only in our time.

To make this clear, it will be helpful, first of all, to consider why theology
has traditionally been done within walls and then to consider why and how
some of us now feel called upon to pass beyond such walls in pursuit of a
fuller approach to the divine.

DOI: 10.4324/9780429000973-4


http://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9780429000973-4

In spirit and truth 15
Theology within walls

We might begin by considering the peculiar relationship of theology to reli-
gion. Religions do not arise in response to theological reflection; rather, the-
ology arises as an attempt to understand and apply religious experience.
Religion as a communal and spiritual practice is prior to theology as an intel-
lectual discipline. This priority of religion to theology is reflected in the clas-
sical designation of theology as “faith seeking understanding.” If we say that
faith seeks understanding, we imply that faith exists prior to understanding.
Theology is not the basis of faith; rather, faith is the basis of theology.

What, then, is the basis of faith? The religions of the world have emerged
not from theological reflection, but from an encounter or, anyway, a per-
ceived encounter, with the divine. I use the word “divine” here to refer to
that which is ultimate in meaning and value — what Paul Tillich calls our
“ultimate concern.” This might be a personal God, as in the Abrahamic
religions, or it might be an exalted or awakened state of being, as in Bud-
dhism. Nevertheless, whether we think of divine reality as a highest person
or as a supernal state of awareness, religions have their origin in some direct
encounter, or purported encounter, with this divine reality. Theology, then,
emerges as the endeavor to reflect upon this encounter, to appropriate it cog-
nitively and work out its implications for ordinary life. This, indeed, is what
distinguishes theology from philosophy. Philosophy begins with mundane
experience and seeks to arrive at universal truths through rational reflec-
tion, extrapolation, and generalization. Theology begins with an experience
of the divine, or reports of such experience, and seeks to make sense of that
experience at the cognitive level.

In this regard, theology is rooted in what John Thatamanil has called
“first-order knowledge” of the divine. First-order knowledge is direct knowl-
edge, experiential knowledge; it is “knowledge of” rather than “knowledge
about.” As Thatamanil puts it, a person who never swims can nevertheless
acquire a great deal of information (i.e., “second-order knowledge”) about
swimming, but only the swimmer can have first-order knowledge of what it
is to swim (Thatamanil 2016).

It is such first-order knowledge, reflected in a particular body of revela-
tion — as recorded in scripture and/or passed down by tradition — that con-
stitutes the primary source material for theology. The theologian who takes
up the task of interpreting a given body of revelation does so, presumably,
because he or she has had a taste of such first-order knowledge with respect
to it. In Tillich’s language, the theologian is “grasped” by an ultimate con-
cern and feels called to the task of making cognitive sense of that by which
he or she is grasped. In this respect, theology is “hermeneutical” in the most
basic, etymological sense of the word: Just as the messenger-god Hermes
was charged with the task of communicating divine messages to human
beings, so the theologian seeks to “hear” the divine message and translate it
into conceptual terms for reception by our cognitive faculties.
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This makes it clear why theology has traditionally been done “within
walls.” It emerges in response to a particular body of revelation and thus,
quite naturally, confines itself to that body. Theology is done within the
walls of a given revelatory tradition because it is born within those walls
and within those walls has its meaning and function.

But one thing more needs to be added. We might ask why faith seeks
understanding. Why isn’t faith content with itself, sans understanding?
There is, of course, an important practical reason for this. Encounter with
the divine seems never, or rarely, to be an experience whose purpose is fully
consummated in itself. The divine makes demands concerning how we are
to live, what we are to value, and how we are to relate to one another. The-
ology is needed to understand the tenor of these demands and to apply them
to the concrete circumstances of life.

But beyond this, faith requires understanding in order simply to fulfill
itself as faith. In the Gospel of John, Jesus says to his disciples, “I no longer
call you servants because a servant does not know his master’s business.
Instead, I have called you friends, for everything I have learned from my
Father I have made known to you” (Jn 15:14-15, my emphasis). Consum-
mated relation with the divine — “friendship” with the divine — requires
some understanding of the divine purpose, or telos. Indeed, flawed under-
standing can imperil faith itself. Again, in the words of Jesus: “Whenever
someone hears the message about the kingdom and fails to understand it,
the evil one comes and snatches away the word that was sewn in his heart”
(Mt. 13:19).

Faith seeks understanding, then, in order to secure itself and fulfill itself
as faith. Faith sans understanding is half-formed, inchoate, immature, and
subject to distortion and error.

Theology without walls

If this is an accurate account of the roots and purposes of traditional theology —
theology within walls — we might next ask: What are the roots and purposes
of a theology without walls? Does theology without walls also have its roots
in an encounter with the divine, a revelatory experience, or is it more like
philosophy, examining the particular religions as they appear to mundane
experience and, through comparative analysis, extrapolation, and generali-
zation, seeking to extract from them something of universal import?

