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The Current Crisis in the Catholic Church

 PRIVATE 

Chapter Six


The Current Crisis in the Catholic Church 


It is by now a commonplace that the Catholic Church is in the midst of a profound crisis, and that nothing less than the very identity of the institution is at stake. But the real nature of this crisis is, for the most part, seriously misunderstood. Popular commentary on both the right and left depicts the church as divided between “progressives” seeking a church more clearly aligned with the poor and oppressed, more internally democratic, and more open to leadership by women and married men, and “conservatives” anxious to conserve the Catholic tradition. And to be sure, there certainly are struggles between such self-styled progressives and conservatives in the Catholic Church today. But this way of looking at the conflict is rooted in a profound misunderstanding of what is really essential in the Catholic tradition --and of the historic contributions and as yet unrealized latent potential of Catholicism as a force for social progress.


Catholicism represents a unique synthesis of some of humanity’s most creative traditions --the ancient cult of the Magna Mater and its rationalized “high” form, the philosophical tradition; Judaism; and the administrative and legal system developed by the Roman Empire. This tradition has conserved for nearly two millennia humanity’s archaic insight into the relational, self-organizing, teleological character of the universe, its groundedness in and ordering to God, and humanity’s fundamental goodness and vitally creative role in the cosmohistorical evolutionary process. And it has developed and conserved, at least in rudimentary and contradictory form, the kind of institutional apparatus which is necessary in order to make this vision an effective force in the development of human society.


At present, however, this is all in jeopardy because of resurgent neo-Augustinianism shared by both the left and right wings of the Catholic church. This Augustinian current has, to be sure, always been present in our midst, but throughout much of our history it has been subordinated to more progressive, problematics --to the moral perfectionism which developed out of the Celtic monastic tradition, for example, and later to Thomism. This resurgence of Augustinianism is, we will show, a reflex of the penetration of market relations into every sphere of human life, something which has the effect of gradually eroding the social fabric and undermining humanity’s grasp of both the cosmos and of its own cosmic vocation.


We face a pitched battle to reclaim and revitalize the authentic Catholic tradition, and to develop it as a resource in the struggle for a new, postmarket order which can once again unleash the development of human social capacities.


We begin with an analysis of the origins and development of the Catholic tradition. We then proceed to show how the Church became infected with the Augustinian virus, and how it has spread and gradually gained hegemony. We conclude with some strategic directions for the struggle to reclaim, revitalize, and develop the Catholic tradition. 

I. Roots of the Catholic Tradition 


The name “Catholic” means universal, and Catholicism is, first and foremost, an expression of humanity’s archaic drive towards totality and perfection. But like all attempts at universality, the Catholic tradition is rooted in very specific historical conditions, and if we are to understand what is essential in the tradition we must understand these roots. The first, and in many ways the most important source of the Catholic tradition is the historic religion of the peoples of Old Europe and the Mediterranean Basin: the cult of the Magna Mater. This is an ancient cult, with roots deep in the period archaeologists call the Neolithic. This was the period when humanity was first learning to cultivate plants and cooperate with other animals, when we began to live in tightly knit village communities --when we began to study the motions of the stars and of the seasons, the growth of the plants and the behavior of the animals. Neolithic society was profoundly communitarian in character --the land was owned, and often worked, in common and the village community provided a mechanism for setting aside part of the surplus product to support artistic creativity, scientific investigation, and philosophical and religious reflection. And Neolithic society also appears to have been predominantly matriarchal --at least in the sense that women controlled and cultivated the principal material resource --the land (Stone 1976, Engels 1884/1948).


The horticultural technology of this period was based on the careful cultivation of each individual plant, and where animals were raised, of each individual animal. There was no tearing of the soil and scattering of seeds broadside, which were then left to fend for themselves. So humanity developed a profound awareness of the self-organizing character of matter --the tendency of all systems to drive towards higher degrees of differentiation and integration. And the experience of life in the village community created the basis in experience for understanding the universe as an organized totality. Thus the origin of the Hellenic word kosmos which originally meant “right order for the community,” in the sense of the traditional pattern of village life, and the Slavic mir, which means “village” “peace,” and “universe.” The result was a period of enormous social progress. Most of the important scientific and technological developments prior to the industrial revolution actually took place prior to 3000 B.C.E., during the later Neolithic (Childe 1951, Lerner 1991).


