Trying to help an oppressed person is like trying to put
your arm around somcbody with a sunburn,

Florynce Kennedy
(v.1916, American Lawyer, Founder of MNOW)

Tovards a Critical Theory of Methodism?
Frederick llerzog

The basic orientation of the paper was suggested by Theodore
Runyon's Scptember 8, 1981, letter:

Are there any resources and norms within Wesleyan theology ~
and especially in the doctrine of perfection -~ which, if 1if-
ted up and thematized, could provide the fcritical theory!
that could counteract western, cultural Methodism?

The question is directed to the concrete situation at hand: Ox-
ford Institute Concerns for Methodist theology. WVhat we basically
nced to discover, however, is a "critical theory" that could coun-
teract western, cultural Christianity as a whole, The Methodist oc-
casion offers us an leanrning model of hovw we might approach the over-
all challenge,

I am proposing to make my first stop at the introduction to the
1977 oxford papers (with an occasional glance at one or two of the
papers themsclves). The Runyon piece offers an excellent overview
of the issues, But a number of difficulties also appear, Because of
the brevity called for in these small papers, I will immediately
conccntrate on sclect difficulties, (a) The function of the Scrip-
turcs, (b) the significance of Karl Marx, and (o) the sequence of
thcory and praxis,

Where Do We Go From Here With the Soriptures?

We might~;gree in one denomination that here a problem exists
as regards "critical theory". But since sister denominatims might have
a different angle or agenda at the same time, people begin to won-
der whether worrying about acculturation is "for real® and guickly
turn to other concerns, In the North American setting it is impos-
sible successfully to tackle the drawbacks that turm a church inte
the non-church of Civil Religion., Without 1nterdenuminat10na1 prax-
is even the best aspirations remain utopistic,

The old Protestant principle, ecclesia semper reformanda, is
hardly applicable in our "modern" churches, Reformation scemed
pos:sible in a fairly uniform church covering a wide range of cul-
ture like medieval Catholicism, When onec thing began to give other
things had to give too. Rtevivalism has long taken the place of Re-
formation in U,S. Protestant churches, There is also the factor
that Neformation was possible mainly where there was continuity
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in discontinuity as Christendom provided a wniform cultural umbrel-
la, But socially structured continuity in mocern society can no lon-
ger bc.nssumed.

In a remarkably clear way, Runyon shows us how in 01l the dis-
cussion of the ten Oxford papers about Wesley's stance (whether he
was a reformer or a "revolutionary", and in comparison with the Re-
formers) anthropology is a key oricntation point: "Esseniial human-
ity beccmes o project, to be rcalized not only in heaven but in
this world."1 One wonders soon, however, whcther the Wesley anthro-
pology is rooted deceply enough in the originative events of Christ-
ianity as com:on basis of all denominations,

It is a dravback thatsome caveats otherwise inserted in the
volume by contributors are not taken into account by Runyon in any
explicit way. Yet an jmmediate move to Marx would be "jumping the
gun', NMunyon, for example, claims that Wesley appears cbmpatible
with Marx: "We note in Wesley's anthropology.,.some strong formal
parallels with Marx, NMuman life is secn fundamentally as uctivity.."2
All this might be correct, Yet one also has to keep in mind that
Marx was not just identifying the human being in activity, but was
describing it in terms of economic activity, That angle may make
the parallel between Wesley and Marx less attractive, José Miguez
Bonino injects the useful reservation: "wesley's articulation,..
lacked a deeper understanding of..this human subject.“3

From which vantage point may onc arrive at a deoper understand-
ing of the human subject? Any church, including the Methodist church
needs to underscore its comnmitment to the Christion Scriptures for
discovering who "this human subject” is, In thec era of primitive
Christianity there was as yet no "economic man" around in the mod-
ern sense., Dut there was a clear grasp that human beings exploit
one another, and that covetousness is rpompant in us all (cf,.R.1:
26-29),

The Christian Scriptures need no apology in the Oxford/Metho-
dist context, The UMC Book of Discipline acknowledges thc primncy
of these writings in matters of Christian thought.h The originative

events of Christianity declare decisively who the human being is
that God anddresses in the divine strugrle for justice in the world,
#"phis human subject"” (M{guez Bonino) is seen as caught by powers
and principalities that do no allow for frece manecuverabili ty
economically and otherwise in the social structures,