I suggest that theology without walls also has its basis in revelatory expe-
rience; a revelatory experience more and more of us are having in the con-
text of the global encounter of the world religions with one another. What
many of us are seeing — and I do believe “seeing” is the right word here — is
that divine truth is to be found outside the bounds of our home tradition. In
some cases, we see that the revelations of another tradition shed a light on
our own that allows us to understand our own more fully. In other cases, we
see that the teachings or practices of another tradition speak to, or awaken,
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a dimension of ourselves — of our “ultimate concern” — that our home tradi-
tion does not touch upon or speak to as profoundly. In still other cases, we
see corrections for the distortions and limitations of our home tradition in
the traditions of others. In all these cases, we see that our encounter with
other traditions helps us to broaden, deepen, and solidify our experience
and understanding of the divine.

I use the word “see” here because I do not believe these recognitions are
the result of a purely intellectual calculus. They do not arise from a simple,
conceptual, contrast and compare. On the contrary, at the strictly conceptual
level many of the world religions seem to have very little in common. Steven
Prothero makes this point in his book God Is Not One. There is nothing, or
very little, that would allow us to conceptually identify the attributes of the
God of Abraham as presented in the Bible, for instance, with the attributes
of the state of Nirvana as presented in Buddhist tradition. When we confine
our thought to this level, we find more differences than commonalities, even
apparently irreconcilable differences.

But many of us — more and more of us — have sensed, or intuited, or
directly experienced that at the level of encounter, at the level of first-order
knowledge, there are similarities, complementarities, and correspondences
between the spiritual state one enters when one feels oneself in touch with
the God of Abraham and the spiritual state of the Hindu bhaktic or the
Buddhist arhat. This is not to say that such states are identical, but rather
that they bear a meaningful correspondence to one another, such that we
are led to believe, or perhaps, stated more cautiously, to suspect, that all
these experiences of the divine have their roots in a common ontological
ground.

This is an exciting thought. The religious pluralist John Hick analogizes it
to the excitement Newton must have felt when he suddenly recognized that
the same force that makes an apple fall to the ground also makes the planets
revolve around the sun. The excitement itself, I would say, has a certain rev-
elatory import and power. It calls us forth, it bids us on, it impels us to seek
to make sense of these correspondences and commonalities, not merely for
the sake of promoting religious tolerance, but much more fundamentally, as
a way of more fully apprehending the divine ground from which the diverse
religions spring. In this respect, it is the spiritual drive itself that calls us to
do theology without walls.

Of course, a planet revolving around the sun and an apple falling to the
ground are not the same thing. That they are both manifestations of the
same force, or of the same natural law, does not make them identical, nor
does it imply that apples should “convert” to planets or planets to apples,
nor that both apples and planets should somehow, impossibly, become
gravity. These correspondences, in other words, do not imply that religions
should shed their distinctions and merge into one. But they do give us a new
understanding of the relationship of the religions to one another and to the
divine ground that is their source. We come to see the different religions as
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brethren rather than rivals and are able to recognize the commonality of
purpose — of “spirit and truth” — underlying all genuine religious pursuits.
Thus, theology without walls entails a new understanding of the relation-
ship of the religions to one another and to the divine ground from which
they spring. We can further explore the nature of this new understanding by
examining what I will call “the three suspicions” of theology without walls.

Three suspicions

Theology Without Walls (or what has also been called “transreligious
theology”) is, as I see it, predicated upon three assumptions, or what we
might better call three “suspicions,” about the nature of the religions to one
another and to the divine.

The first suspicion is that there is indeed a singular divine reality to which
human beings respond and have responded variously throughout their his-
tory. As noted earlier, we mean by “divine reality” that which is ultimate
in meaning and value — in Paul Tillich’s terminology, that which presents
itself to us as the object of our “ultimate concern.” This divine reality is
conceived, and indeed experienced, differently in different cultures, different
religions, and different historical epochs. Indeed, as even a superficial review
of the world’s religions makes clear, profound differences are to be found
even within the same religious tradition: Protestant and Catholic Christians,
Mahayanist and Theravadin Buddhists, Sunni and Shia Muslims, each have
distinctive, and often conflicting, views of the meaning and import of their
common religious heritage. It seems to be the very nature of the divine to
become refracted upon entering human experience, somewhat as white light
is refracted when passing through a prism. Some will see the light as blue,
some as red, some as yellow — but all are experiencing aspects of the same
white light.

This observation leads us to our second suspicion: that the divine real-
ity expresses itself, for the most part, through human beings, rather than
directly to human beings. Thus, what we see when we look at the scrip-
ture, creeds, and practices of any given religious tradition are products of
the divine-human encounter, not the divine as it is in and of itself. If you
pour the ocean into a vial, the ocean will, of necessity, take upon itself the
shape of the vial. Similarly, the religions of the world are manifestations of
the divine as “poured into” a particular people at a particular historical
moment, shaped by the specific concerns and conditions that characterize
that people at that moment. This is what accounts for the great diversity we
see across religious traditions, and, indeed, within them.

