Postmodern Faith:

Faith in Footsteps or Footsteps in Faith?
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   Robin Koning SJ

Post-modernists speak with disdain of the sovereign subject.  This is the subject who is master of all he surveys.  And in the modern myth, it is very much the 'he', who is sovereign subject, constructing the world and himself as self-made man, working to ensure the inevitability of progress, master of the universe in all the most horrible, technologically-controlling, war-mongering, individual-crushing, and earth-destroying ways.  Hence the postmodern cry - away with this sovereign subject - off with his head, in fact.  And it is precisely the guillotine that is required since the modern subject, according to many postmodernists, had far too big a head - sheer rationality, pure reason.  In place of the modern subject, the desire is to erect a humbler, chastened, less substantial, less central subject.  The de-centring of the subject, it is sometimes called - the cutting down of the I who has become more than an I, and in fact has become an 'I'dol.  About this I imagine John will say more later.

Now I am certainly not one who has been actively engaged in postmodern discourse, as anyone who lives with me or knows me can testify.  I share many of the concerns of postmodernism about the modern, and especially its ways of speaking about the subject and its centrality.  I share those concerns because this way of speaking of the subject fall outside the main lines of the Christian tradition.  For this tradition, at its best, knows nothing of a sovereign subject.  Far from being a sovereign subject, an isolated, controlling, subject, we find the subject who is constituted by God, constituting of itself, connected to all reality, communal in relationship with other subjects, conflicted in its being, and needing continual conversion - the subject as constituted, constituting, connected, communal, conflicted and converted.  Let me tease out each in turn. 

1.  The Constituted Subject:  One thing which makes it impossible for humans to be absolutely sovereign subjects is the reality that they are contingent.  I did not make myself, and I need not have existed - I am not a necessary being.  Now one doesn’t need to go for some version of creation in six days, or, for that matter, to believe in the theory of evolution, to recognise that, however it happened, it didn't happen by me creating myself.  I am not the Creator.  If any subject is going to be sovereign, it is the Creator - the source of all being, Being itself.

Thus we find no doubt, in those marvellous creation stories in the first books of Genesis, about who is the ultimately constituting subject. In Genesis 1, it is the One who speaks into the chaos and brings about the order of creation - Let there be light, and there was light…Let us make humankind… In Genesis 2, it is the master craftsman, intimately fashioning the first human being from the clay of the earth and breathing the breath of life into him.  Both stories portray fundamental theological truths - amongst other things, that we humans are not the centre of things.  That at the heart of all that exists is the Creator God, the one in whom we live and move and have our being [Acts 17:28].  The One who alone is sovereign and centre and who constitutes reality - making it what it is.  God the ultimate, transcendent, Subject. 

2.  The Constituting Subject:  This God, this ultimate Subject, does not simply create a whole lot of objects when he creates.  There is something distinctive about some of his creations, in that he chooses to create them as subjects - other 'I's who can be in relationship with the ultimate, ever-mysterious 'I' which is God.  This distinctiveness is also brought out in the creation stories in Genesis.  In Genesis 2, special attention is given to the creation of the first human, moulded from the clay and having the breath of life breathed into it.  In the midst of the whole creation, God's attention is very much on this creature, concerned that he has no partner.  And this uniqueness is highlighted when, of all the animals that are created, none is found to be a suitable partner for the human.  A similar account of uniqueness is evident in the first story.  While humans are created on the sixth day, along with the other land animals, the story notes a shift here, a hiatus, a moment of more serious deliberation on God's part.  "Let us make humankind in our image, according to our likeness."  [Gen 1:26] 

Much could be said about these passages, but perhaps a couple of points will suffice here.  Firstly, I would suggest that our subjectivity is a key element of what this being in God's image and likeness is about.  God, the eternal Subject, creates us as subjects, as 'I's - not as the centre of the universe, a position God alone can hold, but as having a unique place.  It is our being subjects which means we can enter into relationship with God.  

Secondly, while this subjectivity is in some sense given, it is not simply an inert, unchanging reality.  We can speak, and need at times to speak, of humans in terms of a human nature which is always the same, in which any differences are merely accidental - a human nature which is constant whether we are awake or asleep, mad or sane, a genius or me, sober or drunk, a sinner or John Martis.  But when we speak of the subject, the 'I', we are talking not of abstractions, but of the concrete reality of the whole person.

