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 A radical-democratic trickster and a fool for Christ in conversation
Bruce Woll

Review of Stanley Hauerwas and Romand Coles, Christianity, Democracy, and the Radical Ordinary: Conversations between a Radical Democrat and a Christian, American Journal of Theology and Philosophy, Volume 30/2, May 2009. 
One comes away from Christianity, Democracy, and the Radical Ordinary: Conversations between a Radical Democrat and a Christian, by Stanley Hauerwas and Romand Coles (Eugene, Oregon: Cascade Books, 2008), feeling as if picked up by a whirlwind and dropped in another county. It is suffused with a nonstop, swirling energy crackling with electric tension that is exhilarating and exhausting. One source of this charge is the difference in standpoint between the two authors. Hauerwas, on the one hand, defends himself against the charge of being a sectarian by declaring flatly, “we are rather theocrats” (page 22, note 5).  Coles describes himself as “a sympathetic but non-Christian radical democrat," whose notion of radical democracy has much in common with Sheldon Wolin’s political “polytheism.” The authors teach at Duke University, Coles in political science, Hauerwas in theology. The book is based on a course they co-taught, a collaboration prompted by students. 

Hauerwas and Coles agree on the need for an alternative to the politics of the liberal order, a politics of fear and death. We do not need another theory of the state, they hold. On the contrary, we need to redirect our attention to a small politics, a radical democracy, characterized first and foremost as “the radical ordinary;” that is, a turn to the politics of everyday, “the politics of small achievements” (4). “We hope,” they assert, 

that readers will find our attempt to reclaim the significance of the radical ordinary to be directly relevant if we are to find a way to challenge the politics of death shaping the American fear of the unknown. We are without hope if there are no examples of an alternative politics to the politics of death. This book is an attempt to hold up the kind of examples we think we so desperately need if we are to escape death-driven political necessities (7). 

The book is an exercise in theorizing democracy. The starting point for its theorizing, however, is not abstract definitions, concepts, principles, and premises, but a search for communities that can provide the “conditions for democratic thinking"  (251). “Our dialogues are nourished by stories of, and shared visceral connections with, those who have devoted their lives to such efforts. … This is perhaps the deepest point of alliance between the radical-democratic trickster and the fool for Christ who converse in this book" (16).
More, it is an effort to invent communities “in which it might again be possible to think,” including inventing “modes of ethical-political relationship and power across the lines that confine both bellies and imaginations." However, "there is no theoretical way to ‘get this right’” is a dictum they take from Rowan Williams that aptly captures the priority of practice that permeates the whole book (193). 

Theorizing that starts from practice means that it starts by listening. “This book is about listening," they declare (5). Common to both authors is a celebration of communities and movements, Christian and secular, that exemplify the virtues of listening, receptivity, vulnerability, gentleness, and tending. The most original and challenging parts of the book are those that focus on such communities as Jean Vanier's L’Arche, a center in France for the mentally handicapped, where the staff, or “assistants,” live with the patients, or “core members” of the community (three chapters, nine, ten, and fourteen); or the community organizing practices of Ella Baker and Bob Moses during the early days of SNCC (chapter three); or Coles’s essay on IAF (chapter thirteen); or Hauerwas’s reflections on the place of the poor and the leper as “unavoidable citizens of the new politics coming to birth" (234) in his chapter on Gregory of Nazianzus (chapter ten); or Coles’s essay on Rowan Williams’s view of the Anglican community, with its “borders at the core,” expressed in a “parable” of a Welsh convent where the garden gate with its “Private” sign had at some time been reversed, so that monks leaving the convent were warned they were entering a world of “private, isolated existence," and leaving a kind of public space, the opposite of a gated community (187).
Both Hauerwas (in his chapter on Gregory, chapter ten), and Coles, in a self-described “immoderate” paper (chapter twelve) reflect on what it would take for the university to meet the conditions for democratic thinking, such as recognizing that “the hunger of the belly and the hunger of the mind” are entwined (253).
The differences between Hauerwas and Coles, including differences in their basic stance towards democracy, or radical democracy, are, of course, what make their collaboration interesting, The Introduction states flatly that “Hauerwas is less clear [than Coles] that he has a stake in ‘radical democracy’” and that “this book is clearly more Coles than Hauerwas,” in agenda as well as amount of material (11). Eight of the chapters, amounting to more than two-thirds of the book, are written by Coles, compared to six chapters by Hauerwas. 