The third suspicion, a correlate of the second, is that the various reli-
gions of the world are imperfect products of this divine-human encounter —
“imperfect” in the sense that they do not afford us an unmediated and
unmitigated view of the divine as such, but rather contain, in their diverse
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and limited ways, what we might call “evidences” of the divine, evidences
that we must tease out, sort through, and make sense of in order to achieve
a fuller understanding.

This way of thinking about religion stands in decided contrast to the view
that some one religion has been directly, and uniquely, revealed by God and
that, therefore, all other religions are, at best, pale reflections, or, at worst,
demonic imposters, of the one and only true religion.! Our suspicion is that
this exclusivist view is itself but one way of experiencing the divine — a
way shaped by the particular interests and concerns of the people who have
adopted it.

I believe that strong arguments can be made for these three suspicions,
arguments that appeal not only to religious phenomena as they have
appeared throughout the centuries but also to the authoritative writings of
many of the traditional religions themselves when we read them with dis-
cernment. Wilfred Cantwell Smith, John Hick, and other religious pluralists
have cogently presented such arguments, and so I won’t rehearse them here.
What we might next consider, however, are the implications that acceptance
of these suspicions has for the practice of theology. How do we engage in a
“theology without walls?”

The practice of theology without walls

The purpose of theology in general is to provide the cognitive framework for
our spiritual pursuits. If, again, we understand spiritual life as the endeavor
to put us in touch with the object of our “ultimate concern,” then we turn
to theology in order to answer three basic questions regarding this endeavor.
First: What is the true character of our “ultimate concern,” that is, what is it
we seek when we seek “the divine?” Second: What is the true nature of the
object of our ultimate concern? What is “the divine?” Third: In what way
(or ways) can genuine communion with the divine be achieved? How can
our ultimate concern be satisfied? Clearly, the purpose of answering the first
two questions is for the sake of answering the third.

As we have discussed, the way these questions have been traditionally
approached is through appeal to the authoritative teachings of whatever
religious tradition one happens to subscribe to. Thus, Theravadin Buddhists,
appealing to the Four Noble Truths, will identify our ultimate concern with
the need to overcome the suffering (dukkha) that arises from clinging to the
ephemeral; they will identify the object of ultimate concern with the nirva-
nic state in which such clinging is eradicated; and they will identify the way
to communion with the object of ultimate concern (in this case, the way to
nirvana) as the Eightfold Path.

Likewise, Christians, appealing to Scripture, will identify our ultimate
concern with the desire for eternal life; they will identify the object of ulti-
mate concern as the triune God, revealed through Christ; and they will
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identify the way to communion with that object as faith in Christ, however
this may be envisioned.

The underlying assumption of these theological approaches is that the
authoritative teachings and writings of one’s particular tradition are,
indeed, legitimately authoritative. This is an assumption that is, for the most
part, accepted on the basis of faith. The theologian’s aim is not so much to
question, or even evaluate, the legitimacy of these authoritative teachings
and writings, but to interpret them cogently and apply them effectively. Of
course, one may also question their legitimacy, but to do so is generally
to step outside the theological circle of one’s own tradition and risk being
labeled a heretic or apostate.

But if the suspicions of theology without walls are correct, this approach,
though appropriate within its limits, will tend to obscure the greater picture
of the divine—-human encounter. What is needed, then, is a sea change —
or what John Hick has called a “Copernican revolution” — in the way we
think about religion and approach theology. As Hick expresses it, tradi-
tionally each religion has tended to see itself at the center of the religious
universe. The Copernican revolution he calls for involves recognizing that
the divine itself is at the center and that each religion revolves around this
center, receiving what light it does in a manner accordant with its distinctive
orientation to it.

When we take the assumptions, or suspicions, of theology without walls
seriously, we realize that we must change our understanding of both the
locus and the weight of religious authority. These changes entail a shift from
what might be called “dogmatic faith” to what I have come to think of as
“Socratic faith.” Let’s take a closer look at the nature of this shift.

The locus and weight of religious authority:
toward a “Socratic faith”

Let’s first consider the weight of religious authority. If religious scrip-
ture is now understood as the imperfect product of the divine-human
encounter, we must abandon doctrines that claim the inerrancy or infal-
libility of scripture. A theology without walls must advance a doctrine
of scriptural and doctrinal fallibility. This does not mean that we must
cease to regard scripture as inspired in some sense. But we must recog-
nize that inspired scripture will partake of the flaws and limitations of
the inspired human beings who produce it. Such a doctrine would lead
to what might be called a dialectical, as opposed to a dogmatic, engage-
ment with scripture.

In a dialectical approach we wrestle with scripture, question scripture,
challenge scripture, and allow what we find in scripture to challenge and
question us. The aim of the dialectic is not to finally reconcile ourselves to
whatever we find in scripture, but to allow the dialectical process itself to
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conduct us into a fuller communion with the divine. Perhaps, in the course
of this, we will find passages that we must reject as inadequate, or even
perverse. We may reject such passages after due consideration, understand-
ing that our final allegiance is to the divine and not to this or that imperfect
reflection of the divine.

