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Between Imagination and Doubt:  

Religious Leadership in Postmodern Culture

I must have tried a thousand different ways to begin this talk.  One might think it would be easy to say something meaningful and helpful about the theme of this year’s Assembly:  Leadership in Dynamic Tension.  What leader today, with even the briefest reflection on her experience, could not name five or six difficult and profound tensions she experiences in religious life today?  And what leader is not aware of the existence of an abundance of writings by the experts, shedding light on nearly every imaginable tension?  It took me the longest while to figure out why all I ended up with was a sensation similar to that of drowning, or at least of being adrift in a sea of complexities and ideas and conflicting directions.  


From the outset I was convinced of two things:

First, I knew right away that this paper would turn out to be very different than one I  

would have written a year ago, before I myself was in a position of elected leadership.  I would like to think it would have been a good reflection on “leadership in dynamic tension,” but I know it would have been different.

Secondly, I knew I wanted somehow to bring my background as a theologian to bear on 

the topic.  I knew I wanted to try to theologize about “leadership in dynamic tension” – to excavate the depths beneath the surface of the everyday ways we experience tensions in leadership and uncover, perhaps, a helpful insight or two we could all take away with us.  A noble goal.  But, as I began to excavate, I was almost buried under the effort. 


Why?  The reason had everything to do with the way I envisioned the task.  I understood the keynote address as requiring a comprehensive look at the contemporary culture, situating religious life within that context and then making some meaning out of that analysis for religious leadership today.  The catch is that the contemporary cultural context is almost universally described with such words as “uncontrollable,” “unpredictable,” “chaotic,” “pluralistic,” and “relativized” to the point of being, according to some, “meaningless.”  We are living our religious lives and exercising leadership in a time of profound cultural upheaval, caught up in dynamic tensions whose roots go to the very depths of all we hold dear.  

I am looking forward to how our poet, David Whyte, unpacks his central metaphor, “Crossing the Unknown Sea,”
 when he speaks to us on Tuesday, for that phrase became for me the image of where we are culturally and ecclesially as women religious in a postmodern era.  We are crossing an unknown sea.   


Nevertheless, I still understand my task this afternoon to be that of making some sense of this crossing, saying something helpful about the unknown sea.  In other words, I still see the need to reflect deeply on the contemporary cultural context and to situate religious life within that context with the goal of offering some insights about leadership.  However, what I ask you to realize with me is that we do not have the luxury of preparing for the journey.  Unlike the ancient mariners who could spend time studying their maps, gauging the wind and sea currents, stockpiling supplies before they set out, we are already in the midst of the crossing, already out there in our tall ships or tiny boats, whatever the case may be.  Ours is to try to chart a course, learning, searching, deciding and tossing about as we go.  


That’s why I had feelings akin to being engulfed or in danger of drowning when I tried to plumb the depths of the unpredictable sea in which we are sailing.  We are all pretty far out there, away from familiar moorings, although we do not often have sufficient time to reflect on that fact.  


Surely our experience tells us that we know enough already to negotiate day by day the multitude of tensions and challenges which come our way in the effort simply to keep our vessel afloat.  We probably are quite good at doing that.  And it most likely takes up a great deal of our time.  The question before us this afternoon, however, is this:  do we know enough yet about the unknown sea to actually chart a course, to set a direction, especially amid the clamor of conflicting opinions and advice?  


Another way of asking the same question is this:  Granted that we know ourselves to be immersed in and deeply affected by a postmodern (Western) culture, do we have yet the imagination and the will to contribute to shaping that culture, and not simply to react to it?  That, to me, is the question about the future of religious life.  And that question, to me, uncovers the mother of all dynamic tensions in leadership today:  the tension between imagination and doubt.


Let’s explore this together, proceeding in three steps.  First, I’d like to share some assumptions I am making about the culture, about religious life and about leadership.  I do not want to spend time going over ground which many speakers and writers have covered in recent years.  But I do think it is important that you know from the outset something of what I am assuming.  


Secondly, let us take a critical look at the postmodern culture in which we are immersed, with a view toward the imaginative discernment of how we can and should try to shape and influence the culture and not merely capitulate to it or react against it.  This may provide us with some interesting insights with regard to charting the course or giving direction to the refoundation or transformation of religious life in our time.  At the very least, this analysis will shed light on the deep sources of the dynamic tensions about which we are reflecting at this conference.  

Lastly, we will draw what conclusions we can from the analysis.

Assumptions

My study and my experience have led me to several convictions which form the basis for what I am assuming in this talk.  I cannot take the time to “prove” these assumptions but I need to share them with you so you know my starting point. 

