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I want to thank Jonathan and Saint Paul for inviting me, someone who resolutely stands with one foot in and one foot outside the Saint Paul community, to lead this session. The invitation demonstrates SPR’s radical hospitality. I also want to thank SPR’s Josh Daniels in particular for many conversations, suggestions, and challenging questions. 
A Mandela Story

I want to begin with a story about Nelson Mandela and the 1995 World Rugby Cup, held in South Africa, one year after Mandela became President. I don’t have time here to tell the dramatic story of the final match. It was a classic tale of victory by the underdog. No one expected South Africa to win. The movie, Invictus, captures the drama, but almost turns Mandela into a superhero acting alone. Playing the Enemy, the book on which the movie was based, makes clear that it was a collaborative, collective project, not a one-man show by Mandela.
 
What I want to do is describe something of the momentous symbolic power the game of rugby had acquired in South Africa so that the final match became one small but truly important moment in the epic struggle against apartheid and for racial reconciliation. 
In South Africa, rugby was more than a game. It had become a militant symbol of Afrikaner nationalism. It was a sport dominated by Afrikaners. The singing of the national anthem at each game celebrated the story of conquest of the Afrikaner Promised Land. The intensity of Afrikaner feeling for rugby was matched by the hatred felt by blacks against it as a symbol of apartheid racism. One measure of the intensity of feeling by blacks against rugby was the successful boycott the African Nationalist Congress was able to mount against South African participation in international rugby competition, a boycott that lasted eleven years (1981-1992).

The boycott used rugby as a weapon. The story of the World Rugby Cup was a story of rugby as a means of reconciliation, not a stick but a carrot. Mandela was not the only one who saw that rugby could be used as a means of racial healing, and not only as a weapon. An ANC member who was one of the most active in bringing about the boycott was also one of the most eloquent, eleven years later, in urging that it be stopped.  “This is not politics,” he argued, “This is not ideology. It is something much more powerful and primal, and personal!” (Playing the Enemy, 110,111). Once the idea was suggested, Mandela threw his full weight behind it and persisted In the face of repeated violent, deliberate provocation.
Behind Mandela’s role in the rugby story was a decision made many years before when he went to prison. Before that, he was the one who in 1961 founded the ANC’s military wing in order to engage in “armed struggle” against the government. Mandela was not Gandhi. Very soon after he was imprisoned, however, he came to the conclusion that brute force could not work. The strategy had to be “to persuade white people to kill [apartheid] themselves” (Nelson Mandela, 17).  For Mandela that meant getting to know the enemy.  
During his 27 years in prison, he went at this task with the single-minded discipline and commitment of an athlete training for the Olympics. He spent two years taking language courses to learn Afrikaans. He got to know their history, their culture, their ways of thinking and feeling. He took advantage of every opportunity to talk to his jailers and get to know them on a personal basis, their families, interests, hobbies.  He became an avid and very successful gardener and used his garden as one more medium for communicating with his jailers. 

In 1985, 21 years after he had first entered prison, the Minister of Justice in charge of prisons was instructed to meet with Mandela. He was taken completely by surprise when Mandela not only greeted him graciously but spoke to him in Afrikaans. Over the next four years until his release from prison, top leaders of the South African government and then President Botha himself met secretly with Mandela and were won over.
We know that Mandela’s election, much less one game, did not end racism, violence, injustice, and evil.
 Nevertheless the story exemplifies the powerful resources of liberal traditions, a game that “de-demonized” rugby (Playing the Enemy, 195). I will mention one incident that took place on the morning of the game. To release the extreme tension the players were feeling, the team went on a short jog through the neighborhood around their hotel. Francois Pienaar, the team captain, recalls that “the hairs on my neck stood on end” when four little black kids who were selling newspapers recognized the team and started cheering them by name” (Playing the Enemy, 208). 