Such an approach naturally opens one to engagement with religious tra-
ditions beyond one’s own, through which one can expand and enrich one’s
dialectical practice. Thus, one might consider the relationship between the
Buddhist idea of tanha (craving, clinging) and the Christian idea of concu-
piscence, or the relationship between nirvana and eternal life as spiritual
aspirations.

The purpose of such comparisons is not merely to promote understand-
ing between religions, but, more fundamentally, to seek the nugget of divine
truth that may be contained in these different traditions and thereby achieve
a more complete apprehension of that truth.

But it may be asked: Where are we to find the locus of authority in
such an approach? How are we to know, what criteria are we to bring to
bear in deciding, whether or not we are moving closer to truth or further
away?

This question, it might be noted, is as salient for traditional theol-
ogy as for theology without walls. How does the traditional theologian
know that his or her theological interpretations are apt? Even the dedi-
cated dogmatist will have to give an account, if she is at all reflective,
of the grounds upon which she accepts what dogma she does. Such an
account, if it is to avoid tautology, cannot simply appeal to dogma for
its justification. Ultimately, then, it is we who must function as the locus
of authority for the truth claims we accept; that is, our intuitions, our
discernment, our analyses, our honest assessments of what is true and
good — which, ideally, we do not adhere to uncritically, but submit to the
dialectical process through which we hope to make them progressively
better.

But it may be asked: How can we trust to our fallible selves what is of
utmost importance, of ultimate concern?

It is here, I would say, that something like faith comes in. Just as the-
ology without walls entails a particular understanding of the locus and
weight of religious authority, so it entails a particular kind of faith. The
faith demanded by a theology without walls is what I have come to think
of as Socratic faith. At his trial, Socrates was accused of denying the
gods of Athens, a charge leveled against him in response to his skeptical
questioning of traditional Athenian beliefs. But he disputes this charge.
He responds, “I do believe that there are gods, and in a far higher sense
than that in which any of my accusers believe in them” (Plato 1973,
464-465). But what can this mean? Are there higher and lower ways to
believe in the gods?
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I suggest that the “higher sense of belief” to which Socrates here refers
is not belief as affirmation of this or that propositional claim, but belief as
dedication to what is ultimately true and good; a dedication that entails, at
the same time, the humble admission that one’s apprehension of the true
and the good, at any given moment, is incomplete and fallible and therefore
in constant need of critical evaluation and correction.

At his trial, Socrates tells the famous story of being designated the wisest
man in Athens by the Oracle at Delphi, but only because he is the only one
who “knows that he doesn’t know.” Socrates says, “The truth is, O men of
Athens, that God only is wise; and in this oracle he means to say that the
wisdom of men is little or nothing” (Plato 1973, 452).

But it must be immediately pointed out that this conclusion does not lead
Socrates to a resigned skepticism or nihilism. On the contrary, for Socrates,
the continual pursuit of a wisdom that can never be perfectly seized is itself
a form of worship, a sublime mode of engagement with the divine. And
indeed, he does admit to having what he calls “a certain sort of wisdom . . .
If you ask me what kind of wisdom, I reply, such wisdom as is attainable
by man, for to that extent I am inclined to believe that I am wise” (Plato
1973, 450).

The sort of wisdom attainable by human beings is approximate wisdom,
tentative wisdom, wisdom that must be ever open to review, reevaluation,
supplementation, and correction. For Socrates, this confession of uncer-
tainty does not make one less but more open to the divine, for it frees us
from the idolatry of taking our own limited representations of the divine as
sacrosanct.

Socrates thus takes it to be his divinely ordained mission to probe and
question, critique and scrutinize: “For this is the command of God, as
I would have you know, and I believe that to this day no greater good has
happened to the state than my service to the God” (Plato 1973, 459). His
faith is that the divine endorses this (necessarily) error-prone approach
and accepts us in our limitations and fallibilities. Its demand of us is not
that we cling to this or that dogmatic formula in denial of our limita-
tions, but that we humbly pursue the true and the good in an honest and
genuine way.

Finally, it might be noted that this mode of faith does not at all exclude
full-fledged involvement and investment in one particular religious path. To
recognize that there are many paths is not at all to imply that one should
abandon the path one is on. But it does entail a new understanding of the
status of one’s path, especially in its relation to others. Should this new
understanding gain acceptance, should the religions of the world come to
see themselves as different movements in response to the same divine real-
ity, this itself would have a transformative effect upon religion in general.
It would bring us that much closer to an appreciation of the universality of
truth proclaimed by all the major religious traditions.
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Conclusion: in spirit and truth

Let us conclude then by recalling the story of the Samaritan woman who
asks Jesus whether the proper place of worship is in Samaria or Jerusalem.
The Samaritans and the Jews were hostile religious antagonists, each group
claiming exclusive possession of the divine truth bequeathed to the ancient
Israelites at Sinai, each accusing the other of distortion, corruption, error,
and bad faith. Of course, the rivalry between the Samaritans and the Jews is
but one instance of a great legion of such religious rivalries — rivalries that
have plagued humanity over the long course of its religious history.

