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Even at Drew’s rather Methodist seminary, we are graced by the presence of the elect. We have several Presbyterians among students and faculty. There is one Presbyterian student in particular I am sorry we permitted to graduate last spring. Chip was keeping me secretly supplied with  cartoons. One of my favorites was  Swami Beyondananda.  Wise up, everybody, he writes. The time has come for a  Great Upwising!  High time, I say. We may instead share the Colbert Rapport’s very different neologism:  we worry about the future of our Dumbocracy.  

 At this 9/11 quinquennium—that’s a five year anniversary-- we are all aware of what even the mainstream media cannot occlude: a certain full circle has come about, with the dramatic deteriotation of conditions in Afghanistan, while   Iraq careens into civil war, and the pretext for our invasion is   definitively exposed as such. Press secretary Snow can very rightly say at the Pentagon ‘that is old news.’ That sort of cynical presumption of an inoperative democracy, in which the lies, or rather, Colbert’s truthiness,  can just echo in a public void,   is not just old news. Its bad news.  But how about some good news? Where’s the gospel for this quinquennium?

The gospel is that the gospel—is. The question however is what we can do as liberal or progressive xns to bring that good news to bear upon the unbearable—the perversion of the gospel into the weapon of yet another Christian empire. But this is the most powerful world empire ever, the first superpower steered by a fundamentalist apocalypticism andarmed with the whole arsenal of armageddon.

Here’s my quinquennium argument: if our oldline Christianity can gain confidence again, if we can take heart, we can play a crucial role in saving our democracy from   empire—and so saving the world from us. This us is careening as you all know toward a militant theocracy sleezily fused with a global cult of Mammon by means of a Machiavellian neocon unipolarism (no doubt well explained byGary Dorrien). Such theocratic Christianity can only be effectively denounced by Christians.    But Christians have to announce, not just denounce. Yet the last thing we want is to start sounding like biblicists.  Nonetheless, our confidence will depend upon our claiming the peculiar power of the gospel. That power is what I want to reflect upon with you theopoetically this evening; for power, even the doctrine of divine power, can either flow from the heart of the gospel-- or clog its major arteries. We cannot simultaneously entertain a love of power and the power of love—either in our politics or in our theology. Politics is the public organization of power, and varies according to the different models of power in play. Theology is of course always theopolitics. This has two meanings: both the theology that operates within politics, and the politics within theology, within our very conception of divine power.

The problem seems simple enough to outsiders… a new Jewish friend, never privy to any religious education, mentioned her perplexity about present U.S. politics. "I know it sounds naïve," she noted, "but with all that wonderful love-talk of Jesus, Christians in this country seem to stand for hate and war."  Of course I wince that "Christian" keeps on signifying just conservative evangelicals; but I share her perplexity. Another non-theological thinker, Andrew Bacevich, a scholar of international relations and Vietnam veteran, shares it 
as well: “”Conservative Christians have conferred a presumptive moral palatability on any occasion on which the United States resorts to force.” Reflecting on the legitimacy the National Association of Evangelicals has conferred upon our military imperialism since 9/11, he concludes that,  “were it not for the support offered by several tens of millions of evangelicals, militarism in this deeply and genuinely religious country becomes inconceivable.”
  This misguided Christian patriotism has been in evidence in every American war so far. What is different is the identification of evangelical Christianity with a long term triumph of right wing politics; and the resulting threat to the founding principles of democracy, principles formulated in part to protect the diverse voices of Christianity itself. And the more the democratic party equivocates and the old line left  shrills, the stronger grows the threat.  

The good news is that there has arisen in response a forceful new genre of  prophetic evangelical response, spearheaded by Jim Wallis. Peter Heltzel is contributing his talents to it.  “The real theological problem in America today,” Wallis writes in God’s Politics, “is no longer the religious Right, but the nationalistic religion of the Bush administration.”  Indeed until the 60’s evangelicals were just as likely to be Democrats as to be Republicans—many were there on the front  lines in the struggle for women’s suffrage and civil rights,  and against Vietnam. But the rocking 60’s  provoked a new unification  against feminism, roe v wade and an allround godless culture.  Leaders like Falwell and LaHaye mobilized the fear and got Reagan elected.  The fear of godlessness,is  now profitable. It sells such dumbocratic farces as Ann Coulter’s Godless-- one long rant on liberalism as a Godless religion. Coulter goes on to suggest that “We should invade [Muslim] countries, kill their leaders and convert them to Christianity.” [4]