Thirdly, as Lonergan puts it: "The being of the subject is becoming."  The subject is always transcending itself. God creates our being as a self-transcending being, a becoming.  As a subject, I am a dynamic reality, moved forward by the drive of my questioning.  I move beyond basic experience by asking questions, What? and Why? and How?, and so hope to come to understand.  Still my questioning persists, but now at another level, moving me beyond my insights and my hypotheses, which are a dime a dozen, and asking, "Is it really so?", weighing the evidence and coming to some judgment.  Still my questioning persists, and again moves to another level - of my judgments I ask, Is it good? Is it worthwhile?  What should I do? and decide on my actions.  In all of this, it is the spontaneous questioning, that wonder which Aristotle says is at the heart of all philosophy and all science, which fires the process. 

In relation to modernity, we might say that, at its worst, it was more fixated on the answers than on this fundamental questioning.  Mesmerised by the astounding burst of scientific knowledge, it saw this sort of knowledge as the paradigm of all knowledge, and misunderstood science itself - seeing it in terms of universal and necessary laws, rather than as a method to discover the best possible hypothesis at the present time.  In its fascination with the answers, modernity lost sight of the fact that in my experiencing, understanding, judging and deciding, while I do discover and to some extent shape the world, more significantly, I am shaping myself as the subject I am. 
3.  The Connected Subject:  So we are created as subjects by God, the ultimate, ever-mysterious Subject.  But we are not created as isolated subjects.  The creation stories tell us that God creates us in connectedness.  First of all, we are connected with everything else that is created - connected by the fact of being creatures.  In the first story, we are created on the same day as all the land animals.  We are to interact with our environment in a relationship of interdependence - to have dominion, surely, but also to be dependent on the earth for our nourishment.  Likewise, in the second story, the human creature is to cultivate the garden and care for it, and again to be dependent on its fruits for food.  Interdependence, interconnectedness. 

One major defect of modern accounts of human knowing is that they deny this fundamental connectedness.  They presume as more fundamental a divorce between myself as subject and the myriad objects which are 'outside' of me.  It's as though the sovereign subject is trapped within its subjectivity, and we need to explain how it can get outside, how it can connect in real ways with the world around, how I can bridge this gap between myself and other objects.  This supposed split between subject and object, knower and known, was presumed to be a foundational datum of reality.  

Our doctrine of creation would suggest otherwise.  I am one creature amongst many, united with all creatures.  I am part of a universe of being, and operate from within my connectedness within this universe.  I am not trapped inside my body, trying to find ways to connect - I am connected.  My body is continually mediating the rest of the world to me, through sights and sounds and smells and taste and touch.  The primordial state is not disconnectedness but connectedness.  From early in its life in the mother's womb, the child experiences this - responding to stimuli, to sounds and movements, affected by what the mother eats or imbibes or is feeling, sensitive to pain.  Then, when I am born, I enter a wider world with which I am again immediately connected.  It is through experience of this world, and of myself within this world, that I begin to differentiate myself from other things in this world. Wonder, questioning, are already at work, directing my attention, making connections.  As a child, I'm not aware I'm doing this, of course, but I do it - it is who I am.  I begin to understand that this object moving before me is my hand, different from the hand of my father; that this bundle of colours and shapes and cootchy-cootchy-coo sounds is a unity, a unity I will later judge to be my mother.  In this way, I come to distinguish myself from other objects in my world.  That distinction is not the primary reality.  To borrow an image from Fr Tom Daly, it is not a matter of building bridges between the isolated subject and the world out there. Rather, it's a matter of creating moats, distinguishing the various elements of that universe of being in which I am one element. 

4.  The Communal Subject:  While connected from within to the whole universe of being, in a particular way we are created for interdependence with other humans.  We are communal subjects, subjects made for community, for relationship.   In Genesis 1, it is male and female together who are created in the image of God;  in Genesis 2, the first human is not complete without a partner, and no other living creature was found to be a suitable partner until one was fashioned who was flesh of his flesh, bone of his bones.  Here again, the subject, is de-centred; I am not simply a lone subject in a world of objects, but am one subject amongst other subjects.  Once more, at a basic level there is connectedness, prior to any separation or distinction.  