But if we posit that divine truth is One, at least in in its ultimate
nature, then these antagonistic schisms between (and within) the different
religions — violent antagonisms that have led such critics as Christopher
Hitchens to deem religion itself “poisonous” — must be seen as some indica-
tion of revelatory failure, that is, the failure of revelation to communicate
itself effectively to human beings. Such religious rivalries and antagonisms
appear symptomatic of our failure to orient ourselves rightly to the divine.

From this perspective, theology without walls may be seen as inspired by
a new revelatory moment, a moment that calls us to abandon our narrow
parochialism and open ourselves to the wide expanse of the divine~human
encounter. My suggestion, in other words, is that theology without walls
as a practice and, indeed, as a commitment itself betokens a new revelation
of the divine, one that, like all such revelations when they are authentic,
has its own soteriological power: in this case, the power to resolve the
tribalistic rivalries and chauvinistic hostilities that have plagued religious
humanity for so long and thereby bring us closer to a recognition of the
divine as One.

And, as we have seen, we can find the seeds of this new moment already
embedded within the traditional religions themselves: “An hour is com-
ing when neither in this mountain nor in Jerusalem will you worship the
Father,” says Jesus, “An hour is coming, and now is, when the true worship-
pers will worship in spirit and truth; for such people the Father seeks to be
His worshippers. God is spirit, and those who worship Him must worship
in spirit and truth.”

To worship in spirit and truth is to transcend the boundaries that condi-
tion religious hostility. Those who do so, Jesus suggests, will come to see the
contingent nature of such boundaries and will rise above them to a fuller
and more genuine encounter with the God who would be “All in All.”

Note

1 Karl Barth writes, for instance, that only Christianity has the authority “to con-
front the world of religions as the one true religion, with absolute self-confidence
to invite and challenge it to abandon its ways and to start on the Christian ways”
from Church Dogmatics, as quoted in Hick (1982, 8).
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3 Revisiting Bellah’s Sheila in a
religiously pluralist century

Christopher Denny

Scholars of religion only know her by her first name, Sheila, which is
just as well because Sheila is a pseudonym, a cipher, a symbol for a phe-
nomenon that has been described in different terms since Sheila came to
the attention of readers over 30 years ago. For scholars influenced by
the work of Philip Rieff (1987), Sheila’s worldview may be judged to
encapsulate “the triumph of the therapeutic” in which psychology sub-
verts the older strictures of religiosity. Sheila probably qualifies as one
of the baby-boomer seekers profiled in the writings of Wade Clark Roof
(1993, 1999). Then again, with her fusion of spirituality and individual-
ism Sheila would be amenable to being typecast as one of those who are
“spiritual but not religious” analyzed in the work of sociologist Robert
Fuller (2001). Finally, even though she predates the advent of the mil-
lennial generation, Sheila certainty seems like one of the “nones,” that
growing cohort of young adults who in the early twenty-first century
self-consciously decline to affiliate themselves with organized religion
(Drescher 2016).

To know Sheila Larson is to judge her, because that is how Robert Bel-
lah and his co-authors presented her to readers in their influential 1985
book Habits of the Heart — as a person to be judged and found wanting.
Recounting the presentation in Chapter 9 of the book, readers are given
the following information. Sheila states that she believes in God but can-
not remember when she last went to church. She has faith in her own little
voice, an internal guide that tells her to love herself and to be gentle with
herself. Sheila’s little voice urges her to remember that we are supposed to
“take care of each other.” Sheila describes her faith in the most individual-
ized and self-centered term possible — Sheilaism. In Bellah’s telling, Sheila is
“sufficiently paradigmatic” to be employed as a composite sketch for the
privatization of religion in the United States in the latter half of the twenti-
eth century. Moreover, Bellah asserted that many churchgoing Protestants
and Catholics are “Sheilaists” who do not see either the Christian Bible or
church traditions as normative and authoritative in the way in which they
live their religious lives.
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“How do we, in a pluralist society,” Bellah asked an audience in 1986,
“avoid the radical individualism expressed by Sheila?” For Bellah, individu-
alism is a problem, especially for religion:

Just the notion that religious belief ought to be a purely internal thing,
and then you go to the church or synagogue of your choice, shows how
deeply ingrained a kind of religious privatism is, which turns the church
into something like the Kiwanis Club or some other kind of voluntary
association that you go to or not if you feel comfortable with it — but
which has no organic claim upon you.