“The” Liberal Jesus? 
So what does Mandela’s story have to do with “the liberal Jesus”?  I chose a story about Mandela because he joins the word “liberal” with the word “power,” in a way that gives rich, redemptive energy to both. I want to say that there is no such thing as “the” liberal Jesus. Whatever liberal Christianity (I would prefer to say christianities) is it is not simple, flat, or one-dimensional. It is, on the contrary, a tradition, a deep, powerfully liberating and healing river of traditions. 
Those traditions are fed by a large number of tributaries of practice and thinking, traditions of theological, cultural, social, political, and economic liberalism. The traditions of liberalism are resources. They are gifts that nourish a set of commitments. However, as a Sufi tradition I have learned about from my wife tells us, our gifts can also become traps. Liberal traditions are contradictory, inconsistent, and morally ambiguous, good and evil. They are a record of blindness, violence, and intolerance, as well as reconciliation, generosity, and healing.
In the short time we have I want to take you on a fast, high altitude flight across the continent of liberal traditions. I want to pick out four features that stand out, four of its gifts. My purpose is to complicate the word “liberal,” to add texture, depth, and layers to it.  
· The power of questions  - in service of commitments
· Social justice -  solidarity with and on behalf of the most vulnerable

· Tradition without orthodoxy – acknowledging the sources of our existence
· A world held in common
All four are exemplified in Mandela’s life. In the short time we have I can only touch on the first two, which are more familiar, in order to say more about the last two, less familiar points. 
First, the power of the question: thinking freed from hardened certainties of dogma and tradition

What would happen if a knock-down, drag-out proof of God’s existence were finally found? 
 One of the gifts of liberalism is “the power of the question,” to quote from this week’s bulletin board outside the Unitarian Church. Friedrich Schleiermacher, who lived from 1768–1834, has been called the "father of liberal theology." He was a German theological professor and preacher who, like Luther went back to the wellsprings of experience and lived faith that lies behind doctrine.
 

He electrified the world of his day with the moral passion of his skepticism,
 that is, his challenge to the church to practice what I would describe as self-testing against self-delusion. His moral questioning was directed against the hardened certainties of dogma and tradition. He replaced doctrinal certainties with faith commitments.

Mandela’s thinking was marked by a “refusal of a rigidly coherent doctrine,” nationalist, Marxist, Christian, or liberalist (Nelson Mandela, 180).  He drew on each of these traditions but he did so self-critically. He was capable, to the end of his life, of testing himself against self-delusion by listening to others, even his enemies. He was able to put himself in the enemy’s shoes, their traditions and history, their feelings as well as their thinking. 
Second, social justice: solidarity with and on behalf of the most vulnerable
Like secular liberalisms, Christian liberalisms have too often fallen into the trap of individualism. However, there has always also been a powerful tradition insisting that individual and collective freedoms are absolutely inseparable and interdependent. Mandela was uncompromising, in his insistence that freedom cannot be individual alone. “Your freedom and mine cannot be separated,” he said to those who were denied the vote. He refused the government’s offer of release from prison until it agreed to elections, that is, recognition, citizenship, for those who did not count as full members of society, not only “blacks,” but “coloureds.” “Coloureds” in South Africa were “left-overs.”
Our commitment to a common world must be absolutely and necessarily twofold. It is a single commitment, a single commitment both to the absolute interdependence of common, shared, public world-making, on the one hand, and difference, that is, individuality, plurality, multiplicity. We are surrounded by loud voices that seem determined to keep them apart. But all of us are absolutely interdependent on one another.
Third, tradition without orthodoxy

The last fifty years or so has been one of the most exciting, creative, fertile periods in this story. One feature from this period, a fresh, powerful way of thinking about tradition, is reflected in my definition of liberal Christianity as a tradition, not a doctrine. Rebecca Lyman, an Episcopalian historian of early Christianity, has captured the essence of this approach in her description of it as tradition without orthodoxy.
 What does this mean? Think Tevye’s  Fiddler on the Roof. 
First we must own the differences, the diversities, the pluralities that have been labeled “heresies,” along with the orthodoxies, as essential and valuable resources [Can heresies be resources?]
Second, liberal traditions are morally ambiguous all the way down. Christian traditions are a record of vice as well as virtue, acts and practices of moral evil as well as good, healing, wholeness, hospitality, justice. “I am heir of both persecutor and persecuted,” says Lyman. “We have burned each other.” This confession is, I believe, absolutely fundamental to our moral integrity. 