 In a forthcoming work in the Wallis genre, Robert McElvaine takes her on, arguing that “the most fundamental problem in Xty in America..today is less that liberalism is Godless than the the ‘fundamentalist’ religion that most loudly proclaims itself to be ‘Christian’ is Jesusless.”  “Coulter,” he writes, “ demonstrates how Jesusless she and her cohorts who have co-opted the name of Christianity are when she identifies ‘Americans’ Christian destiny’ as ‘jet skis, steak on the electric grill, hot showers, and night skiing.’ For some reason, she fails to cite her source in the Gospels for her definition of Christian destiny, which amounts to:  Jesus died for our jet skis.”[2] McElvaine’s book is delightfully titled Christianity Lite.  He goes for broke in his denunciation of the Christ-jacking of Christianity by the Jesusless right.  “I am not a theologian, he writes. I am not a biblical scholar. I am not a member of the clergy. But I do know how to read. And anyone who can read and uses that capability to peruse in the official Gospels what Jesus is quoted as having said can see that most of those who most adamantly proclaim themselves to be Christians today are not remotely practicing what Jesus preached. They aren’t even preaching what He preached.”  

I myself cannot write with the evangelical directness of this genre, but I find it heartening. “These fundamentalists’ ignore the fundamental teachings of Jesus, writes McElvaine. “They say they accept Jesus as their Lord and Savior, but they reject Him as their Teacher.” He  whimsically captures their conversion of Christianity into its opposite: “when Jesus said ‘love your enemy,’ He really meant, ‘Screw your enemy.”  “Turn the other cheek” literally means: ‘turn your face so you can take better aim at the people you’re shooting at.”[17]

But seriously: Given the unambiguous imperative of love in the gospels: how does Christian militarism so readily eclipse Christian love?    How does the underdog religion of love become the pretext for empire-building?  How does the power of love flip into the love of power?  Some evangelicals  offer  votes and legitimacy to the new American Empire and others resist it.  But none would deny that a Christian 
involvement in national politics must conform to gospel values. However, there seems to be considerable confusion about what those gospel values in fact look like. This confusion is odd since, on this matter, Jesus leaves no room for doubt: the nonnegotiable priority for a follower of his way would be the Great Commandment. Any Sunday School alum can recite it: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your strength, and with all your mind; and your neighbor as yourself.” 
  The Great Commandment is none other than Jesus own interpretive citation of the love commandments of Lev 19.18 and Dt. 6.5.   It articulates the pumping heart of the gospel.

 In order to actualize the ancient potentiality of this priority, we may want to affirm a certain evangelical perspective. There are three main meanings of “evangelical”—the oldest is based on the word “evangel,” gospel, or ‘good news,’ and simply means gospel-based; the second, based in the Reformation as well as current German usage, signifies merely “Protestant”; and the third, often confused with "fundamentalism," refers to the recent, U.S.- based phenomenon of a biblicist, "born-again" version of Christianity, often yoked to right-wing politics. While my work and feeling is alien to the third, I move within the two older meanings of the term. And the very use of the term seeks to engage the third. The third is a modern phenomenon, even in its reactions against select elements of modernity. For a century and a half, it has been pulled into the orbit of an apocalyptic, tribulationist view of history, in which the battle between divine and satanic powers is coming to a head now.

We cannot understand the successful manipulation of the 9/11 event—into a cause for war with a nation that had nothing to do with 9/11—as a mere effect of fear. The strange logic by which the Al Qaeda terrorists could be fused in the public imagination with the leadership of Iraq, which posed no ascertainable threat to the United States, suggests not just fear, not just ignorance, but the effective production of a global Evil. Such an Enemy is not to be understood, not to be strategically isolated, resisted or even defeated within history; this is an apocalyptic evil.  Thus the president of the Southern Baptist convention announced that “the ultimate terrorist is Satan.” Giving the “amen” to all White House war-making, he declared that  “this is a war between Christians and the forces of evil, by whatever name they choose to use.”
  Such an Enemy transcends political fact. Fear must be fired into Hate as a collective force to keep this enmity alive. And what is hate but the shadow cast by love, the effect of love gone toxic, turned into its opposite?   If perfect love casts out fear, it is because "hate," as love's opposite, represents a certain kind of systematized fear, spliced with self-righteousness and thus rendered intractable. It is hate that translates the paralysis of fear into the excitement of war.  