First, along with many others, I am convinced that we are indeed in the midst of a radical upheaval within modern Western culture, a shift in fundamental values and norms and perceptions of reality.  Whether one regards the changes with suspicion or understands them as holding out new hope and promise, it seems to me undeniable that the confluence of disintegration and creativity we are experiencing deserves to be seen as a new era.  We will give it the label “postmodern” and try to be clear about what that means.  [I enjoy Professor Tyron Inbody’s honesty in describing “postmodern” as a word used so much and so variously that it has become empty of meaning.  He wrote:  “Every time I use the word [postmodern] in one of my classes, I feel like Warren G. Harding.”  Harding’s speeches were once described as “‘an army of pompous phrases moving across the landscape in search of an idea’.”
  I promise to do my best not to enlist in the “army of pompous phrases.”  However, I truly believe that understanding our contemporary experience in terms of postmodernity, that is, in terms of our love-hate relationship with the modern world, can be very fruitful.  It can help us understand and grapple with such diverse experiences as September 11th, the failure of institutions (as we have seen lately in the business world and in the church), as well as the explosion of knowledge in the new science and new cosmology.]

Secondly, I am convinced that many religious congregations in North America are at a very specific stage in the life cycle of organizations.  I believe we are at the critical point which follows a breakdown period where we are faced with the decision between refoundation or death.  Many of you are familiar with the work of Robert Hoover who developed this comprehensive analysis of social change, even if you do not recognize his name.  Hoover was an urban planner at the University of Cincinnati whose work gave to Lawrence Cada and his colleagues that now-famous and oft-used diagram of the life cycle of an organization.
  The sociological analysis which produced the diagram simply states that it is of the nature of groups such as our congregations to grow and change, to resist change, and, as a result, to decline.  In other words, it is in the nature of organizations to rise and fall.  This is all very familiar.  Much ink has been spilled analyzing religious life according to this metaphor. 

Among the religious congregations and federations represented here, some may recognize themselves at different stages of this ebb and flow.  Certainly newly-founded groups today are at the beginning, experiencing a great upswing in movement, growing out of the power of their founding myth into a period of expansion.  Most of us, however, know well that we reached a peak of cohesive communal identity in the 1950’s and early 1960’s.  Since the Second Vatican Council, renewal and diminishment have gone hand-in-hand.  In fact, renewal and diminishment have been the two faces of our experience, vying with one another for which will have the last word.  And they are the two faces by which we are recognized in the world, both by those who know us well and by those who merely wonder about us.

This concurrence of renewal and decline, which has characterized our experience of religious life for the past thirty-five years, is the result of our responses to the successive levels of doubt and questioning of every dimension of our life, from the surface realities of dress and daily order to the very heart of faith in God and in the gospel of Jesus Christ.
 We are at that ultimate level now, where we need to find a way to refound our lives on the basis of the gospel or decide to allow the form of our life to pass away.

What I hope to make clear in the following analysis is that our engagement with postmodern culture, with its profound levels of doubt about the workability of any system of meaning, takes us to this critical point in the life cycle of our religious organizations.  So, no matter where we think we are or would like to be on curve of viability, I believe that dealing with postmodernity forces us to a critical point regarding our future.  I also believe it will give us the hints and clues we need to chart a course toward refoundation.  Then we will find, I think, that postmodernity has to deal with us!  And who knows yet what that will bring to the future of the human community!

Thirdly, I believe that Sandra Schneiders, in her address to the LCWR in 1997, correctly and beautifully defined the role of religious leadership in the postmodern era as that of facilitating “the congregation’s self-renewing process through attention to its core identity, its framework of meaning.”
   But this happens, she also notes, in a context and environment of “pandemic unpredictability and uncontrollability.”
  


Accordingly, a fourth assumption is forced on us.  We cannot possibly say everything.  You may be surprised to learn that we will not be discussing the new science nor, beyond a mere mention, the new cosmology – both of which have such profound influence on our experience of the contemporary world.  Nor will we deal with the positive and negative dimensions of globalization which are of such critical importance in the debate about the future of the human community and its planetary home.  Similarly, the characterization of postmodernity as the “information age” receives a mere footnote in our analysis.  

The point is we all have plenty of other sources for learning about these things and many experts to call upon who know far more about them than I do.  What I am interested in here is excavating the depths of some aspects of postmodern culture which affect religious life in insidious ways.  What gets inside us, almost without our realizing it, and saps our capacity to move forward, deepening our doubt, paralyzing us perhaps, or even threatening our most basic hope in the future?

So, let us get to it, carrying with us these assumptions:   that our cultural context is increasingly postmodern, although our grasp of it is always painfully partial; that many religious congregations are now at the point of choosing refoundation or decline; and that religious leaders are, in this context of cultural upheaval and at this critical moment, charged with the care of the community, with facilitating its move toward refoundation or decline.

A Critical Take on Postmodernity


Our analysis will proceed in two stages.  Although I do not want to bleed to death the metaphor of the “sea voyage,” I suggest we think of the first stage as analogous to looking out on the surface of the vast postmodern ethos in which we find ourselves sailing.  Our questions here will be:  What is postmodernity?  What is the “modern” ethos in reference to which it is claimed we are “post”?  And what does this initial analysis tell us about the dynamic tensions in which we, women religious of the Catholic Church in North America, find ourselves?


The second stage will be analogous to setting out for deep waters.  We will try to plumb the depths of the postmodern context by considering three “definitions” of postmodernity.  Or we can refer to them as three dimensions of postmodernity or three ways of living in the postmodern world.  We will speak of Liberationist Postmodernism, Cultural Postmodernism and Deconstructive Postmodernism.
  