Third, what she means by plurality and diversity is not fundamentally a matter of creeds, doctrines, beliefs, ideas but rather practices. Theology, what we say we believe, is indispensable but subordinate to what we do, what she calls “housekeeping.” “Housekeeping,” she says, “has everything to do with theology, [How many of us have ever thought of theology that way?] which as we know is the art and science of creating routine, order, pleasure, and safety out of the dangerous, chaotic, and delightful existence we all share: we are born, we love and hate to excessive degrees, we eat, sleep, have sex, create, endure, suffer, and die. The meaning of living rests not only in our words and texts, but in the physical gestures of space, liturgy, clothing, our characteristic facial expressions” (67).

Fourth, a world held in common
Lyman’s embrace of the whole range of Christian traditions, all of its tributaries, has been radically extended even further by some theologians to include traditions of those outside. William Schweiker calls for a theological ethics that is not limited to the resources of one’s religious traditions, but rather one that hovers on the boundary between the inside and the outside. SPR’s Mike Hogue, who studied under Schweiker, calls not only for a theology that is open to other traditions, an “inter-traditional” theology, but for a “public” theology, that responds to global moral challenges. 
This leads me to the final point. Liberal theology brought faith back down to the earth, to a world held in common. It has been incarnational – with a vengeance. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the German theologian who was executed by the Nazi government, called Christians to “a world-centered ethic of responsibility
” (21). In her poem, “When Death Comes,” Mary Oliver says, “I don’t want to end up simply having visited this world.”

This feature, directing our attention back down to a world in common, has been both a powerful and precious gift as well as a dangerous, persistent trap. It has been susceptible to the seductions of science, technology, reason, the nation-state, as sources of answers. It has rightly been criticized for being accomodationist, uncritical, and as triumphalist as the orthodoxies it criticized. The word “world,” even more “worldliness,” has been used to promote sell-out theologies, betrayal theologies, a nice Jesus who has been domesticated, a domesticated God, idolatrous theologies that Karl Barth famously pronounced judgment on. But none of that can be an excuse for turning our eyes away from the world, the one thing we all have in common.
What we have in common are not answers but a shared condition, shared questions, shared mysteries, a shared call for answering to the responsibilities of a world held in common. We have been given gifts, not answers, wisdom to draw on in answering our responsibility for the gift of life in the world. We provide answers – to ourselves and to another. The answers we give are our lives. They are answers we test day by day by what we do. No one can answer for us. 
Conclusion

So what difference does it make how we picture Jesus? What does it matter whether we imagine him as a historical figure of the first century as two centuries of historical critics have tried to do, or as the Christ of the orthodox creeds, or as I have tried to do, as the center of the “imaginative force field” 
 of Christian traditions? 
Actions, deeds, practice, housekeeping are the bedrock. But, the way we think, talk, speak, our words, what we think with, is part of that bedrock. Words like “liberal,” as well as the words “Jesus,” and “God” are, first of all words. They are particularly powerful words, but they can also become thin and empty. Like images, they can be used in ways that are idolatrous.

Some words, like “liberal,” are public resources that are worth fighting for, which means caring for how we use them. The word “liberal” if it means anything, means liberty (freedom). I will remain grateful until the day I die for those I met who helped me find a way out of a claustrophobic bubble world by giving living substance to freedom. It also means liberality, generosity, hospitality. 

Mandela’s life gives depth, strength, power, energy to these words. His life puts to shame cheap talk of freedom. Freedom is not free. It costs.
 His statement reflects a South African saying that has been translated as, “a person is a person through other people,” or “my selfhood is contingent upon your selfhood,” or again I am well if you are well.”
 And he was relentless in making liberality, reconciliation, radical hospitality, the bedrock of policy from the time he was sent to prison.  