For example, take Lt. Gen. James N. Mattis of the U.S. Marine Corps.

"It's fun to shoot some people."  "You got guys who ... ain't got no manhood left anyway.  So it's a hell of a lot of fun to shoot them."  Speaking out was Chastened by his superior and inspiring reactions such as "How terrible! How insensitive!" Lieutenant General Mattis found a defender in the conservative Christian magazine World (February 26, 2005).  Columnist Gene Edward Veith derides those who were shocked by the lieutenant general's call to have fun shooting and killing.  Veith reminds readers that "there is a pleasure in battle ... Excitement, exhilaration, and a fierce joy ... go along with combat."  Some soldiers testify to this pleasure; others feel very differently. Dr. Veith wants readers to appraise the General’s    killing-fun "from a Christian point of view."  The question: "Should a Christian soldier take pleasure in killing people?"  His answer: war-making is precisely the work of killing people, and "there is nothing wrong with enjoying one's work."

Most evangelical Christians would abhor Dr. Veith’s pro-killing position:    Yet perhaps we should not be so fast to judge.  Veith touches an uncomfortable truth—if war unleashes a primal energy in some of its participants, a sporting excitation shared vicariously by many   back home (War is a Force that Gives us Meaning) who would begrudge those who are doing our dirtiest work for us this pleasure?    So the predictable efforts of the nice peace-makers seem lame. They lack elemental force.  Virtue without the vir—the   “manhood.”   Christendom has after all routinely  energized itself through apocalyptic violence.  The current religio-political right knows how to channel the excitation of apocalypse. It mobilizes the elemental power of violence. And the religio-political left has been—Left Behind.

Fact is, the progressive Christian rhetorics of peace, social justice and liberation,   have so far failed to transform the critical mass of Christianity.  I believe that at the heart of our failure lies our embarrassment with Christian love.  Progressive Christian theopolitics  has for decades privileged  “justice” or  “liberation.”  When love came into the   picture  we immediately subordinated it 
to the category of “social justice.” Christian “love” is not affect but action, we insisted. Purged of feeling, it became a minor political virtue.  It may have been permitted, depending upon identities and ethnicities, some free play in the dissident zones of sexuality—but then not as a reflection upon the New Testament agape, but as an oppositional eros.  Nothing wrong with justice and its erotic edge, except inasmuch as the  love-teaching itself evaporates.  I’m just suggesting that in the face of a mounting injustice, an injustice so global, systemic and barely visible that it is not obviously injustice in most American eyes, more than the negative rhetoric of resistance is needed. 

If Christian love has been drained of its progressive political potential, it may be because, for all our rage, we had 
lost the primal positive force with which to resist the culture of war, and with which to create a realistic, not only virtuous-utopian-eschatological, alternative. If love lacks political currency it is not just because it undermines the politics of friend versus foe; it is not just that it might inhibit personal or national self-defense. It is also because love has not been learned in ways that vitalize—bring life—to human relations in the first place. It seems to dampen down the spirit of adventure and “fun”;  its agape seems to repress eros;  indeed it has vast power to demean those already degraded even further, to encourage in the vulnerable a cringing acquiescence in abuse, and in the powerful, a condescending detachment.

Yet   if it is read in its evangelical—gospel—context, it may evince  another potential altogether, a potency not sentimental but elemental.  
Ironically this potency is manifest in one of the most counter-apocalyptic bits of gospel.The enemy-love teaching happens in Matthew in the first address of Jesus to “the multitudes”:  the Sermon on the Mount. It is not a counsel of personal moralism; it is a call to the widest possible public. And Jesus does not offer it in the form of a commandment, as though adding to the Great Commandment. It is not an imperative to take an extreme or self-sacrificial position: rather it is offered as an argument against a certain extremism: “you have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.” [Mt 5.43]. 