Hopefully, that will set us up for the last part of the talk in which we try to suggest some direction for religious life in its critical relationship with postmodern culture.  What do we religious bring to the postmodern world?  Granted that the postmodern world shapes us, how can we shape it?  With what in postmodernity are we in collusion?  What do we oppose?  Can we illuminate what “countercultural” means for us in the present context?  Those are the questions for our imaginative discernment of future directions.

Stage One:  An  Initial  Look 


What is initially striking when one tries to get a handle on postmodernity is its derivative character.  As the word implies, we are talking about something that comes after, overthrows, perhaps, or rejects, or possibly transcends modernity.  The postmodern has no content or definition on its own, but rather is a postscript to something else.
  That something else is the modern worldview.  To understand the postmodern we have to define the modern.  


One word should leap to mind when you hear the term “modern” as descriptive of the entire modern era.  That word is:  REASON.   The fundamental conviction of the modern era is the primacy of reason, a trust in the power, purity, and progress-producing capacity of human reason.  We are speaking here about an utter confidence that humanity, using its reason, can master, comprehend and manipulate the world of its experience.  This confidence became the basic principle, the fundamental conviction, out of which the modern world was made. 


And what a gift that was!  What a struggle we had for centuries to free ourselves from suffocating modes of pre-modern thought with its superstitions and abstract deductions from an ideal world of essences – which deductions were used in pre-modern times as a means of imposing monarchical and hierarchical structures on the human community as if they were earthly reflections of the heavenly realm.  


If we find ourselves struggling today to free ourselves from the tyranny of modernity, from the destructive effects of an unrelenting reliance on our power to “master” the world, we, nevertheless, should not forget what tremendous gains for humanity have issued from the modern quest for individual freedom of thought and from the democratic demand to have a say in how society is created, structured and governed.  


Nevertheless, the destructive effects of modernity are apparent.  When reason works its way on reality, so to speak, it sets itself over against what it is seeking to know.  The result is that there has been a certain “principle of separation” or a fundamental dualism operating in Western consciousness which makes the modern Western world what it is.
  And this objectification of reality has had some ugly consequences for human history.  For dualism (mind/matter; soul/body; man/woman; friend/foe) always carries with it an implicit, if not explicit, hierarchy.  If everything is always either this or that, one element will tend to dominate and the other will have to be subordinate, for equality is possible only when we can transcend "either/or" distinctions, placing them in a more fundamental context of the unity and oneness or "wholeness" of reality.  What we are discovering is that modern consciousness is so thoroughly imbued with dualism that it colors the modern view of every level of reality – God, humanity and creation itself.

The simple point I want to make here, however, is that, even from a surface glance at where we are today with our emerging realizations of the destructive aspects of modernity, we already have important insights into the dynamic tensions we experience today in religious life.


David Tracy notes that the postmodern “attempt to free Christian theology from the now smothering embrace of modernity [is] an event that is as difficult, as conflictual, and as painful as the earlier (equally necessary) attempt . . . to free theology from the suffocating embrace of pre-modern modes of thought.”


Let’s look at that for a moment.  Consider the timeline at work here.  The pre-modern modes of thought, the pre-modern worldview, obtained as a commonly shared perspective from the origins of Christianity up to the beginning of the 17th century.  The modern worldview began in the second half of the 17th century with the rise of science and the scientific method, with the Enlightenment and the Age of Reason, and it lasts to about the end of the 19th century.  Since then, that is, since the beginning of the 20th century, the postmodern critique has been developing.  Postmodernism gained enormous strength in the second half of the 20th century in the form of a disillusionment with modernity and its promise of progress – in the face of the world wars, the Holocaust, and massive atrocities inflicted by atomic and conventional warfare.


Just think about the timeline for a moment, before we get into any details.  What do you notice?  Chronologically speaking, we have all lived our entire lives in the emerging postmodern world.  However, is it not also true to say that, in terms of what matters most to us, (our faith-life, our prayer, our understanding of the vows and ministry, of the church and of doctrine), most of us who are in religious life in North America today were raised in what can only be described as a pre-modern worldview?  In fact, it can be said that the form of religious life which most of us have known only really began to engage the modern world when the church itself did at Vatican II.  And, of course, we now realize that when the church at that time finally critically embraced the modern world, modernity itself was already well on the way to collapsing.


Right there, without even leaving the surface, we have exposed several sources of the dynamic tensions we experience in religious life today.  First, in terms of the ways in which we actually live our lives, we women religious of the Catholic Church have had to do in 35 years what the Western world was doing for the past 350 years.  We have been called upon to shift from a pre-modern to a modern to a postmodern worldview, stretching across all three worldviews in every aspect of our lives:  our dress, our daily order, our ministries and community life, our understanding of the ideal of holiness and our images of God.  We still find ourselves stretching from one worldview to the other, going forward and backward, backward and forward, living in all three at once, as we try to find our way.  

Secondly, we have to contend with the fact that all too often church structures and pastoral practices are still fighting the old battles between pre-modern and modern modes of thought.
  How long can we stay in conversations which seem to us, for all purposes, to have been finished long ago?  This question is at the heart of many of the tensions we are dealing with.  