Hauerwas’s first commitment is to “God.” “Attracted as I am to radical-democratic process,” he says, “I worry that it can become an end in itself, an end to which God becomes an afterthought” (111). Coles, for his part, voices a similar worry about democracy as fetish, that is, something unthought, an ideology invoked to legitimatize anti-democratic power formation (113). For Hauerwas, only acknowledgment of the transcendence of God can protect against making an idol of democracy. “Whatever we mean by politics, justice, or democracy,” he asserts, “will be determined by how we have learned to celebrate, that is, to worship” (105).
For Hauerwas, it is the church which is central, a people “captured by the worship of God” (112). The primary questions for him throughout the book are “whether we [Christians] have something to learn from radical-democratic practice for the way we should understand the practice we call church,” and, conversely, how Christians might contribute to the work of radical democracy (22). 

Hauerwas’s most powerful statement of what the church’s contribution might be comes at the end of chapter five, a short letter responding to an earlier letter by Coles, included in the book as chapter two. Defending himself for seeming so “churchy,” he voices his concern that the “devastated” character of the church in our time “will be unable to produce the Will Campbells, the Ella Bakers, the Martin Luther Kings, the Bob Moses” (111). “If I have a basic political conviction,” he goes on, 

it is that people matter. Politics names for me the practices required for the formation of a people in the virtues necessary for conversations and conflicts to take place if goods in common are to be discovered. … Vulnerability must be at the heart of such a politics just to the extent that living well requires readiness to learn from the stranger. I should like to think that vulnerability is at the heart of what it means to be Christians, because through worship we are trained to have our lives disrupted by that strangest of strangers – God” (112).

Hauerwas’s confident invocation of “God” as a self-evident reference suggests a rhetorical imbalance between the two voices in the book that is disturbing. While the category of “democracy” is never taken for granted, never fetishized, the word “God” is invoked by Hauerwas as if it is unproblematic (though Coles does ask, in the final conversation, “what’s gained by God-talk”). In the first chapter of the book, Hauerwas contrasts the Roman desire for political glory with the Christian desire for martyrdom, and then comments, “Roman heroes cannot possess the moral self-knowledge that comes from a right relationship with God” (25). In his Campbell lecture on race (chapter four), Hauerwas asserts that “the whole issue of race is an effort to deny the sovereignty of God, to negate the absolute supremacy of God.” The corollary is that “once a person has truly seen this truth, that person can no longer be a racist” (98). 