Where would the ochloi have heard this said? Nothing like it occurs within Jewish scripture. Where it does occur, it may have held considerable interest for these specifically Galilean multitudes: in the Dead Sea Scrolls, the text of the Qumran community with which Jesus’ old mentor John the Baptist was associated
.
  So then Jesus' utterance directly counters apocalypse, at least in the form of the intensified apocalyptic dualism of good and evil that had emerged in response to debilitating occupation by foreign empires.    

The gospel  counsels: “I say to you, love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you” (cite
).  This proposal must be read not as a new law, and not as a counsel of self-sacrificial or saintly extremity, but as a theopolitical strategy: if  enemy-love rings radical, it is because it answers the radicalism of cosmic dualism.  Apocalypse has proven tempting and suicidal for oppressed people (like the community at Qumran)—and irresistible to later Christian aggressor-states. We are observing its effects in the hands of yet another empire today.  So Jesus’ logion can only be read as an alternative theopolitics—a politics of love out of bounds, directed not to the few but to the multitude.  Rather than construing the enemy as pure evil, to be defeated by the righteous force with whom “we” are identified, the enemy must be  “prayed for”—which is precisely not to say admired, accepted or obeyed, but rather relativized, i.e., understood in relation to ourselves. This love humanizes the enemy: makes me recall the enemy’s humanity and calls the enemy to notice mine—and if direct contact would be lethal, prayerful indirection provides a good alternative! It demands understanding. Yet we hear routine denunciations of any attempt to understand Islamic extremists, as though 'to understand' means to condone or to justify. This refusal to understand is not only doomed  to fail at its own goals: it denies our creatureliness, as interdependent members of the same species; the enemy is no more purely evil than “we” are purely good.  

Jesus’ love-preaching is a lure cast out to the multitude, an attempt to create mass movement, to shift the course of history: beginning where each member of the multitude can, no matter how powerless, always begin—in self-transformation, the activation of our singular gifts. But this preaching is not, as so much of the church has mistakenly thought, fulfilled in individual spiritual transformation. This address to the ochloi on love was a radical strategy for a new world. There is resonance in Hardt and Negri’s call to the postmodern multitude: “Become different than you are! These singularities act in common and thus form a new race, that is, a politically coordinated subjectivity that the multitude produces. The primary decision made by the multitude is really the decision to create a new race, or rather, a new humanity. “ 
   Even such secular political theorists  conclude their book Empire with an appeal to St Francis and the positive force of love. And in their post 9/11 book Multitude they write “ People seem unable to understand love as a political concept.”  Shouldn’t we be at the forefront of those trying to open up that understanding?  

Perhaps this new humanity can only take place within the space opened up by the deconstruction of apocalypse—otherwise all primal force is sucked and circulated between the poles of good and evil, draining human, creaturely interdependence of its vitality.  Thus the humanization of the enemy is indispensable to any progressive politics: otherwise our humanity remains divided against itself. And now, horrifically, against all other species.

Interestingly it is the creation that is invoked to motivate enemy love:  “so that you may be children of your Father in heaven, for he makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous.”  How shall we read this elemental gesture, inscribing upon divine love the signs of nonhuman nature? Again the critique of apocalyptic "righteousness" is unmistakable. The rain of God that drenches all: this is a metaphor of boundless inclusivity. This  excess of divine love, disturbingly amoral in its natural expression, is being invoked as the ground of an alternative theopolitics.  The tradition has often taken this to be the inscrutable omnipotence of the creato, maintaining all of life. But   Jesus  is teaching the way to intimacy with the divine, the way to be God’s sons and daughters; to take part in a creation-sustaining, indiscriminate love; to practice this solar radiance, this fertilizing downpour. But does it render meaningless all moral striving, all resistance to oppression, all distinctions of good and evil, just and unjust? Not at all.  It renders them relative to each other. But this is no moral relativism. On the contrary, it is lifting up as the moral imperative the practice of this streaming agape.  