And let’s face this fact, too:  the members of our communities are living out of various combinations of pre-modern, modern and postmodern worldviews, living eclectically out of all of them at once.  It is no news to you, then, that we share life in our congregations with sisters who have profoundly differing views about what is important, about how the world works, about what our work should be, how we should live, pray and decide about the future.  Dynamic tensions, indeed.  And this from just a surface look.  Let us now go deeper.

Stage Two:  Setting Out for Deep Waters

When I got to this point in the analysis I knew why my talk would turn out to be very different than one I would have written before I came into elected leadership.  Here I was (in my first year in leadership), trying to be about the exalted task of “charting a course” for religious life on the unknown seas of postmodernity!  And I would come to the end of some of my days “steering the ship of state” feeling a lot like Charlie Brown in one of those brilliant Peanuts comic strips created by the late Charles Shultz.  Lucy and Linus are having a philosophical discussion about perspectives on life.  “Some people,” they say to Charlie Brown, “like to set up their deck chairs at the front of the ship, so they can see where we are going and scout out new possibilities and new adventures.  Others like to have their deck chairs at the back of the ship so they can see where we have been and gain wisdom from that.  What about you, Charlie Brown?  Where do you like to put your deck chair?”  “I don’t know,” he says, “I can never seem to get my deck chair open.”


Trying to write this talk, I was, like all of you, pulled in a thousand different directions.  You know the list of things we actually do.  It’s the list that forms our actual job description, the one which fleshes out in real-life terms the lofty words about leadership in our congregational Constitutions.  

I wager that there is probably not a single one of us who wonders why three of the presentations at this conference are entitled, respectively:  “Managing the Tensions;” “Self Care for Leaders;” and “Graced by Tension.”  


Nevertheless.  Nevertheless, we are called to do more.  We are called to set out for the deep waters and, with our best lights, with the few stars we have to guide us, chart a course for the future of the enterprise of religious life.  There is a marvelous passage in Shakespeare’s Julius Caeser which is particularly apt.  (You’ll forgive me if I quote it exactly, even though it uses the term “men” to include us all.)




There is a tide in the affairs of men,




Which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune;




Omitted, all the voyage of their life




Is bound in shallows and in miseries.




On such a full sea are we now afloat;




And we must take the current when it serves,




Or lose our ventures.


My friends, whatever we do, let us not go down in the shallows.  Let us take the current of the flood tide of our moment.  But let us do so with a trimness, a directness and an urgency which suits women who have a lot on their minds.  


We will examine three main currents of postmodernity and chart a course for religious life with regard to them.

Three Currents of Postmodernity

1. Liberationist Postmodernity:  Liberationist is the form of postmodernity with which 

we are most familiar as women religious.  It is a form of living in the postmodern world with which many of us are “in sync,” one might say.  It “refers to the liberation from the political power structures of modernity, the shift from European and North American political and economic power and social paradigms to new paradigms and new centers of power that are emerging on other continents as well as within these two.”

At the heart of this view is the conviction that modernity is collapsing under the sheer weight of the enormous suffering it has produced.  Both in breadth and depth, the suffering which has come about through the pursuit of the modern agenda has been close to unthinkable.  It would be unthinkable were it not for the fact that the suffering took place and continues to take place, as we speak, this very moment, all over the world.

One might be tempted to ask, how can we blame modernity for the breadth and depth of suffering that we have seen visited upon the world in the last few hundred years?  Isn’t it true that it has always been thus.  Perhaps.  But one thing is undeniable, and that is that modernity had promised so different a world; it had promised so much.  The Age of Reason and of the Enlightenment issued in the great democratic movements and revolutions, holding out the pledge of free and equal societies.  The Age of Science promised to ease the burdens of daily life and produce a fuller, more human existence.  Trust reason and progress will come!

The despair and disillusionment that has afflicted humanity for the past 100 years arises largely out of the failure of modernity to deliver on these promises.  The great democratic movements did not yield freedom and equality for all, but only for the few, the privileged, (usually white males of the middle and upper classes).  Instead of a fuller, more human life for all, technology gave us the industrial age and the birth of the third world.  As Jurgen Moltmann, professor of theology at the University of Tubingen, points out so well: 


. . . the third world came into existence when the modern world began.  In fact, 

it was only the modern mass enslavement of Africans and the exploitation of 

Latin America’s natural resources that provided the labour and capital for the 

development and advancement of the Western or First World.

The production of the wealth and "progress" of the first world came at the cost of tremendous destruction and consequent suffering.
   

The modern world has given us many wonderful things.  But equal access to self-determination and the possibility of a full human life for all are not among them.
  The myth of progress of the modern world is collapsing under the weight of the postmodern awareness that the ideals of freedom and equality for all had fallen far short of being achieved.  This awareness came from the gradual recognition, from many parts of the globe and from many sectors of society, of the pervasive and interconnected realities of racial, ethnic, sexual, political, religious, cultural, and economic oppression.  The awareness issues in postmodernity’s turn toward the “other” so often ignored or oppressed by modernity’s agenda.  The important point is to see the interconnections among these forms of suffering.  They all refer back to modernity’s inability to deal with difference and otherness except by way of violence or mastery.  Today, we are being led through the sheer scope and pervasiveness of the suffering in our world to see the challenge of pluralism and the need to deal with difference as the most basic problem confronting the human community today.  