The cult of the Magna Mater articulated this intuitive grasp of the universe as an organized totality. Indeed, the word matter derives from the Latin materia, which contains the root mater, “mother.” The Great Mother is a symbolic expression of the creative self-organizing power of matter itself, which needs no form imposed upon it from the outside, and which therefore, is both eternally fertile and ever virgin.


Later, as warlord states emerged which conquered the village communities, extracting rents, taxes, and forced labor, progress ground to a halt. The entire social surplus product was devoted to warfare and luxury consumption, with little or nothing left over to support science, technological innovation, or the conservation of the social fabric. But the cult of the Magna Mater persisted, as a reminder of the harmony which had been lost, and a beacon of hope for a better future. The peasantry kept alive the myth of Pluto and Persephone: Persephone the Goddess of the ripened grain, Pluto god of wealth and the lord of the underworld because he was the protector of the underground storehouses where the landlords hoarded the grain they had stolen from the peasantry. And Demeter, mother of Persephone, what is her response to the rape and kidnapping of her daughter by this landlord god? A kind of cosmic agrarian strike --a cessation of all growth and development until her daughter is returned to her. 


While the peasants worshipped the Goddess as Demeter, the craftsmen and intelligentsia of the cities worshipped her as Isis, the great Cosmic Librarian, and later as Sophia, the Goddess of Wisdom, and the patron of the civilizing arts. Indeed, it would not be too much to say that the entire philosophical tradition represents a kind of rationalization of the cult of the Magna Mater, an attempt on the part of the intelligentsia of the increasingly fragmented and chaotic world of the warlord states to find the organizing principle of the universe, to unlock the perfect pattern of creation and thus make the world whole again. This was the aim of the entire Socratic tradition, beginning with the master himself, who reminded his people that justice was not just the will of the stronger but the harmony between the parts which makes the whole strong, through Plato who mapped out the path of the dialectic and taught us to ascend intellectually to the Beautiful, the True, the Good and the One, and Aristotle, who demonstrated that the universe is held together not by the decrees of a cosmic sovereign, but by the Good which, because of its incredible beauty, draws all things to itself.


It is this cult of the Magna Mater, in both its popular and “high,” philosophical forms which the Catholic tradition embraced when it embraced Mary as the theotokos or God-bearer. Indeed, a few ambiguous texts in the New Testament notwithstanding, it would not be too much to say that the doctrine of the Incarnation itself is largely an artifact of the Catholic embrace of the Great Mother: for Mary to be God-bearer, Jesus had to be divine. And the capacity to generate God is, of course, superior to Godhood itself --especially the rather ambiguous “divinity” with which Jesus has historically been endowed in a tradition which has always (at least at the popular level) been objectively monophysite.
 There can, in any case, be no doubt that it was the drive to grant Mary the title theotokos which motivated the great Trinitarian and Christological controversies of the late imperial period. 


And what does Catholicism find when it encounters other societies, which do not have their origins in Old Europe or the Mediterranean Basin? The Totonac Tonantzi, “Our Lady Mother,” from whom the cult of Our Lady of Guadalupe emerged, the Keres Sussistinako, Thinking Woman, whose mind is the perfect matter of creation, who thought outward, giving birth to the “hard beings” who make up the universe --and countless other cults of the Goddess. Indeed, the cult of the Magna Mater might well be regarded as the universal religion of archaic humanity. Catholicism has been able to stake a credible claim to universality not because it has conquered the world for Christ (when to the extent it has done this, it has always ceased to be itself and become a force for backwardness, reaction, and destruction) but because it already includes within itself this venerable tradition, so that the peoples of the earth have found in the Church a ready reflection of their own oldest and deepest convictions. 