In emulation of this non-discriminating generosity, this sheer excess, this agapic gift, we   reclaim our God-likeness; and  this   claim is not readily reconciled with   Reformation theology of the sin-shattered imago dei. “Be perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect”—perhaps a rhetorical hyperbole, but not to be confused in context (even a Methodist context) with moral perfectionism aimed at heavenly reward. This love is rewarding,is its own reward.    Its “perfection,” teleion, a concept meaning fullness, ripeness, maturity, is suggestive of the realization of the telos, hence in this context eschatological. This eschatology does not aim out of the world of our creaturely interdependence but into it and through it—like the rain and the sun. 

--

But is this love powerful enough—even to save us from the powerdrives of  imperial Xn theopolitics? Let me just hint that its power is precisely not that of a conventionally omnipotent deity, the God who got trapped, along with the protestant tradition, in a logic of control. In another context perfection is given an important twist: Paul writes of a “power made perfect in weakness.”  Having prayed three times about that suspiciously phallic thorn in the flesh, he received this answer: ‘my grace is sufficient for you. For power is made perfect in weakness.’  Paul   makes a difficult link between his own  carnal vulnerability and the vulnerability of the incarnate God, witnessed in the crucified Jesus.  This message of divine vulnerability suggests a power that is neither impotent nor omnipotent—but nonetheless potent. Might it signify the elemental potentiality of love itself?  Yet I confess that this line of thinking might be on collision course with a certain side of Calvin.

It is the meaning of divine providence that is at stake in the doctrine of omnipotence.  Imagine, writes Calvin, that  “a man falls among thieves, or wild beasts, or is shipwrecked at sea by a sudden gale….”  Imagine that another man, “wandering through the desert finds help in his straits; having been tossed by the waves, reaches harbor; miraculously escapes death by a finger’s breadth.”  Our   “carnal reason,” will ascribe either outcome to “fortune.”  And  he finds luck or randomness an inadequate explanation.  “Anyone who has been taught by Christ’s lips that all the hairs of his head are numbered (Mt. 10:30) will look farther afield for a cause, and will consider that all events are governed by God’s secret plan.”
 Calvin confronts head on the difficult logic of a power that controls all things. He rejects the easy out, common in his day as well as our own, to say that the omnipotent God only permits, rather than actually causing, evil things to happen. “God does not permit,” Calvin thunders back, “but governs by his power.” Continuing, he says that “they babble and talk absurdly who, in place of God’s Providence, substitute bare permission--as if God sat in a watchtower awaiting chance events, and his judgment thus depended upon human will.”
 Calvin’s God, being omnipotent, does not wait for things to happen and then react.   Did I imagine I heard an echo of  this providence in the Bush doctrine of preemption? Our National Security Strategy document states: “Given the goals of rogue states and terrorists, the United States can no longer rely on a reactive posture as we have in the past.”
 Preemption, like predetermination, is pro or pre-action, not reaction. But then we must quote a great Calvinist. In 1952 he warned that “We might be tempted to bring the whole of modern history to a tragic conclusion by one final and mighty effort to overcome its frustrations. The political term for such an effort is “preventive war.” Reinhold Niebuhr,  The Irony of American History
  God is called omnipotent, according to Calvin, “because, governing heaven and earth by his providence, he so regulates all things that nothing takes place without his deliberation.”  That is closer to orthodox Islam than the Christian mainstream: God is determining everything that happens, including human decisions.    I think Calvin is right about what omnipotence entails:  he  blasts away the arbitrary compromises of  most believers, who on the one hand presume divine control and on the other, assume both chance and choice. 

 In context, Calvin is opposing the deism that was growing in popularity among thinkers  of early modernity.  This is the clockmaker God, who produces the machine of the universe, sets it running, and leaves it alone.  Calvin protests persuasively that “to make God a momentary Creator, who once for all finishes his work, would be cold and barren.”  He wants us instead to “see the presence of divine power shining as much in the continuing state of the universe as in its inception.”  In this he is a good exegete.    God’s agency is not over and done with in an initial production of a lawful universe: but also “sustains, nourishes, and cares for everything he has made, even to the least sparrow (cf. Mt. 10.29)…”
  A theopolitics of love concurs with this “shining.” This incandescence takes the chill off the cosmos. The gospel suggests anything but indifference—rather a radical   attention to difference.  The creation matters—in every present material detail—to the creator. 