Also familiar to us, is another element of the liberationist postmodernity – the emerging cosmic consciousness which has grown out of the effort to link liberation and ecology.  This involves a rejection of the uniquely modern notion that nature is simply the ever-fertile ground on which humans live their lives like actors on a stage.  Liberationist postmoderns insist, rather, that we are essentially connected with nature and, what is more, nature has its limits, limits which are dangerously strained by the relentless consumption of natural resources, especially fossil fuels, largely by first world consumers.  What is being recovered in postmodernity, in many instances by cultures which have suffered most from its being ignored, is the organic interrelation of all living things.


For some postmoderns, including some of our sisters, this “creation consciousness” we can call it, has become the complete horizon of their lives, the lens through which they view everything, providing the sole set of criteria by which they feel we should judge our lifestyle and our future directions. 

2. Cultural Postmodernity:  Cultural postmodernity “refers to the perception of a 

radical sociocultural upheaval within modern culture,” a massive “rearrangement of the values and norms that determined the modern worldview.”
  The word was first used within the arts in the 1930’s, but has since spilled over into many fields to characterize a movement away from the modern claim to comprehensive knowledge and objective interpretation of experience.  Postmoderns began to call for a deconstruction of any perspective which claimed absolute authority for a particular viewpoint.  They called for the recognition of a radical pluralism of perspectives in Western culture, which pluralism and diversity is not reducible to a single objective system of truth.


The average person in a postmodern culture is quite accustomed to encountering  diversity.  We exist in a kind of mood or spirit of pluralism and fragmentation.  Any claim to universal truth, applicable and relevant to all, has become, on the intuitive level, suspicious to us.  We suspect that claims to know the “whole story,” the real meaning of it all, simply mask the self-interest and self-promotion of those who would proclaim such a totalizing system.  Similarly, cultural “postmoderns are prone to distrust institutions for the same reason, [namely, that institutions, also] ultimately serve those who run them.”
  It becomes difficult to argue against such mistrust in light of the public failures of so many institutions in recent years:  from public education to the health care system; in business and accounting as well as in government; and, of course, most recently, in our own church as institution.


The cumulative effect of all this is a sense that there are no secure foundations, that truth is relative, that anything goes.  A rampant cynicism develops which can, in the extreme, lead to nihilism.  This is accompanied by a distressing decline in the quality of education in our society, and by an equally distressing reduction of culture to hype and slogans and sound bytes, all designed to promote a galloping consumerism which, in turn, produces, in the words of Alan Greenspan, “infectious greed.”


In three important ways the relativism and suspicion of institutions which attend us in postmodernity are significant for religious life.  First, we are intrinsically bound up with institutions in the broad sense.  The sacramental nature of Catholicism means that we are always seeking ways to enflesh, to bring to concreteness, our mediation of the divine.  This, as we know, is as dangerous as it is wonderful.  My point is:  It is what we instinctively do.  The crisis of institutions is our crisis, too.  We cannot simply absent ourselves from that.

Secondly, we are participants in the enormous increase in the popularity of “spirituality” – albeit a spirituality that is quite individualized in our culture.  I’m speaking about the kind of spirituality which is so popular today because it is uniquely adaptable to postmodernity.  It enables people to engage in the spiritual quest and at the same time question their commitment to a particular institutional religion.  One simply goes on one’s own spiritual quest, picking and choosing from among the plurality of practices and ideas, doing what suits the day and the mood.


The diversity of perspectives available to people in a postmodern culture encourages them to explore different traditions.  The result, however, is often that spiritual practices and ideas are uprooted from their cultural context.  “Thus,” in the words of one author,

one might listen to Gregorian chant without understanding its role within 

monasticism, or participate in a sweat lodge ceremony without understanding 

how it fits into the Sioux culture, or engage in a process of Ignatian discernment 

without understanding its roots in Ignatius’ experience or its place in a lifestyle 

based on his teachings.  Once practices become uprooted from their traditions, 

they can be mixed across traditions.


All that matters is “what works” for the person.  Soon, then, the spiritual seeker “becomes a consumer rather than a disciple.”
  This is only one effect of relativism and the collapse of institutions in cultural postmodernity, but it is a very significant one for religious like ourselves.


Thirdly, we in religious life celebrate diversity, incorporate it into our goals for our institutions and for our memberships.  At the same time, however, the pluralism which we celebrate and promote can create a situation of profound fragmentation.  Are our communities really diverse and multicultural or are we composed of individuals and groups who increasingly simply live side by side one another, sometimes in conflict, more often in a kind of polite tolerance which keeps at arm’s length genuine unity in community and authentic communal identity?    Please understand I am using “multicultural” here not simply in terms of ethnicity, but also more broadly in terms of ideology or theological perspectives running the gamut from pre-modern to modern to postmodern.  With more than a hint of affection, we can say we are motley crew, all over the place, the opposite of homogenous, really.  But also, with a measure of concern, we can say that the ideological diversity within our congregations threatens to paralyze our communal move toward refoundation.