Any talk about "critical theoxry" within the Christian fold has
to have the critical leverage of the Scriptures in mind as the
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basic dimension of any critique, The Scriptures stress thc need for

the human subjcct, captive in sin, to labor for a recnewal of all
human structures, The kingdom of God evokes labor for the renewal
of all humen order or its bouleversement, pBut the Scriptures do not
mean all that much unless they are experienced in that regord in an
interdnuéminntional praxis that tackles the new structural challeng-
es,

In basic terms, Wesley, I believe, cannot help us at all in
the issue of critical theory. "For VWesley, the ancien régimo ad-
ecquately contained, or was contained in, the divine order, and as
long as wmen were politically free to become sanctified, further
change hardly matitered,...Sanctification, in Vesley's sense or in
any other, was not a cure for sanctification, but only evidence
of an alienated state."5

Wesley did important things in defense of the poor, The issue
of "critical theory" runs deeper, Decause of sin no order is con-
tainable. The Constantinian church made peace with the political
order and the cconomic order, Most whitc middle~class denominations
in North America did the same 1500 years later, I,Richard Niebuhr
oakes a point still valid todays "The primafy question to be asked
for ibc understanding of a Fox, a Luther, a Wesley...is this: what
did they weon by sin or evil? from what did they want to save men?
Now it is cvident in Wesley's case that he envisaged sin as indi-
vidual vice and laxity, not as greed, oppression, or social mal-
adjusiment, Sin mcant sensuality rather than selfishness,! When-
cver it comes to elaborating "critical thcory®, Wesley's actual
captivity to his tiwme makes for difficulties in the issue of re-
structuring socicty, John Kent sums it up: “Here, liberation,
understood as the kind of self-awarcness that is central to both
black theology and feminist theology, seems to be a more hopeful
guide than are scholastic revivals of sixteenth~to-eighteenth
century doctrines of sanctificntion."7

Christian "critical theory" radically has to begin again in
the Scriptures and face the contemporary situation in a common
praxis much beyond what the eighteenth century could ever be in-~
tercsted in, This does not say anything agoainst Wesley, But it
does say that we nced to plant our feet firmly on our own ground
today where the old notion of sanctification takes a turn toward
setting together in corporate sclfhood,Any setting apart to per~
sonal sainthood is outside the new experience of common pfaxis,

What Role Karl Harx?

a, Idcology Critique, As soon as we realize that no denomination
has in its tradition a way of answering the modern problem of pov-
erty, we arc ready to appropriate the significance of Karl Marx,
Denoriinationalism is also an expression of capitalism, Ideological-
ly it is one way for capitalism to use Christianity as a "kept re-
ligion", “hat Freud did for psychology, Marx did for political ec—
onomy, DBut Marx did more. He unmasked the dream-world rcligionists
usually live in by offering an idcology citique., ‘The human being is
the only animal that feels the need to justify its existence, God
can easily be used as a codeword for self-justification. God can be
ideologized, Any idecology is a systcm or superstrcture of ideas

used to justify some cause, status quo, revolution, race, or class,

A fowyears ago in a cartoon two executives caught my cye, the
one saying to the other: "Before God made profits, he made produc-
tion, and before production, he made capital, So bhe it,® (glgg,
August 16, 1976) God is here coopted as justification of the success
of the socio~economic system we all indwell, Idcology turns into
idolatry, '

It goes aos far back (at least) ns the Bible of our modern eco-
nomic system, thg Wealth of Nations by Adam Smith {(1776). Our local
paper recontly reviewed the book once more and supported in an edi-~
torial Adnm Smithts cooption of God, Its ‘basic Gospelcame through
as "man's self-~interest is God's providence,"

In the Dible God wsually underscorcs, "My thoughts are not
your thoughts®, But much of 18th century philosophy and theology
ventured to think that human thought is divine, Marx unmasked the
dcoception on the socio-economic level: God is an ideca that helps
the ruling class to keep the formhands and millhands in line, The
ruling ideas are always those of the ruling claess, Dut we in North

America apparently have not as yet gotten the message, Ve still
think that we're living in harmony with oursolyes and the world
around us,