The other day as I was in the Skybus approaching Spencer Street Station, I noticed two things.  Firstly, someone had put up the wrong signs - they all read Southern Cross Station.  Probably one of those migrants who slipped in before the government introduces its English language test for newcomers.  But, more germane to our point about communal subjectivity, some of us on the bus were shaken out of our isolated little subjectivities when we saw a cyclist and a pedestrian colliding.  Three or four of us visibly reacted to what was happening, with momentary shock and vicarious pain.  It was a moment of spontaneous intersubjectivity reminding us that we are foundationally related and connected to other subjects.  Such spontaneous intersubjectivity is obvious in other situations, too - when we smile at the laughter of other people around us, even when we don’t know that they are laughing about, or feel sorrow on witnessing the sorrow of others.

Our communal subjectivity is also related to our knowing.  I described briefly the way in which we come to know - through a compound of operations of experiencing and understanding and judging.  But in fact many of the things I claim to know I have not come to by such a process of operations. As an infant I am in my world of immediacy, the world of what I can touch and see and taste, and so my knowledge is limited by what is immediately at hand - though in infants we soon see them seeking to expand the territory of what is immediately at hand.  But as I enter into language, I enter into the world mediated by meaning.  My world expands enormously to embrace "not only what is present but also what is absent or past or future, not only what is factual but also the possible, the ideal, the normative."
  In Lonergan's words, I gain access to "the tales of travellers, the stories of clans or nations, the exploits of heroes, the treasures of literature, the discoveries of science, the reflections of philosophers, and the meditations of holy [people]".

This communal world, the world of what has been discovered by other subjects, is entered into largely insofar as I am willing to believe.  Ninety-eight percent of what a genius knows is what she believes, drawing on the store of human knowledge which has accumulated over centuries and centuries.
  Now here I am not talking about religious belief, although by extrapolation what I say can be applied in that direction.  I am pointing, rather, to the fact that I learn much of what I know, not by my own processes of experiencing, understanding and judging, but by believing what others have communicated to me of what they have experienced, understood and judged.  To take a simple example:  I do not know that Korea is a mountainous country, not by my own acquired knowledge at least.  I have been told so by Younsu who lives with me, but then he tells me lots of things, not all of them true.  But on this point, there has been confirmation from a number of other Koreans, more trustworthy than Younsu.  I have also seen movies purporting to be filmed in Korea which show lots of mountains.  I can also check a contour map of Korea, or Google Korea on the internet.  It could be that all of these sources of information were wrong - all of these and hundreds of other confirming pieces of evidence could be part of a massive conspiracy to fool me on this point.  And for all I know you are all part of that conspiracy, and you're all going to leave tonight saying - look, we've fooled him so well that he's even using this as an example in his talks.  It's possible, and with Younsu at the heart of it, I wouldn't be surprised.  But while that is possible, given the manifold confirmations, it would be irrational not to believe it.  It's a rational choice, though not irrevocable, should further evidence come to hand.  

 Belief plays a key role in our rationality, though modern rationalism might not recognise that.  True rationality is not about the isolated, sovereign individual discovering everything for him or herself, but about being part of a community of subjects all involved in the self-correcting process of learning, so that we can build on what has gone before.  We engage in this process fully aware of the fallibility of believing, but certain that error would increase if all went their own way.
  John Paul II likewise speaks of the value of believing in his encyclical, Fides et Ratio:

… In believing, we entrust ourselves to the knowledge acquired by other people… [B]elief is often humanly richer than mere evidence, because it involves an interpersonal relationship and brings into play not only a person's capacity to know but also the deeper capacity to entrust oneself to others, to enter into a relationship with them.

5.  The Conflicted Subject:  We have seen, then, a range of ways in which the subject is not central - a creature constituted by the Creator; constituting itself in a process of self-transcendence; connected within a whole universe of being; in community with a range of human subjects.  The subject, in God's plan, is already de-centred.  In fact, as the second creation story unfolds, it is precisely the attempt of humans to claim that central and centred position which is at the heart of human sinfulness, human rebellion against God's design.  They are given immense freedom, but it is not absolute freedom:  "You may eat freely of every tree of the garden.  But of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat." [Gen 2:16-17].  God's command is one sign that the humans are not sovereign.  The  move of the man and woman to centre themselves, to become sovereign, to "be like God" [Gen 3:5], as the serpent insists they will be, is at the heart of their rebellion.  