3. Deconstructive postmodernity:  Deconstructive postmodernity intensifies and takes 

to a radical level the relativism of cultural postmodernism.  It reacts critically to the exalted importance of the autonomous self promoted in the modern age.  As a unique center of reason, rights and privileges, the individual of the modern Enlightenment is not only self-directed, he or she is self-contained.  In fact, the centrality of the autonomous self “became the chief identifying characteristic of the . . . modern era.”
  Deconstructionist postmodernity aims at chastening the hubris of the modern self by taking seriously our radical situatedness in history, our necessary relatedness.  In other words, the individual is not a self-contained center of reason existing above or outside history and culture.  Rather, the individual in postmodernity is decentered, constituted by relationships – relationships to others and to the natural world – and is inconceivable as a self apart from those relationships.  In other words, it is not the case that I am a self who may or may not have relationships.  Rather, I am my relationships.  I am constituted by them and exist in no other way.  That is to say, I am constituted by my traditions, culture, language and I exist in no other way.  


To put it another way:  Radical postmodernity insists that we do not simply encounter a world that is "out there."  Rather we construct explanations of the world out of the perspectives we bring to it.  In other words, we do not so much know the world as we interpret it.  Because we cannot measure the truth of our explanations against any objective, external absolute, our claims to truth are, at best, relative and never absolute or universal.  Because we have no fixed vantage point beyond our own interpreting of the world based on our particular experience, all we can do is give our best interpretation or explanation of the world as we find it. In this sense, postmodern people despair of finding a single correct worldview.  Instead, they "are content simply to speak of many views and, by extension, many worlds."
 


This helps us understand the meaning of the so-called rejection of the metanarrative.  Because it is impossible to get beyond language to “reality,” any worldview which claims to know the “whole story,” to have the meaning of history, must be rejected as oppressive and exclusionary.  Surely profound implications for Christianity – with its preaching of the resurrection as the meaning of history, cosmic as well as human – arise from the ways in which deconstructive postmodernity overturns the notion of universally relevant truth, a notion that had been shared, in different ways, by both the pre-modern and modern worlds.  If we are interested in excavating the ways in which the postmodern ethos strikes at the heart of our hope and at the lifeblood of religious life, it doesn’t get any deeper than doubts about the resurrection of Jesus Christ.

Charting a Course for Postmodern Religious Life

Although I am calling this concluding section, “Charting a Course for Postmodern Religious Life,” I recognize the hubris of that title.  I am not completely clear on the destination, that is, on exactly what refoundation will look like, nor what the new image of religious life will evolve into.  However, I do insist that we have all we need to set a direction toward it.  Allow me to put forward a thesis and then elaborate briefly.  I contend that:

Postmodern religious life will be defined by the call to bear the ancient wisdom of Christianity with a new justice to a world marked by radical pluralism and the inability to deal with difference.
 


I believe this thesis sets the right direction because it helps us discern which aspects of postmodern culture we should support and which aspects we should work against in a genuinely countercultural witness.  Let’s elaborate on that and, in the process, draw some conclusions regarding leadership on the journey across the unknown seas of postmodernity.  There are three points.

First, the thesis makes clear that the starting point for charting our course in the postmodern era is the same as it has always been in the history of religious life, namely, the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  We are to be defined by our call to bear the ancient wisdom of Christianity with a new justice to the postmodern world.  I believe it is of critical importance for the refoundation of religious life in our time that we free ourselves from the absoluteness of postmodernity’s rejection of the metanarrative.  To cut through the jargon of that, let me say it simply:  I believe that the most basic meaning today of the countercultural dimension of religious life is our refusal to abandon faith and hope in the resurrection of Jesus Christ as the revelation of God’s gracious intention toward all of creation.  This is the “ancient wisdom” we bring to the world.  I find it impossible to imagine how we can live for long in profound doubt about the hope upon which this claim is based.  It is the lifeblood of religious life.  That, to me, is the deepest sense in which we are at the point of either refounding on the Gospel or dying out.  Without our hope in the God who raised Jesus from the dead, we are driftless wanderers, with no more to add to humanity’s search for meaning than what we produce out of our own feeble contemporary attempts to integrate experience isolated from the long tradition of generations who have preceded us.  

Granted, we have to accept the validity of the postmodern critique of the metanarrative in the sense in which it exposes the ways in which the Gospel, for example, has been used as a religious, political or cultural sledgehammer.  “We have the truth and it is our duty to give it you, even if that means suppressing your otherness and difference.”  We must acknowledge that this has sometimes been our concept of mission in the past.  