But just as we are warmed by this all-permeating care,   the argument shoots into the full logic of omnipotence. From the very same gospel verse, Calvin infers that  “every success is God’s blessing, and calamity and adversity his curse.”  This is not  hyperbole.  “It is certain,” he insists, leaving no room for Jesuitical subtleties, “that not a drop of rain falls without the express command of God.”
    God is therefore the cause of all human actions,   evil included.  For “men do nothing save at the secret instigation of God, and do not discuss or deliberate on anything but what he has previously decreed with himself, and brings to pass by his secret directions.”
  Secret, it seems, to all but Calvin. 

But for some of us who have  “been taught by Christ’s lips”  it is such determinism that is  “cold and barren.”  How can human beings, let alone our democracies, be taught anything--if our choices are made for us, indeed—chillingly-- before we have been created?   The theopolitical consequences are public record.  You recall the Sept 13 700 Club interpretation by Jerry Falwell, seconded by Robertson, to 9/11: “what we saw on Tuesday, as terrible as it is, could be miniscule if in fact God continues to lift the curtain and allow the enemies of America to gives us probably what we deserve…The AC LU has got to take a lot of blame for this. And the abortionists…  because God will not be mocked…when we destroy 40 million little innocent babies, we make God mad…”And so on with his list of Christ-haters. (This is the guy who said a decade earlier that he didn’t have to love Methodists or Presbyterians, I quote, because he is not expected to be nice to the anti-Christ.)

This is  junk Calvinism—but it is symptomatic of the dectremum horribile. 
When we open the gospel ourselves and read, what do we find? Deterministic omnipotence? “Not one sparrow can fall to the ground without your Father knowing it” (v. 29). If every hair and sparrow is divinely numbered, noticed, this means that every creature counts.  Knowing is not causing!  The God of Jesus is witness and with-ness, is with us, caring intimately about the creation.  Calvin’s   proof-text for omnipotence fails to deliver it.  It does purvey omnipresence, and a qualified omniscience: a knowing not of the future, but of the present.  This knowing is biblical knowing—erotico-agapic knowing, not objective cognition: it suggests the sustaining care that can liberate us, if we embrace it, from fear.  This divinity is loving the creatures, human and nonhuman—not controlling us.  Or the rain drops.

The power perfected in weakness is weak by the standards of external force—whether of an amoral nature or an immoral empire. The power perfected in weakness remains a radical revelation, difficult for monotheism, of a divine power  unlike the power of kings, emperors and dictators. Does the vulnerability of the cross thus signify one side of God,  and the crucifying will of the Father another?  Doesn’t this just   double cross  the gospel? Might we confess that the power of God is   the power of love?  As strong as death, this resurrection love.  Agapic generosity is not another name for unilateral power—rather it is the grace of initiation.  Someone has to start; someone has to break the cycle of hate. The agapic gesture is not sentimental when it takes the risk of loving the unloveable.  As initiation it is also invitation:  and in its elemental inclusiveness, like the sun and the rain, it seeks incarnation in our lives and in our history even now, even today, even here.  In our capacity to love we  can forge odd new coalitions between moderates and progressives, liberals and evangelicals, secular and religious; we may release the elemental,   earthier energies that can carry us through the difficult adventures ahead.  A politics of love moves beyond resistance to the humor and the humility, the passion and the work of the new creation.  But frankly I would be remiss in love if I did not grant Calvin almost the last word: 

Calvin writes: “We ought to embrace the whole human race without exception in a single feeling of love; here there is no distinction between barbarian and Greek, worthy and unworthy, friend and enemy, since all should be contemplated in God, not in themselves. When we turn aside from such contemplation, it is no wonder we become entangled in many errors.”

And one of my favorite Calvinists, the novelist Marilynne Robinson,  writes: “This is John Calvin, describing in two sentences a mystical/ethical engagement with the world that fuses truth and love and that opens experience on a light so bright it expunges every mean distinction. There is no doctrine here, no conditions, no drawing of lines. On the contrary what he describes is a posture of grace, generosity, liberality.”

In this grace and in this contemplation, a theopolitics of elemental love has its chance. Perhaps the great Upwising is already beginning.
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