Catholicism is not, to be sure, only the cult of the Great Mother. There is a second, and equally important element in our heritage: the tradition of Judaism and above all of the Pharisees. Like most of the salvation religions, Judaism emerged out of the struggles of the peasantry, the crafts people, and the intelligentsia against the predations of the warlord states. For a while Israel was able to turn back the tide of the encroaching empires and carve out a kind of liberated zone in which humanity could once again grow and flourish. The result was the planet’s first true Iron Age civilization (Gottwald 1979). Soon, however, the tide returned and nearly swept the tiny Jewish state off the face of the earth. But still the people resisted. Priestly groups concentrated on the temple cult as a center for the conservation of Jewish identity. The monarchy, and later messianic movements, focused on armed struggle to defend and/or liberate the land of Israel. Prophetic circles reminded people of the revolutionary origins of their society and called them to ever higher levels of organization. All of these trends contributed to the survival and development of Judaism, but none, in the end, was sufficient by itself to make Judaism the potent force for social progress which it was to become. 


In order to understand the power of fully developed Judaism it is necessary to understand the Pharisaic tradition. Where other trends looked to protect and conserve the land, the identity, and the traditions of Israel, the Pharisees sought to actually build a civilization informed by Jewish values --and make this civilization a center for the transformation of human society as a whole. 


The Pharisaic strategy focused on the reorganization of Jewish life in such a way as to shift the religious center of gravity from the temple to everyday life, and from ritual observance to ethical conduct, while preserving the ritual law as a mark of Jewish national identity. While the Pharisees did not reject the temple cult or the purity code as such, they did reject the idea that holiness was purely or primarily the result of cultic observance, and that it thus belonged primarily or exclusively to the priestly caste which controlled the temple. This involved two critical innovations. First of all, the Pharisees developed the notion of an “oral Torah.” As John Pawlikowski has pointed out (Pawlikowski 1982: 82) the development of the oral tradition was an attempt to give as much specificity to the rather general ethical imperatives of the written law, as the priestly caste had given to the ritual codes. 


Second, the Pharisees began to create a new institutional structure, centered on the synagogue and the rabbinate, alongside the temple and the priesthood, which served to reinforce the new emphasis on ethical conduct as the center of religious life. In a very real sense, the rabbinate institutionalized the prophetic function, albeit in the “ordinary” form of a teaching office, making prophetic insight an integral dimension of the day-to-day life of the Jewish people. The synagogue, by the same token, “focused around the congregation as community.” Services in the synagogue centered not around prayer or worship, but around “homilies on contemporary demands of the Torah” (Pawlikowski 1982: 82).


Pharisaism, in other words, represented an extraordinarily high level of religious rationalization, and a major step forward for humanity in the development of a rational strategy for the reorganization of human society. Where the priestly movements focused on conserving the temple cult and the messianic movements focused on the armed struggle for national liberation, risking the danger of transforming Israel into a nation which was free, but otherwise little different from the surrounding peoples, the Pharisees understood that the original insight of Yahwism --that human beings participate most fully in the life of God through ethical conduct-- could be realized only in the context of an ethical civilization. They thus sought to provide ethical guidance to Jews who carried out the will of God by exercising their creativity and initiative in every sphere of human social life. In large part due to their efforts the Jews have served ever since as a kind of leaven for every civilization with which they have come into contact.


Jesus himself must be understood as first and foremost a figure within, or at least at the margins of, the Pharisaic movement. John Pawlikowski and others have documented in considerable detail the clear roots in the Pharisaic tradition of much of what Jesus taught and did. First of all Jesus was clearly a teacher of the oral Torah “reinterpreting the Hebrew Scriptures in ... line with the social setting in which he found himself.” Furthermore, the general pattern of his ministry “with its emphasis on teaching and healing” is characteristic of the rabbinic pattern for the period. “He likewise seems to have participated in Pharisaic‑type fellowship meals, instituting the Christian Eucharist at the final one he attended (Pawlikowski 1982: 92‑93).”


The content of Jesus’ teaching also shows significant Pharisaic influence. Jesus’ answers to the questions posed to him while teaching in the temple (Mark 12:13‑34), and particularly the question concerning the great commandment, put him more or less squarely in the Pharisaic camp. Like the Pharisees Jesus regarded the imperative to love of God and neighbor (12:28‑34) as the greatest of the commandments, he upheld a belief in the Resurrection (12:18‑27), and (like many Pharisees) he equivocated when asked whether or not Jews ought to pay tribute to Caesar (12:133‑18). The prayer which Jesus taught to his disciples--elements of which are preserved in the so‑called “Lord’s Prayer” (Matt 6:9‑13, Luke 11:1‑4)-- also contains several characteristic Pharisaic elements --a sense of intimacy with God, who is addressed as “Father,” a desire for the coming of the Kingdom, for the accomplishment of God’s will on earth, a sense of the importance of forgiveness, etc. 