However, I find equally troubling the fact that many of our sisters share the postmodern “consumer” approach to spirituality.  We can easily get uprooted from our tradition, engaging without sufficient reflection in practices of other religions and traditions, picking and choosing what we like and what “works for us.”  This thoroughgoing relativism, which declares that one perspective is as good as another, can lead us to a host of confusions and leave us bereft of any wisdom to offer the world.  It is not uncommon to find sisters who see no inconsistency in toying with belief in reincarnation alongside celebrating Easter faith, or who embrace animistic faith in the divinity of the creatures of the earth and of the cosmos and find no contradiction between that and the Judeo-Christian revelation of a transcendent Creator.

This boundary-less inclusivity works against the desirable effort to respect the diversity of perspectives in the postmodern world because it implies that the perspectives are interchangeable.  This is tantamount to claiming that they are meaningless.  Rather than creating an atmosphere of conversation among genuinely differing beliefs in God and the meaning of the human and natural world, one lives as if one could embrace all perspectives at once.  We should be wary of this, for complete and radical doubt is never far away from the heart of one who thinks she can believe in everything!   I think this kind of mindless openness to everything and every viewpoint cuts to the heart of the debilitating effects of postmodern relativism and pluralism on religious life today.  It is insidious because it looks so harmless, even virtuous, but it affects us deeply without our realizing.   


What I will grant is that Christian faith in the resurrection, and its implications for radical hope, must be re-thought in postmodernity.  For we cannot hold this faith today except as a most radical hope.  Theology and spirituality must develop faith and nourish hope particularly in relation to three profound challenges of the postmodern world:  the depth and breadth of suffering in the world; the new science; and the feminist critique of patriarchy.  And we must do our best to assist in this development or, at the very least, to keep abreast of it.  This is the only way, I think, for us to move beyond the polarities of fundamentalism (simply reasserting Christian faith more and more vehemently without bothering to forge a bridge to postmodern sensibilities), and an unhelpful liberal approach (ceasing to make any specifically Christian truth claims at all).


This leads me to suggest one implication of this for us as leaders.  It seems to me that we must do all we can to provide for the ongoing theological development of our sisters, for their ongoing formation in the Christian tradition, the wisdom ever ancient, ever new, which is our gift to the world.  And we must understand such development and ongoing formation not as a generous gesture, as something we provide out of kindness or largesse when it is possible or affordable.  Rather, we must view it as an essential component of our movement into the future.  I regard this particular leadership responsibility as so significant as to be indispensable.  Where it is happening, great things are going on in the transformation of religious life.  I’ll indicate why I think that is the case as I make the next point.  

Secondly, the thesis, with its call to bear the ancient wisdom of Christianity with a new justice, cuts right to the heart of the relationship between religious life and postmodern culture.  If it is true to say, and I think it is, that the greatest and single most vexing problem facing humankind today is its inability to deal with pluralism, with those who are “other,” then that is where religious life, in all its forms and with its variety of charisms, must be.  From the perspective of a postmodern consciousness, we may want to see the world as one interconnected community, one ecosystem of interrelationships, where everything is dependent upon everything else.  However, we cannot escape the fact that the world today is fractured by its racial differences, by conflicts among different ethnic groups and nationalities, different lifestyles, orientations and philosophies of life, different cultures and religions.  The inability to deal with difference except with hostility and violence is destroying families, cultures, societies, indeed, the planet itself.  Hence, “the real face of postmodernity, as Emmanuel Levinas sees with such clarity, is the face of the other, the face that commands ‘Do not kill me,’ the face that insists, beyond Levinas, do not reduce me or anyone else to your grand narrative.”


Therefore, I believe we must be in collusion with liberationist postmoderns, with all who seek to complete the modern agenda by making the ideals of human dignity, human rights, freedom and equality realizable goals for all peoples, while avoiding the exclusionary and oppressive aspects of the modern ethos.  And we must add to that agenda care for the earth, our planetary home, which was has been so violated in the modern era.  All this taken together is what I mean by the term, “new justice.”  The ways in which we are already working on this postmodern agenda are innumerable and they constitute, I think, the clearest sign that we have indeed discovered a compelling vision for the next great refounding of religious life.  


It is precisely new insights into the meaning of the Christian gospel, thanks to the best of contemporary theology, combined with a profound reading of the signs of the times, which has given us a certain clarity about the future direction of religious life.  For we do not collude with liberationist postmoderns in working for the new justice simply as Enlightenment liberals with a refreshed vision.  We do so as deeply committed Christians, as those who, from the depths of a redeemed reading of the Christian tradition, are motivated by hope in the resurrection, by hope that nothing, neither life nor death, not the present nor the future, not any power or energy or cosmic force, nothing, will be able to separate reality from the love of God (which comes to us in Christ Jesus).


If this is so, then, as leaders we are challenged to enable our congregations to bend our charisms, our ministerial options, our community life, the fundamental direction of all our efforts, in the service of the new justice, in the service of the estranged “other.”  The one question for our decision-making, our long-range and strategic planning, then, is this:  What does working for the new justice look like in our particular circumstance?  Whether your charism focuses you on prayer or education or health care or social work, what concrete forms does such bending toward the new justice take?  What I am venturing to say here is that answering these questions is equivalent to charting the course for postmodern religious life.