This rebellion, this move to become sovereign, affects all aspects of human life.  The subject gets trapped in the individual bias of egoism - making myself central and disregarding the needs of others.  In group bias, people prefer loyalty to their own group or class even if it means hostility to other groups.  In general bias, society as a whole prefers the short-term solutions suggested by common-sense to the hard slog of truly understanding a complex situation and acting for the long-term good.  These aberrations, once established, are easier to maintain than to correct.  "Egoists do not turn into altruists overnight.  Hostile groups do not easily forget their grievances,  drop their resentments, overcome their fears and suspicions."
  Modernity's myth of inevitable, rational progress has been undermined by the reality of concomitant decline.  The subject has become a conflicted subject, in a broken human community, in a disconnected universe.  A subject in need of conversion.

6. The Converted Subject:  This fact of subjects needing redemption from their various attempts at self-sovereignty is pointed to in various ways in the New Testament.  Here we read of two selves - the old self, in need of radical transformation, and the new self, formed in Christ.  Thus in Ephesians, we read:  "You were taught to put away your former way of life, your old self, … and to clothe yourselves with the new self, created according to the likeness of God." [Eph 4:22, 24]  And in Colossians, "You have stripped off the old self … and have clothed yourselves with the new self, which is being renewed … according to the image of its creator." [Col 3:9-10].  Note that both passages speak of the new self in terms of the restoration of the image and likeness of God - a restoration, as the whole New Testament would affirm, which is not possible by the human subject's own power, individual or collective, but only by the free gift of God's grace in Christ.

Paul will speak even more dramatically of the tenacity of the old self as it clings to its supposed equality with God.  This self, he tells us, has not simply to be stripped off, but to be crucified.  "Our old self was crucified with him." [Rom 6:6].  So radical is the change required that it means a complete de-centring of self so that Christ becomes the very centre of my being: "I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but it is Christ who lives in me." [Gal 2:19-20]  Pope Benedict takes up this passage of St Paul as he speaks of how we attain a new subjectivity in Christ. "'It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me'. … My own self is taken away and I am filled with a new and greater subject, in which my 'I' is still there but transformed, purified, 'open' through the insertion into the Other, who acquires new space in my existence. Thus, we become 'one in Christ' (Gal 3:28), a unique new subject, and our 'I' is freed from its isolation.  'I' but no longer 'I'."
 

For Lonergan, the conversion of the subject, this de-centring of the subject who, in modernity as throughout history has sought to become central, can take a range of forms.  In particular, he delineates intellectual, moral and religious conversion.  Intellectual conversion eliminates "an exceedingly stubborn and misleading myth"
 - that all you really need to do to know is to take a good look at what is already out there now.  This cognitional myth may be adequate for the world of immediacy of the infant, in which the subject is simply present to reality, but not to the real world, the world mediated by meaning.  That world we enter by our own experiencing, understanding and judging, and by believing in the experience, understanding and judgments of others.  It is a conversion to a true account of the world as it is, and not with me in my immediacy at its centre.  

Moral and religious conversion are probably better known to us.  Moral conversion takes me out of a world in which I have become sovereign subject, concerned only for my own needs and pleasures, by changing the criterion of my decisions and choices from satisfactions to values".  Religious conversion is conversion as we normally speak of it, as we have seen in Paul's letters and the quotation from Benedict.  Lonergan puts it in these terms:  

Religious conversion is …other-worldly falling in love.  It is total and permanent self-surrender. … It is revealed … as an under-tow of existential consciousness, as a fated acceptance of a call to holiness...  It is interpreted differently in different religious traditions.  For Christians it is God's love flooding our hearts through the Holy Spirit given to us.  It is the gift of grace… the replacement of the heart of stone by a heart of flesh.

7. The Concluding Subject:  And now the concluding subject:  Benedict XVI writes:  "'I, but no longer I': this is the formula of Christian existence established in Baptism, the formula of the resurrection in time."
  If "I but no longer I" is the formula for the resurrection in time, the formula for finishing on time is for me to finish pretty much now.  You see that I'm post-modern enough to at least try to follow Heidegger's great philosophy of punctuality - Being on Time.  Enough to say in brief conclusion, perhaps, that while I wholeheartedly endorse the postmodern critique of the sovereign, overly rational and isolated subject of modernity, the way forward is not to despair of rationality, but authentically to use our rationality in its full context. In short, the way forward is what has always been the way forward in any genuine human progress and development - to be true subjects, constituted, constituting, connected, communal and converted - moving, footstep by footstep - as authentically as we can, in the way of the subjectivity God has given us - being attentive, being intelligent, being reasonable, being responsible, and being in love with the God whose love is poured into our hearts by the Holy Spirit given to us.
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