(Bellah 1986)

What is interesting is that in Habits of the Heart Bellah and his co-authors
came to a mixed appraisal of individualism in American life, recognizing
it as a social force that had shaped American religion since its founding.
For the authors, individualism, with its exaltation of self-reliance and hard
work, had a place in our country so long as it is checked by offsetting social
trajectories that nurture the afflicted while providing civic unity. In this line
of thought, the “biblical tradition” and the religious communities that have
fostered it are tasked with orienting their members towards a transcendent
reality that gives a moral justification for our national experiment in ordered
liberty. The authors of Habits of the Heart, then, prescribed a specific cul-
tural role for religion in late twentieth-century American life, and Sheila
did not help religion perform that necessary pedagogical role of counterbal-
ancing the rough-and-tumble world of individualistic capitalist acquisition.
Given these expectations for religion, Bellah was correct in sensing a threat
to the biblical tradition’s place in our national social fabric.

Every crisis presents itself simultaneously as a problem and as an oppor-
tunity. Rather than joining in the chorus of those who see religious individu-
alism and the decline of churches’ social influence primarily as a problem,
I choose to see the Sheilas of the world as providing contemporary societies
with opportunities as well, and the Theology Without Walls (TWW) initia-
tive outlined in this present book’s contributions seconds that hope. It does
adherents of traditional religion little good to complain about the rise of
individualism if they hope to change this state of affairs in the future. In
what follows I offer two personal anecdotes and accompanying theological
reflection that illustrate how religious individualism can manifest itself in
ways that point groups to a different type of unity than the “civil religion”
outlined in Bellah’s (1967) work. In each case my encounter with a student
upset cherished scholarly approaches to categorizing religious differences
and enabled me to see pluralism in new ways for which I was unprepared.

First encounter: moving beyond positions to people

Years ago during my first year in graduate studies I worked as a research
assistant and was asked to proofread and review a very long dissertation on
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the recent history of ecumenical dialogue in the United States between repre-
sentatives of the Roman Catholic Church and a mainline Protestant denom-
ination that I will not name now in order to keep the dissertation’s author
anonymous. Over the course of hundreds of pages, the author detailed the
times, places, delegation members, and program titles of successive meetings
between the theologians designated to carry out a particular rapprochement
in the years immediately succeeding the Second Vatican Council’s close in
1965. In workmanlike prose, the dissertation included details about hotel
venues, meeting schedules, and alternating responses to conference prompts.
After reading halfway through the dissertation, I noticed that many of the
Catholic participants in these meetings either left the priesthood or the
Catholic Church over the years during which the dialogue proceeded in
the 1960s and 1970s, to be replaced by other representatives. I began to ask
myself why in this dissertation there was no direct reference to this trend
and no examination of the reasons for the systemic departure of many of the
Catholic participants in this series of ecumenical dialogues.

To fault the student for this omission would be short sighted, for both the
genre of the dissertation itself and the assumptions undergirding most inter-
religious dialogues justified this caesura. The dominant framework of most
formal ecumenical and interreligious dialogues conducted since the start of
the ecumenical era in the early twentieth century posits the stable exist-
ence of two or more reified religious communities whose goal is to achieve
at least tolerance, hopefully respect, and maybe - if the dialogue is really
ambitious — intercommunion or an institutional merger. Each side in these
dialogues comes to the table in order to reconcile past traditions and norma-
tive doctrines, assumed as a given, with openness to new developments and
the experiences of others outside the home church. The participation of dia-
logue partners is sanctioned by authorities within their respective communi-
ties. When seen in this manner, interreligious dialogue is basically analogous
to a summit meeting between leaders and ambassadors of two sovereign
nations, with a heavy dollop of public relations and face-saving techniques
required. When one or more of the dialogue groups in such activity is Chris-
tian, ecclesiocentric interpretations of religious and theological traditions
are privileged as a matter of course. As an example of this “summit” under-
standing of interreligious dialogue, consider Roman Catholic magisterial
documents such as Dialogue and Mission and Dialogue and Promulgation,
published in 1984 and 1991 by the Secretariat for Non-Christians, which
promote interreligious dialogue. These texts, however, are mostly focused
upon developing the Catholic Church’s own self-understanding. When the
Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith published Dominus Jesus: On
the Unicity and Salvific Universality of Jesus Christ and the Church in 2000,
this inward-looking ecclesial trend became even more apparent (Pontifical
Council for Interreligious Dialogue 1984, 1991; Congregation for the Doc-
trine of the Faith 2000; Denny 2017).

An examination of dialogue from the standpoints of the existential
experiences of the partners, maybe even a partner like Sheila, however,
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would yield a very different account of such dialogues. Granted, such dia-
logues would no longer qualify as official ecumenical conversations, given
that the Sheilas of the world generally abjure representing any spiritual
view other than their own. Structuring dialogues instead around the axes
of individual persons’ search for truth and ultimacy, deliberately subordi-
nating concerns about institutional boundaries and doctrinal consistency
with the past, removes the need to save face. Or to put the matter in a dif-
ferent frame of reference, dialogue in a TWW does not begin by presum-
ing the theological stability of competing doctrinal boundary markers as
a priori obstacles that need to be reconciled through logical consistency.
This is not because the TWW initiative shuns logic or the need for clear
thought. Rather, the issue that TWW chooses to begin with is relevance,
not consistency. In a world marked by religious individualism, ensuring
that ecumenical and interreligious dialogue is relevant to the lives of peo-
ple today must be the initial issue in learning to converse across religious
boundaries. Not to begin with the concrete existential situations of con-
temporary people risks creating more dialogues like the one I encountered
in the dissertation draft decades ago: officially structured formal conversa-
tions whose value becomes less compelling, even to those taking part in
the dialogue.