Hauerwas cites the criticism that he is “protective” of the church, expunging conflict internal to the Christian community. His response to this charge is to reassert his commitment to “orthodoxy” as “the exemplification of the training necessary for the formation of a people who are not only capable of working for justice, but who are themselves just” (30). The contrast between his blanket protectiveness of “the church” and his equally blanket condemnation of liberalism explains how he can cite, approvingly, Campbell’s startling judgment that “theological liberalism ‘probably did more to impede progress in race relations in America by keeping man at the center of thought and action than did even fundamentalism’” (99).
If there is one figure who represents what radical democracy means for Coles and Hauerwas it would be Ella Baker, who, according to Coles, represented something new and distinct. A passion not to forget the stories, “the tradition of radical-democratic struggle” represented by Baker, Bob Moses, Amzie Moore, Septima Clarke, and Medger Evers is “among the deepest things” shared by Coles and Hauerwas (35). The book is dedicated to Baker, along with Jean Vanier, and Sheldon Wolin. She is one of those “at the center of the book,” representing “a politics of life” (2), a “pedagogy of listening for the gift in everyone” (64, note 51). While the authors suggest the pivotal importance of Coles’s theoretical chapter on Wolin for “recovering a sense of democratic grace” (115), they also claim that “without Ella Baker and SNCC, Wolin would not have been able to develop the theory we think so important for what this book is about” (10). IAF’s deep debt to Baker is likewise noted (52, note 15). 
The essay on Baker in chapter three is one of the most important in the book for grasping what the authors, Coles in particular, mean by the “radical ordinary.” It offers a critique of Cornel West in the name of Ella Baker, a critique of too much voice, not enough listening. In West’s work, Coles suggests, “public intellectuals are … understood more often as speakers than as listeners to and with democratic publics. He tends to emphasize the vocal element in ways that significantly underplay its massive debts to (and constitutive relationship with) radically receptive modes and textures of prophetic being” (49).
Baker’s practice put listening first (call and response versus response and call) (74, note 77), aiming at “soliciting and nurturing listening, voice, and radically receptive dialogical modes of leadership, reversing the priority of “voice” in the tradition of the black church as represented, for example, by Martin Luther King. In her organizing work for SNCC she urged organizers “to learn to see and solicit latencies: to ‘be able to look at the sharecropper and see a potential teacher … a conservative lawyer and see a potential crusader for justice’” (63). Organizers were “deep-sea divers,” immersing themselves in their communities (66).
In this way “substance might come to cognition” (64, citing Adorno). Baker’s “everyday epistemology” (65), her “lived philosophizing” (51) made her a public intellectual in the Gramscian sense, an organic intellectual. Coles suggests that Baker was in fact “among the most important democratic theorists as well as activists in the latter half of twentieth-century America” (54). “We should read Baker’s efforts … not only as receptive democratic practice but also as fundamental epistemological modes for generating knowledge about the world beyond the limits of white supremacy and hierarchy more generally: pivotal …understandings for practicing public scholarship” (6). Her theory of social change and political organizing “was inscribed in her practice. Her ideas were written in her work: a coherent body of lived text spanning nearly sixty years” (53, quoting Barbara Ransby). 
This brief summary does not begin to do justice to Coles’s rich, nuanced appreciation of West. Indeed, after the development of his critique, Coles interrupts himself. “I am stopped,” he says, “stopped by awareness that West himself has voiced this call to listen. “You can hear and feel the listening in his voicing.” But then he goes on to reaffirm his underlying concern: “I am asking about the condition of possibility for democratizing voice” (80). The whole essay is entitled, “To make this tradition articulate,” a phrase taken from Baldwin, a title that speaks to the intent to bring to voice, to theory, what is implicit in the “everyday liturgies of receptive democratic insurgency” (80). 
Coles’s chapter on Wolin is the longest in the book, an extended essay on the necessity of theorizing and the idea of theory as epic. It is linked to Coles’s discussion of Ella Baker’s political practice in three ways. First, theory is a major theme of both. Second, Wolin’s theorizing ‘journey from liberalism to democracy’ was fueled by SNCC’s struggles against racism. Third, Wolin’s reversal of the “heroic” convention of the canonical text tradition of political theory, a reversal Coles labels “heroinic,” marked “a debt to Ella Baker and the de-centered character of radical-democratic theory’s origins and aims that is markedly at odds with what Wolin takes to be the male hero upon whom epic theorists model themselves” (115). Against its striving for mastery Wolin’s theorizing was a struggle to “unhandle” history, “cultivating modes of theoretical and practical working as and with the lowest, the discarded, the dirt of the order” (135). 
Wolin’s theorizing is epic in the sense of agonistic, oppositional, characterized by struggle, a struggle not only with the anti-democratic thrust of most of the canon of political theory, but also with radical democracy itself. Democracy is “endlessly agonistic in relation to itself” (171). One symptom of this is its profound reluctance to generate theory. Although Coles warns against the risks of overtheorization, of one-sided attention to theory, he follows Wolin in warning also against the problems of undertheorization. 
SNCC itself exemplified this danger in its impatience with theory. It is one of the factors Coles cites in its rapid loss of “soul and power,” as it came to adopt a “hyper-anti-ideological stance that was problematic because this stance tended to weaken efforts to explicate and elaborate the theological and philosophical sources from which SNCC’s work drew its nourishment and direction” (75). One consequence, ironically, was that its impatience with theorizing made it precisely vulnerable to ideologies that were abstract and dogmatic. 
Turning to Coles’s discussion of a specifically Christian community, the life and work of Jean Vanier and the L’Arche movement in chapter nine, the challenge of listening is developed by means of a striking exegetical argument. In discussing the foot-washing scene in John, Coles follows Vanier in shining the spotlight on the challenge of having one’s feet washed. Jesus wants Peter “to endure a footwashing from Jesus,” a violation of the order of things (220). He then extends this to encompass the challenge of “being footwashed by other traditions” (223), that is, “sitting receptively … at the tables of those of other traditions when invited” (227). 

