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This tribute was published in 2020 in Remembering J. Z. Smith: A Career and its Consequence, ed. by Emily D. Crews and Russell T. McCucheon, chapter 22. 

My wife has asked me for years why my experience of the Ph.D. process at the University of Chicago was so different from many other students she has met. My answer has always been the same: “Jonathan Z. Smith.” Smith made the experience an adventure instead of an ordeal. In the almost fifty years since I met him in 1968 he has been one of my most important intellectual fathers. 

The first lecture I heard when I came to Chicago in 1968, was the first, or one of the first, lectures Smith gave when he arrived that fall. I had never heard of him and chose the course because of the subject matter, Hellenistic Religions. My response to that lecture was instant and unreserved. I went up to him immediately afterward and asked if he would be my dissertation adviser. "Sure," he said.   

He turned out to be just what I was looking for, namely, someone who came to the subject matter as an historian without any theological axe to grind, but passionately committed to what I have come to call the responsible exercise of cognitive power. He was also a historian not only equipped to talk about the factoids of history but to think historically, scrupulously, concretely, materially, as well as philosophically, and imaginatively, about the whole range of human experience, cutting across all of the disciplinary boundaries that had turned biblical studies into a patchwork of isolated silos of expertise. 

A year after that first conversation, I went in to talk with him about selecting a dissertation topic. His response was clear and simple. The topic had to be something I was interested in, and I had to be able to handle the relevant materials. I felt something take hold inside, the beginnings of excitement. That moment set the tone for the rest of my program. Jonathan was a conscientious adviser from beginning to end.  After I finished and left behind formal studies of religion I continued to read everything he published. 

Looking back on that conversation about a dissertation topic in light of what I subsequently learned about how loaded the word “interest” is for Smith (“something in which one has a stake, … which places one at risk, … for which one is willing to pay some price”) I know that was the moment he was inviting me into the collaborative adventure of thinking for myself, with him, about something that really mattered. That sense of collaboration was later confirmed when I read his extraordinary declaration that “the student of religion … must be relentlessly self-conscious. Indeed,” he went on “this self-consciousness must be “his primary expertise, his foremost object of study.” (1982, xi). 

I poured myself into the effort to interpret the Gospel of John as writing that was a product of its complex time and place in that world of Hellenistic Religions. My dissertation, the outcome of that work, was later published by Scholars Press as Johannine Christianity in Conflict: Authority, Rank, and Succession in the First Farewell Discourse. 

Many years later, the week after the disastrous 2004 presidential election, an election in which no mention was made of the torture chambers of Abu Ghraib in Iraq, I was reading “When the Chips are Down,” the first chapter in Smith’s just-published collection of articles, Relating Religion. One of the persistent preoccupations he traces through this biobibliogaphical essay is "thinking" and its cognitive power. Near the end of the essay I read a sentence that stopped me in my tracks, excited all over again: "Religion is the relentlessly human activity of thinking through a 'situation'" (Smith 2004, 32). “That’s it,” I thought. “That connection between thinking and religion is the reason I have never stopped reading him.”

I was thrilled with a notion of religion that was so precisely the opposite of the one being paraded at the time by the re-elected President’s "faith-based” decision-making. I was also thrilled with the implication that seemed clear to me, even though I wasn’t completely clear about what the sentence meant:  everything Smith wrote about religion had some bearing, however minor, on thinking, its “liveliness,” fascination, exhilaration, vigor, playfulness, imaginativeness, humor and potentially far-reaching consequences. 

I began rereading Smith’s writings about religion from the perspective of his commitment to thinking, or, as he also described it, cognitive power. For Smith, the scholar of religion in the academy acts as a representative of the academy’s reason for being. It is precisely as such, as a representative of a collaborative enterprise, that the scholar’s self-consciousness cannot be left outside the door of the study. 

Smith’s gift to his students is also a call to the responsible exercise of that shared gift of cognitive power. In what he called his second career he spelled out, in what amounted to a theory of the academy, what the responsible exercise of cognitive power entailed. Cognitive power, he insisted, included not only scrupulous, disciplined accountability to the data, but also the play of the imagination, which he defined, following Wallace Stevens, as the power of the mind over the possibility of things. In an article published in 2018 I argued that his career as a scholar of religion can only be understood from the perspective of his theory of the academy as exemplar for the exercise of democratic world –making cognitive power (Woll 2018).  

We are living at a time when the need for us to think/act together about ourselves, our nation, and our world has rarely been more urgent. What I have learned from Smith is the “iron law” of democratic citizen responsibility, as co-representatives of the body politic. I will always be grateful to Smith for the gift of trusting me to join him in that ultimately political work. 

Bruce Woll credits Jonathan Z. Smith with making him into a philosopher and an anthropologist equipped to recognize that anything can be fraught, no matter how precious and rich it may seem. Influenced also by the work of Bruno Latour, evident in his 1997 D. Ed. dissertation (Northern Illinois University), Woll retired in 2011 from a twenty-seven year career in information technology and then returned to his central intellectual interest: a critique of parochial Modernity. 
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