Kurt Richardson has identified the necessity within our current interreli-
gious situation very well. He writes:

Heightened by our current deinstitutionalized situation, a central place
is taken by religious experience — the experience of faith disengaging
more than ever from institutional forms and ritual structures in favor
of authenticity — something approaching “first-order” experience of
God . .. This situation of disaffiliation is a hermeneutical condition for
“theology without walls” or “trans-religious” theology.

(Richardson 2016, 508)

Much of the impulse for beginning interreligious dialogue with doctrines
and institutional prerogatives stems from the Enlightenment-era develop-
ment, termed confessionalization by historians, by which different Christian
churches distinguished themselves from one another by developing creedal
formulations and competing structures of ecclesial authority. Within the
milieu of early modern Europe, uniform definitions of belief were the intel-
lectual currency of the age, and personal religious experience was denigrated
as idiosyncratic, superstitious, and backward. When Gotthold Lessing
(1956, 53; emphasis in original) could levy his famous charge, “accidental
truths of history can never become the proof of necessary truths of reason,”
the unrepeatable singularity of personal experience was discredited as well,
as post-Cartesian Western religion sought to pattern itself after the recur-
ring standardized proofs of mathematics and the measurable laws of natural
science.! Bellah’s Sheila does not expect anyone else to replicate her own
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spiritual worldview, but there are others who haven’t given up hope that
religious experience may be something more than a noncognitive realm.
Richardson asserts, “The self as locus of truth is not of necessity relativistic
at all,” and he makes this claim in light of his additional position: “The self
as locus of truth does not mean the self as the source of truth” (Richardson
2016, 511, 512). Perhaps Sheila’s personal credo emanates from a source
outside her? Adjudicating this issue leads me to the next turning point in my
religious conversion.

Second encounter: embracing one’s inner
religious consumer

The second major turning point in my spiritual journey involving an
encounter outside my home tradition was at first glance a very prosaic one
and didn’t involve any famous thinkers or profound world-historical trans-
formation. In fact, it did not entail an encounter with another religious tra-
dition in the familiar sense, but rather an experience that I think marks a
challenge to all religious traditions as we have known them. The year was
2004, and I was in my first semester teaching at St. John’s University in
New York City. I had been assigned to teach Theology 2210: Perspectives
on the Church before my arrival, and as a freshly minted PhD I came armed
with a detailed lesson plan for the course. Much of our time was devoted
to examining the role of the Church in salvation and ecumenism. Towards
the semester’s end we studied different soteriological typologies along the
lines of the now well-known schema set forth by Alan Race and followed
by many others in the theology of religions — exclusivism, inclusivism, and
pluralism (Race 1983). Those familiar with the Roman Catholic magisterial
approach to these paths since Vatican Il know that its overall judgment on
these positions is exclusivism, bad though dominant through most of the
Church’s history; inclusivism, good; pluralism, very, very bad, especially if
you are a Catholic theologian teaching at a Catholic university. Eager to
have students weigh in on this debate in the latter half of the course, I gave
them the following assignment:

Vatican II’s Decree on Ecumenism states that division among Christians
should be a cause for scandal, as it is a contradiction of God’s plan of
salvation. For your final paper I would like you to enunciate what you
yourself identify as the principal causes of religious division, not merely
among Christians, but among all peoples. Do you think that the mul-
tiplicity of churches and religions is a good thing? Or do you perceive
it to be a stumbling block that we must overcome? Do you have any
concrete ideas as to how religious divisions can be healed? As a student
in New York City three years after September 11, in what ways do you
think greater cooperation and harmony between peoples of different
religions can be achieved?
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There was a student in this course whom I will call Derek (not his real
name). Derek was, by conventional standards, anything but a model
student — his attendance was sporadic, he failed exams, and his essays were
poor. During most classes he sat by himself near a window with his feet
propped up on an adjacent chair. He ended up failing the course. Yet Derek
transformed the trajectory of the class through his participation in our dis-
cussions on this assigned topic. Not having applied the insights T gleaned
from my reflections on the very long dissertation on ecumenical dialogue
I’ve already mentioned, I burst onto the teaching scene in my new academic
home expecting students to have a personal stake in arguments pitting inclu-
sivism against pluralism. I expected the students to assess the ecumenical
landscape from the well-worn perspective of institutional unity vs. diversity.
Rahner vs. Hick. Robert Bellarmine vs. Paul Knitter (Bellarmine 2016; Rah-
ner 1966, 1976, 1979; Hick 1982; Knitter 1985). Derek, and the students
whom he managed to persuade in the course of the semester, torpedoed my
assumptions about ecumenical and interreligious relations and convinced
me that much of the scholarship on the theology of religions from the 1970s
and 1980s was not only dated but also obsolete.