As both Coles and Hauerwas demonstrate, radical democracy has been nourished in profoundly important ways by radical Christian communities and leaders and needs to continue to listen and heed anyone committed to what the authors call the radical ordinary. Standing apart, in the church, committed first and foremost to their faith in their God, Christians see our constitutionally secular liberal democratic society from an angle of vision that exposes contradictions, anomalies, weaknesses, faults, and yes, sins, or vices. In this, of course, they are joined by others, such as African-Americans, burdened as Dubois put it, with “double consciousness,” or Muslims, such as Saba Mahmood, and Talal Asad, whose penetrating questions about liberalism’s politics of fear is cited at the beginning of this book. Asad, for example, in his lectures on terrorism, points out that the U.S. “has long had its homegrown, institutionalized terror” in the form of “terrorist lynchings” (On Suicide Bombing, 2, note 3). 
Yet there is an air of unreality about a book that targets “liberalism” so one-sidedly as the enemy of democracy (and of the church), after seven years of a viciously resurgent conservative regime, a regime that has been fueled by a coalition of interests and ideologies in which Christian political fundamentalism has been one of the most militant voices. This is not to deny the strong liberal interests that have been part of the Republican coalition under Bush, neoliberal market voices as well as libertarians, for example. But they have had to share power with neoconservative foreign policy interests as well as the political Christian Right. “Liberalism” as a self-evident category, if there ever was such a thing, has now shattered into pieces:  economic, political, social, theological. 
Neither is it to say that Hauerwas and Coles’s critiques of the various liberal ideologies, interests and factions are not essential and relevant. It is rather to insist that attention to “conservative” themes such as community, tradition, orthodoxy, virtues, and religion as resources vital to democracy, important as it is, simply cannot afford to pass over in near silence their anti-democratic legacy dangerously resurgent. There is no doubt whatsoever that both authors know these dangers. Distinguishing SNCC’s community-organizing practices from any sort of nostalgic, parochial “tribal” localism, for example, Coles points out that
SNCC crafted these modes of engagement in the midst of what was effectively a war zone in which insurgent black people and sympathetic white people were being shot, bombed, lynched, clubbed, chained, beaten, bitten, burned, hosted, and jailed with great regularity. It was here, in the least folkloric situation imaginable, that SNCC manifested the unthinkable audacity to forge a radically democratic organization that dramatically began reworking relations of race, class, gender (69).
As harrowing and forceful as it is, this image is associated in far too many white minds with a past that has been overcome. In addition, what is all too generally overlooked is the complicity of religion, specifically conservative Christian religion, in the vicious legacy of racism.
Democracy will never be able to tap into religious resources until the tragic moral ambiguity of religion as well as liberalism, “God” as well as democracy itself, is taken for granted; until, that is, the labyrinthine inexhaustibility, unquenchability, and irreducibility of life to any and all ideologies, abstractions, or the “compact suitcases” of “methodisms” (129) is embraced. Hauerwas and Coles's essays are a priceless resource in the ongoing struggle to enact radical democracy, an always emergent  politics (“organizing is largely the practice of repeatedly soliciting politicalness where it has yet to appear and of listening carefully”), a politics of irreducibility that is never closed to Arendtian ‘natality.’
A final comment has to do with what I would call the relentlessly centrifugal thrust of the book, a consequence of the authors’ determination to disperse outward, to give attention to the ordinary, the small, the local in the face of megastates, global capital, and “gargantuan organizational powers” (150). The very richness of their decentering vision ends up making all the more acute the question of an alternative vision of solidarities across localisms, an alternative notion of public good, of the commons, an alternative to titanic concentrations of power, whether state, corporate, plutocratic, or theocratic. This is not to fault the book. On the contrary, it is to suggest that by doing so well what they have set out to do, they have done us the favor of setting this consequent question in bold relief. An invaluable follow-up work that addresses this question in the spirit of their work is Jeffrey Stout’s Democracy and Tradition (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2004). 