In n collection of essays entitled Sceing With the Native Eye:
Essuyé on Native American Religion V.Richard Comstock contrasts
two pictures of North American fome. The first one is The Peaceable

Kingdom by the American primitivist Edward Hicks, a Quaker prcacher
strongly influcnced by the fompus trcaties WilMam Penn made with
the native Americans (1683-1750) which he honored and which lasted
fifty ycars, 'The picture shows a peaceful scene near the Delavare
River, Peun on the one side stonds with his associates pcacefully
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next to-a group of Native Americans with some treaty being held up
to them, On the other side (the right side of the picture) one sees
lion and lemb, lcopard and kid, and other animals peaccfully lieing
or standing next to each other in terms of Isa.11:6,

The wolf shall dwell with the lamb, and the leopard shall lie
down with the kid; and the calf and young lion and the fatling
together; and a 1little child shall lead them,

This is harmonious nature and history, in the mind of the artist
rcalized in the commonwealth of Pennsylvania,

The other picture in the article is The Death of Jane McCrea
by John Vanderlyn, Here arc two Indians scalping a white woman in
kneeling posture, Comments on this pictﬁre are summarized in the
remark that "though the native figures have a rude grandeur to
their bodies, their faces reveanl an unrelenting savagery and bru-
tality." In comparison of the two pictures we are toldg

It is not too fanciful to imagine that both images of Indians
are also projections by the immigrant Buropeans of their own
spiritual reality they are all too conscious of, Under the Pur-
itan morality that came to dominate in the new Republic, the
white Americans were on the one hand concernend to keep in check
their own savagery, while on the other they yuarned toward an
imagined prelapsarian paradise, where equity and perfect justice
governed all rclationships, The Indian, a little too convenient-
ly, came to represent both these opposing forces within the
white American out to capture a continent while dresming of
perfect peace,

The two pictures reflect the continuing tug-of-war in us North
Americans between keeping in check our own savagery and our dreams
of perfect peace, We are constantly pulling the wool over own eyes
still and think that we live in a world of harmony,

The underclass in the United States, the working class, is not
part of our vision of the contemporary scene in most churches, We
still transfer our savagery to others and think of ourselves as
mcembers of n peaceashle kingdom, The fact that in some Black communi-
ties there is up to 50% unemployment, not to speak of Native Amer—
ican communities, is perhaps sometimes felt as blemish, But it does
not shake the basic notion of harmony most of our churches still
live with, I see few churches concerned about the high rate of
unceiployed youth among Blacks, or, for that matter, about unemploy-

meiit as such,

José Miguez Donino makes the crucial point: "The fact that
Hethodism was unable .to disclose for them the reality of their con-
dition as a class, but rather led them to accept their role in
society and to improve their lot without challenging the rules of
the game, was one element in the domestication of the working
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class 1in Britain."9 Much of this is still true today of the United
States, There is no denomination T know that serjously can challenge
the rules of the game which in some cities leaves up to half of the
adult population out of work. What Marx does is unmask the religious
hale we provide for the bloody scene. There is no ideolerny critigue
of this genre before Marx,

b, Socinl analysis. In an AAR discussion last year T indicated
that with the cmphasis on liberation the church had arrived at a
new turning. A colleague who wanted to straighten me out stated
categorically that the turning had already taken place in 1799, Ile
was of course referring to the publication of Friedrich Schleier—
macher's On Religion: Speeches To Its Cultured Desnisers, My reply
to this type of claim 1s8: If it is a matter of seeing the turning
as already having happened in thc past we might as well say, it
took place in 1848,

With the publication of the Comrunist Manifesto the revolution—
ary tendencles of the West come to a head. Poverty was no longer
to be secn as & natural event, but as a political factor. At about
the same time the denomination consolidated ftsclf 1in the Uni ted
States ~ largely as a counter-revolutionary force, Mcanwhile the de-
nomination has lost all strength to rejuvenate itself, There is
nothing in the Methodist denomination that could counteract cultural
Methodism, What can counteract cultural Mcthodism lies outside the
institutional confines of religionism,

The function of the church has changed because the structures

of the world are changing, God was never confined to the walls of
the denominational sanctuary., Dut now we realize that God is going
ahead of us in history, "And the lord went before them by day in

a pillar of cloud to lead them along the way, and by night in a
pillar of fire to give them light." (Ex,13:21)