 Third and lastly, might I suggest what all this has to do with the dynamic tensions we experience day to day in religious leadership?  On the one hand, we can expect the modifiers “uncontrollable,” “chaotic,” “relativized” to continue to characterize the pluralistic postmodern world in which we live.  On the other hand, I think we have some clue as to what form our leadership in this culture should take.  Like many people today, the religious leader can experience overwhelming levels of doubt.  Where is this whole thing going?  Is it worth it?  Do we have the people we need to carry religious life forward?  Are we simply pumping life into institutions or ventures or committees or projects that really deserve to be over?  Is this new idea authentic or is it just another false start, a flash-in-the-pan?  You know the litany of doubt.  


If the foregoing analysis has any significance for religious leadership I think it is that we are called to overcome doubt not with certitude, not with clarity, but with imagination.  The leader who charts a course across an unknown sea does not have the luxury of certitude, does not know with clarity the destination.  Rather she is possessed of an imagination which senses the currents of possibility, who presses on in the voyage because of a deep intuition – not entirely rational – that God is leading, God who creates the future out of the indefinable combination of our great risk, our profound weakness and our steadfast fidelity to everyday responsibilities.  


In the end, we can draw inspiration from Christopher Columbus, that figure whose accomplishments, I know, are regarded with such profound ambivalence in our postmodern sensibilities.  Nevertheless, whatever else might be said of Columbus, he was indeed the “Admiral of the Ocean Sea,”
 an extraordinary navigator of the then unknown sea.  It is no legend that he staved off mutiny just two or three days before sighting land.  He convinced the crew to stay the course for just a little longer.  He could sense that they were close to land.  He could smell it.  He could feel it.  Tired, doubting, he could not let go of his intuition that the goal of the journey lay just ahead, even though he couldn’t see it.  He could only imagine it.  And that was enough.  


 It is enough for us, too, dear sisters.  Adelante!  Sail on.  Sail on.

Thank you.
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� What was destroyed?  Again, Moltmann has it quite right.  "Through the slave trade," he writes, the first world "destroyed the cultures and wealth of West Africa," and through the imposition of its foreign culture, "it destroyed the native subsistence economies of Central and South America, rendering whole peoples into the victims of European [and North American] development” ("Theology and the Future of the Modern World," p. 4).  Of course, we also know now that this situation is giving way to an even more ominous one.  The industrialized nations of the north are becoming increasingly postindustrial.  That is to say, a shift is taking place from the goods-producing economies which rely on the labor of mass production to service-providing economies which rely on fewer versatile specialists who can work with computers and electronics and who provide the intangible goods of the so-called "information age." The result is that the exploited peoples of the third world are becoming increasingly superfluous to the first world and they are ceasing to be regarded with any real concern at all. (See Albert Borgmann, Crossing the Postmodern Divide, (Chicago:  University of Chicago Press, 1992), especially pp. 60-77.)  The negative impact of this shift on the nations of the third world is surely being felt already.  What is less clear, even to the good-willed, is what to do about it.  One thing does seem clear, however, and that is that the predictions about the widening of the gap between rich and poor receive everyday more supportive evidence from news of events around the world.  (One particularly powerful presentation of the causes and consequences of this widening gap is Robert D. Kaplan's article, "The Coming Anarchy," The Atlantic Monthly, Vol. 273, no. 2, (February, 1994):  44-76.)
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� Inbody, “Postmodernism:  Intellectual Velcro”, p. 527.


� See Craig Van Gelder, “Postmodernism as an Emerging Worldview.”  Calvin Theological Journal  26 (1991): 412-413.


� Bruce Lescher, “Catholicism and Postmodernity:  Faithing Our Practice.”  The Way  41 (2001): 248.


� Greenspan, the Chairman of the Federal Reserve, coined this phrase in judgment on corporate practices which led to the recent scandals in the business world.  For an excellent, if also somber, analysis of the culture of hype and the spiritual death it signifies, see Morris Berman, The Twilight of American Culture, (NY:  W.W. Norton and Company, 2000), pp. 52ff.


� Bruce Lescher offers this helpful analysis; see “Catholicism and Postmodernity,” pp. 249ff.


� Lescher, “Catholicism and Postmodernity,” pp. 250-1.


� Lescher, “Catholicism and Postmodernity,” p. 252.


� Stanley J. Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism, (Grand Rapids, Michigan:  William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1996), p. 79.


� Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism, p, 40.  The whole of Chapter 3 is helpful in this regard, pp. 39-56.


� The felicitous phrase, “bearing the ancient wisdom with a new justice,” appears in the last line of Elizabeth Johnson’s seminal work, She Who Is:  The Mystery of God in Feminist Theological Discourse, (New York:  Crossroad, 1992), p. 273.


� See Philip D. Clayton, God and Contemporary Science, (Grand Rapids, Michigan:  William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1997), especially p. 4.


� David Tracy, “Theology and the Many Faces of Postmodernity,” p. 108.  


� See Romans 8:  35-39.


� See the Pulitzer-prize winning biography of Columbus by Samuel Eliot Morison, Admiral of the Ocean Sea:  A Life of Christopher Columbus, (Boston:  Little, Brown and Company, 1942).





Maher, LCWR Keynote, 8/18/02, page 2