So, what was Derek’s trailblazing contribution to Theology 2210? Derek
didn’t see the unity or diversity of religions or their soteriological efficacy as
an issue. That is not simply to say that he didn’t understand religious unity
or religious pluralism as the primary issue in interreligious dialogue. Rather,
Derek judged that this issue was downright irrelevant; what mattered
instead according to Derek was each individual’s preferences in religious
belief and practice, nothing more. Ecumenical efforts to achieve religious
unity were a waste of time for him and those peers adopting his articulated
stance. If everyone wanted the same religion, so be it. If no one preferred a
religious path, hey, who was to judge anyone else? Prodding the class in our
final few weeks of the semester, I asked them if such a stance reduced reli-
gion to the level of a commodity or a consumer good, and I hoped that by
phrasing the issue in this way they might reconsider. But, lo and behold, they
seized upon this analogy, which I had intended to be derogatory, and agreed
enthusiastically with this comparison: yes, professor, that’s it, religion is a
lifestyle choice just like that.

Now for those familiar with the sociological work of Christian Smith,
whose recent work has traced the path by which Protestant Christianity
in the United States has moved from post-Reformation denunciations of
works-righteousness to what Smith calls “moralistic therapeutic deism,”
Derek’s assertion will be familiar. Smith, along with William Cavanaugh
and others, have derided this development over the past two decades
(Miller 2003; Smith and Denton 2005; Cavanaugh 2008). There are
many Dereks now, and the consumerist approach to religion calls into
question basic assumptions about religious unity and diversity that gov-
erned academic research in these fields right up until the end of the last
century.
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It may be offensive to religious studies scholars and practitioners of religion
to suggest that there is a positive side to the marriage between consumerist
ideology and interreligious dialogue. I understand that, and I emphatically
reject any necessary connections between this recognition — and the near-
inevitable trajectory of this development in secular capitalist postmodern
societies — and prescriptive consequences for political and economic prac-
tice. But I ask you, doesn’t Derek have a point? If we are to appreciate
the value of individual autonomy in religious inquiry, shouldn’t we recog-
nize that there is a common denominator between choosing a religion and
choosing a brand of cereal — namely, that in both cases there is a human
agent making the choice? This is the point at the heart of the rational-choice
theory of religion offered by scholars such as Rodney Stark, Roger Finke,
and Laurence lannaccone (Stark and Bainbridge 1985, 1996; lannaccone
1998; Finke and Stark 2005). And if we acknowledge the inescapable real-
ity of agency and transformative constructions of religious worldviews in
light of human choice, might the turn to the consumer in late modernity
prompt us to invert the ordo of much comparative theology? Why do peo-
ple who are able to do so choose one spiritual path over another? Why
do they choose to follow one route on their spiritual map and not others
that might lead to the same destination? Sincere guardians of tradition like
Smith and Cavanaugh bemoan this consumerist development, but we must
recognize that all the so-called great religious traditions are in large part the
result of choices made by influential leaders and their followers. Now more
democratic forms of politics and more egalitarian social structures make
these choices less constricted for a wider segment of the human population,
including people like Robert Bellah’s eponymous Sheila.

Unlike relativism, TWW need not concede that all religious preferences
are equal in existential value or, if we choose to introduce this framework,
soteriological efficacy. Participants in a theology without walls can come to
think that certain theological options are dead-ends or meandering one-lane
roads that are unhelpful or inefficient in spiritual journeys. By not preclud-
ing the possibility that a participant in religious dialogue can come to the
table without representing any group or institution beyond himself or her-
self, however, TWW need not be threatened by the metaphor of the spiritual
marketplace. We can see the marketplace as a place of possibility, not as a
prison governed by ironclad rules of determinism or economic efficacy. In a
1974 address, “Map Is Not Territory,” the late Jonathan Z. Smith called for
a critical reassessment of reified notions of sacred space, claiming that an
earlier generation of scholars in the history of religion had often uncritically
conflated experience and interpretation (Smith 1978). A map may be all we
have to find our way, Smith said, but all maps are necessarily interpretive
documents.

If this is so in the realm of geography, it is all the truer in matters of
religious agency. No religion has ever existed upon earth without religious
adherents constructing its traditions, rituals, and doctrines; appealing to
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divine or superhuman origins for such facets of religion does not obviate
this assertion, as whatever origin to which religious practitioners appeal is
inevitably mediated through human interpretation. Adapting Richardson’s
formulation noted earlier, the self is a locus of truth even when the source of
truth may lie elsewhere. To formulate a theology of religions without fore-
grounding human choice