The ancient régime notion can no longer last in a history that
constantly renews its structures and replaces them if neecd be —
the strugsle of God for Justice among all peoples, The new
world of 1848 did not emerge as peaceable kingdom, but as vast
current of opposing forces, Marx thought that the human being
had changed in the process: "The bourgeoisie, wherever it got the
upper hand, has put an end to all fcudal, patriarchal, 1dyllic re-
lations,..and has left no other nexus between man and man than
naked self-interest,.,.callous 'cash payment!, It has drowned the
most heavenly ecstacies of rcligious fervor,..in the icy water of
egotistical cal.culation, It has resolved personal worth into ex-
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change value, and in place of the numberless indcfensible chartered
freedoms, has set up that single, unconscionable freedom - Free
Trade, In one word, for exploitation, veiled by religious and po-
1itical illusions, it has substituted naked, shameless, direct,
Lrutal exploitntion."10

Christian thought can no longer proceed without social analysis
along these lines, What shapes us into human beings today are the
political and economie forces against which God is the counter-
force, Naked sclf-interest is the modern form of sin St.laul 18
so well awarce of, And it shapes us as class stands against class,

Denominational allegiance males 1little difference here, since
ve can glgg.ourselves as Christions only in a new kind of praxis,
In taking sin more scriously in jts full dimensions,ourattention is
rivetted on what religious people arc doing to the First and the
Third World, More concern for the biblical grasp of sin makes ué
take the wide range of national sins more seriously.

How Do We Sequence Theory and Praxis?

one of the real drawbacks is that we still tend to begin our
christian thought reflection at the desk and hope that things will
work our in reality. I myself admire very much what Theodore Runyon
has done for us in editing the 1977 Oxford papers and clarifying
their "Sitz in Leben® in the Introduction, Yet for a moment we need
to stand back from all our denominationalism if we want to take
1iberation into account.lest wve continue theology as it has been
done for the last two hundred and more years,

oy 1. Sono, coumenting on some issues I had raised on this

very subject in another context, observes: "Rather than a seguence
from adtion to reflection, or even a circle which moves round and
round, it may boe better to speak of a spirul.“13 One thing is for
sure, unless ive are involved in . the liberation struggle one way

or othér, no amount of God-talk will set the issue straight. We
necd to understand that the Christian Scriptures themzlves root

us deeply in praxisin terms of the Tgafen AncsroAwe . Thc Bible is
not a book I take from the shelf for exeogesis "later omn'",. It is the
eucharistic book of the church that 1s with us in the struggle,

i thont participnttmnintho Realpresence of Mcssiah Jesus in concert
with the Bible (as eucharistic book) in social locition we miss the

theological reality altogether: "What is at stake is a new Christo- r

logy that acknowledses the continuity of divine activity in Messiah
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Jesus in history,"li

What happens in the praxis of the church in social location
with the poor is the interaction-spiral of action and refiection.
Yet reflection grows spirally out of the praxis of Christ jtself
and not the other way around, Social analysis does not "grow out
of" thecological reflection, but out of discipleship. The dogmatic
task and the social analysis task go hand in hand "spirally", But
social analysis does not bring a new pre-understanding, It is in
terms of the spiral that we need to proceed with Marxist analysis:
tThe social analysis of Karl Marx is the pioneer tool in the West

for unmasking the ideology that undergirds the unjust sociopoliti-
cal and socioeconomic structures.”is We have to stand back and look
one more time rcal hard at the place of liberation in the church,
Runyon claims: "Like Marx, Wesley reminds us that a theory must
lead to a new pruxia."1 Maybe Wesley does remind us so. But try
to change just two words: "Like Christ, Wesley reminds us that
theory must lead to a mew praxis," Does it work? I don't think so,
It is from this angle that we need to look one mor: time at 1ib-
eration in a denomination, We are onec more time compelled to start
from scratch, Where do we ourselves really stand in the liberation
struggle? It's all not that easy, We need to clarify where we are
actuglly inwlved, "Trying to help an oppressed person is like trying
to put your arm around somehody with a sunburn.” {Florynce Kennedy)

Are we trying to help the oppressed? Or are we fighting our own
battle?
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