 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Response to Rich Gula’s GTU Distinguished Faculty Lecture


“Who Do You Say That I Am?”  The Fundamental Question for the Moral Life

It is always a privilege to respond to the work of a colleague and a friend.  And it is a particular delight to respond to Rich Gula, for we have taught together over the past years in some of the same areas that feature in his very fine and carefully wrought lecture.  Anyone knowing Rich knows that the subject he treats is not simply a topic of academic inquiry but also a matter of deep faith.  He embodies the kind of engaged inquiry that is the one of great gifts of teaching and learning in the Graduate Theological Union.

Following Rich’s counsel – which I always do, in everything from culinary tips to the finer points of christology! – I will speak from the particularity of my own tradition, which is Protestant and of the Lutheran persuasion.  But I must also speak from the riches of his Roman Catholic tradition, which Rich has had a large role in teaching me.  Although I must confess to need constant correction on the title of his classic introduction to moral theology, Reason Informed by Faith (Paulist Press, 1989).  I keep giving it a Protestant title, Faith Informed by Reason.  In spite of that, Rich remains my friend and include me as guest as his fabled meals.

Rich chronicles the turn in Roman Catholic moral theology from a manualist tradition riveted on rules to a more biblically-based and Jesus-centered theology that highlights the virtues and dispositions appropriate to the life of discipleship.  He highlights a shift in moral focus from an ethics of doing to an ethics of being or, better, becoming.  Attention to “what we have done, O Lord, and left undone” gives way to the question Jesus posed to his disciples “Who do you say that I am?”  How we answer that question confers an identity on disciples, because we are what we worship.  Rather, we are who we worship.

I come from a tradition that has been – I suspect rightly – accused of a “monotheism of the second person of the Trinity,” a rather stinging charge leveled at us from one of our own, H. Richard Niebuhr.  Maybe I’m still smarting from that slap, but as one of our closest ecumenical partners turns in the direction of a more biblically-based and Jesus-centered moral theology, perhaps it’s worth identifying a few of the problems and possibilities of this turn to Jesus.  I want to identify three:   

1.  How do we regard this second person of the Trinity?  

2.  How do we regard ourselves as followers?  

3.  How do we regard everyone else? 

1.  First question first, and it is Rich’s orienting question: “Who do you say that I am?”  We see in our own consortium that there are many different kinds of monotheism: Muslim, Christian, and Jewish.  There may also be many different kinds of monotheism within a tradition as well.  I want to contrast a monotheism of the second person that focuses on Jesus, as Rich does here,  with one that focuses on Christ.  The difference is not just a semantic one.

Once upon a time there were animated conversations around the dinner table on this difference in emphasis, as I tried to understand my own Lutheran attention to Christ and my late husband’s deeply Ignatian focus on the life of Jesus.  Indeed the difference is sharply displayed in the titles of two books cited in Rich’s talk: one of Reformed theologian and ethicist James Gustafson’s classic text Christ and the Moral Life (University of Chicago, 1968) and  William Spohn’s Go and Do Likewise: Jesus and Ethics (Continuum, 1999).  I think there’s a difference – and I suspect it is significant.  That difference plays out in various ways.    A focus on Jesus turns to the gospels, particularly the synoptics, for its counsel.   We have the life of Jesus before us, and we mine it for our bearings in the life of discipleship.   It’s natural in a universe of discipleship derived from the life of Jesus to talk in terms of imitatio Christi or imitatio dei, as Rich does, but it is all still about Jesus.

In contrast, a focus on Christ, in contrast, takes its lead from the that thirteenth apostle, the apostle Paul, and his deliberate focus throughout his writings on “Christ Jesus.”  A wise and prescient rabbi, Paul covers his bases!   A focus on Christ also draws on John’s gospel and speaks of that pre-existent Christ: “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.  He was in the beginning with God.  All things came into being through him, and without him not one thing came into being,.”  (John 1:1-3)   Well, it’s not the kind of thing that makes for good Christmas reading, and it’s not something you can choose parts for in a Christmas pageant, the way you can choose to be shepherds or angels, or even sheep.   After all, who would want to play the pre-existent Word?  It’s not the stuff you can easily costume-up for.  But John’s Gospel pushes back behind the life of Jesus into the work of Word in scope of salvation history.  It also pushes forward into the life of the Spirit, and this, I suspect is particularly important for us today.  Anyone who lives in Berkeley and leaks word that she or he studies up here on Holy Hill has surely encountered that particular breed of “spiritual but not religious” folks.  And they often confess this in either a smug or dismissive way, these dear people who have “evolved” beyond “organized religion.”  The unspoken implication is that one day you’ll get there too.  