How we talk about the world matters. In place of “new world orders,” or systems, whether they are philosophical, theological, scientific, or technicist, I suggest that it is more useful to use forms that are more like story, drama, theatre, tragedy, scenarios, more like an architect’s sketch rather than a blueprint. In Search of First-Century Christianity, a recent book on Jesus and Christian beginnings, is one of the most fresh and satisfying I have read, in large part because it suggests that the Jesus stories of the earliest Christian writings, the Gospels and Paul’s letters in particular, see the world in dramatic terms, cosmic drama to be sure, but nevertheless having more in common with theatre than with theology or philosophy.

� Elleke Boehmer, Nelson Mandela: A Very Short Introduction, published in 2008, is a first-rate introduction to Nelson Mandela’s entire career. Robert Harvey, The Fall of Apartheid: The Inside Story from Smuts to Mbeki, 2001, is a more complete account of the history of apartheid. I learned about Harvey’s book this week from a public television documentary based on it, called “Endgame.” 





�The story is told in a first-rate book entitled Playing the Enemy, by John Carlin, a journalist who was bureau chief of the London Independent for six years, from 1989 to 1995, and continued to visit South Africa over the course of the next ten years before publishing the book in 2008.





�I owe this language to SPR’s own Michael S. Hogue, “After the Secular: Toward a Pragmatic Public Theology,” Journal of the American Academy of Religion, (78/2), 2010, 1-29. 


� Read A Corner of the Veil, a “theological thriller” by Laurence Cosse, translated by Linda Asher, published in 1996, translated in 1999. 


� I am drawing here on an outstanding account of Schleiermacher’s role in the beginnings of modern liberal theology by a former University of Chicago Professor, Brian Gerrish, A Prince of the Church (published in 1984), also listed in the handout. It is short, beautifully written, and intended for readers “beyond the limited circle of professional theologians.”


�I owe the idea that skepticism can be fueled by a “moral passion” to a talk given by William Schweiker, Professor of Theological Ethics at the University of Chicago. The talk, “Against the Skeptics: On Getting Real About Morality,” was published in Criterion, Winter 1997.


� “Natural Resources: Tradition without Orthodoxy.”Anglican Theological Review, 84/1, 2002, 67-80. Dr. Lyman is Episcopal Professor of Church History at the Episcopal Church Divinity School of the Pacific, in Berkeley, California.


� See also Margaret Miles: “Historians have often assumed that people of the past acted in certain ways because they held certain ideas; they have then proceeded to identify and examine those ideas while neglecting the practices related to them. The literature of Christian devotion, however, reveals that most historical people thought it obvious that changed ideas follow, rather than precede, changed behavior. The aim of religious practices was thus not to ‘act out’ previously held ideas or beliefs, but to realize – to make real – in a person’s body the strong experience that, together with the religious community’s interpretation of that experience, produced a counter-cultural religious self” (Carnal Knowing: Female Nakedness and Religious Meaning in the Christian West, Boston: Beacon Press, 1989, p. 24. This is the opening sentence of the first chapter, on “Christian Baptism in the Fourth Century: The Conversion of the Body.”


� Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works, Volume 8, Letters and Papers from Prison, p. 21. Bonhoeffer’s call to embrace “worldliness” was made precisely in the face of Hitler’s evil. It was not cheap any more than his notion of grace.


� When it’s over, I want to say: all my life


I was a bride married to amazement,


I was the bridegroom,


taking the world into my arms.


� This is one of the ways Boehmer describes the figure of Nelson Mandela as he has been taken up into twentieth and twenty-first century world-making (176).


� The word “free” comes from a root meaning “dear.”


� Elleke Boehmer, Nelson Mandela, 179. 


� Joe E. Barnhart and Linda T. Kraeger, In Search of First-Century Christianity, 2000.