Now the disciple John and the apostle Paul knew that there are a lot of spirits out there.  And they give clues for discerning among them.  These these clues tether the Spirit to the life of Jesus, but also to the life of God of creation and command, of exodus and exile.  Disciples need all the help we can get!

Coda:  Of course, any Christian discipleship worthy of its name needs both: the strong emphasis on the life of Jesus and the cosmic scope of the pre-existent and ever-active Christ.  Jesus without Christ gives us a discipleship that hits the ground, but may get stuck in the mud without the complementary transcendence of a pre-existent Word and or the presence of an ever-active Spirit.  And Christ without Jesus invites close collaboration with the other members of the Trinity, but may never enflesh itself in concrete acts of friendship and solidarity.  It could too easily dissolve into doxology without ever touching down.

2.  Now to the second question, which follows from the first: who are we who follow this kind of God?  We’re looking at the difference between an ethic of imitation, which takes its bearings from the life of Jesus, and a christomorphic one, which probes how Christ shapes disciples.   Notice an immediate difference: in imitation a disciple is active: disciples imitate Christ.  This is discipleship in an expressive mode.  In a christomorphic world the disciple is more passive: Christ shapes disciples.  This is discipleship in a receptive mode.  Further, an ethic of imitation presumes the certain similarity between Jesus and his disciples that makes imitation possible.  The analogical imagination fuels discipleship.

Classically Protestants have been a lot less comfortable with the language of imitation.  Did we take too seriously that theologian we love to hate, Augustine and the deadly innovation in his notion of a “second nature” tainted with sin?  Or is it the effect of never-ending darkness of a northern European winter?  Too much of Katy Luther’s excellent brew, which fueled so much of her husband’s Table Talk?  Who knows?!  Protestants are obsessed with the dissimilarity between Christ and his disciples – then and now.  It’s a gap that has steeped Protestants in a dialectical imagination, which notices dissimilarity, rather than the analogical imagination which applauds similarity. Once again, we’ve gone over to the dark side – this time of the imagination, noticing the differences between Creator and creature.  Karl Barth gives probably best expression of the dialectical imagination in two words:   “Ja.....aber....”  “Yes... but....”  

Discipleship in a Protestant key is more muted.  Imitating Jesus suddenly seems both unlikely, even unworkable.  It’s christomorphic piety is more receptive.  More accurately, a christomorphic piety is first receptive, in order to be expressive.  Christ shapes disciples for service in the world.   Dietrich Bonhoeffer presents the best expression of a christomorphic piety in his Discipleship (Fortress, 2003) and his Ethics (Fortress, 2005).

Coda:  Of course, we need both.  For discipleship must have both active and passive moments, both expressive and receptive dimensions.  The demands of an ethic of imitation promise burnout, without the steady and gentle reassurance that Christ works in, with – and in spite of his sometimes feckless disciples.  And a Christo-morphic ethic without the graced and gracious requirement to imitate Jesus too often freezes up, paralyzed by the world’s great need – and how little impact we seem to be able to have on it.

3.  Now to my final question: what about everyone else?  The other gods and other disciples?  This is a question we must raise in a consortium that embraces religious traditions, traditions that refrain from uttering the name of God aloud, traditions that refuse to image the divine or even the human.  Whether we imitate Jesus or are shaped by Christ, Christians must seem both immodest and vaguely idolatrous. Indeed, historically, Christians have even been deadly for other disciples of other faiths.  And I know that however we answer the question: “Who do you say that I am?” we need to confess that our answer has been short-sighted and often wrong – with fatal consequences.  

We Christians need to take our bearings from the apostle Paul at this point, whose own religious path cautioned him about trying to capture something that was finally a mystery –at least on this side of the divide.  And he showed the spiritually-savvy and cosmopolitan Corinthians – and they were the ancient world’s “spiritual but not religious” crowd! –  how provisional was any response religious questions:  “For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then we will see face to face.” (1 Corinthians 13:12, NRSV) 

Coda:  So what have I done here: I guess you could say I’ve urged Rich to be more Protestant and less Catholic in his understanding of discipleship, embracing a more receptive, christo-morphic spiritualityi.  And I’ve urged him to be more Catholic and less Protestant in his understanding of moral theology, not abandoning some of its first article concerns and pushing it also into third article work of the Spirit. What would a trinitarian ethic look like?  Or a discipleship shaped by an imitatio trinitatis?  But that is for another lecture.  And another response.

In the end, there is only the question Jesus posed to Peter:   “Who do you say that I am?”    The question is as urgent today as it was in the first century, and we need to find an answer that is modest, faithful, and life-giving.  For finally we join with all other disciples in the journey to worship a God in whom we all “live and move and have our being.”  (Acts 17:28, NRSV)

Thanks, Rich, for again prompting that question.
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