In embracing Jesus, therefore, even the rather distorted Jesus which emerges from the Gospels, the Catholic tradition embraces Judaism generally and Pharisaism in particular. This means embrace not only of the general insight that God is met in the struggle to build a society which unleashes human creative potential, but also the more specific activities of building and exercising the power necessary to create such a society, of developing a ritual life which conserves community and tradition rather than mystifying and intimidating, and the work of interpreting and applying divine law to concrete situations. 


The third source of the Catholic tradition is the Roman Imperial administration. It may perhaps seem strange, particularly given our harsh judgment on the ancient warlord states, to identify the Roman system as something essential to the Catholic tradition and as an enduring force for social progress. Certainly it was not so in the hands of the Romans themselves. On the contrary Rome, like all of the other warlord states, strangled the societies it conquered and held back the progress of human civilization for hundreds of years. Wouldn’t it be better just to slough off this old skin and build new structures modeled on the rabbinate or for that matter on Wiccan covens? Yet the system of imperial administration cannot be wholly identified with the warlord state. State structures have a dual origin, partly in the activity of conquest and exploitation unleashed by the invention of bronze and iron weaponry, but partly also in the dynamic of rationalized centralization and allocation of resources which was in fact invented by the village community and which was already being practiced on an ever larger scale before the emergence of warfare. It was this rationalized centralization and allocation of resources which made possible the development of complex irrigation systems, networks of roads, granaries --and eventually the emergence of temple complexes with their observatories and schools which contributed so much to the progress of human civilization.


The Roman Empire was the heir to this ambiguous legacy, which it systematized and codified, creating a mechanism for taxation, transportation, and communication, the global reach of which was limited only by the low level of the available technology. They used this system, to be sure, largely to exploit the lands they conquered and to create staging grounds for still greater conquests, but the fact remains that it had progressive potential as well. A global state or quasi-state gives those who possess it the capacity to centralize resources for investment in the development of human social capacities, as well as the diplomatic standing to intervene in global politics on behalf of justice and, where necessary, to raise and deploy armies on behalf of this same cause. 


It was this progressive potential which the Catholic Church unleashed when it embraced the Roman system, and put it in the service of a theology born of the marriage between Judaism and philosophy. The Church took from the ancient cult of the Magna Mater both the intact social fabric of the village communities and the insight which they had achieved into the underlying organization of the cosmos. For the Catholic peasantry this tradition was conserved in the form of Marian devotion, for the intelligentsia in the form of philosophia. It took from Judaism a confidence in humanity’s ability to know and do the will of God --not simply on an individual but ultimately on a civilizational scale. And it took from the Romans an institutional apparatus capable of making its values effective on a planet overrun by warlords and profiteers. 


The collapse of the Roman Empire broke the yoke which burdened the peoples of Europe and the Mediterranean basin, making possible important innovations in agricultural technology and unleashing a rapid growth in agrarian productivity. The cultivation of previously vacant land, the rapid proliferation and expansion of towns and cities, the development of new methods of extracting and centralizing surplus, and the establishment of the planet’s first independent scholarly and scientific centers, the universities, gradually created within humanity a sense that it was, in fact, an authentic and even an important participant in God’s plan for the universe (Anderson 1974).

 
The Catholic Church played a critical role in these developments. Not only did the church centralize and allocate resources for human development, while the secular warlords were busy fighting over which villages they could tax. The church also endowed the human civilizational project with theological significance, proclaiming it a real, if only partial and finite, participation in the life of God. When Pope Innocent III claimed for himself “authority over nations and kingdoms to uproot and pull down, to destroy and to demolish, to build and to plant (Jeremiah 1:10),” he effectively institutionalized the ancient prophetic function, the work of critically assessing the development of human society from the standpoint of its impact on humanity’s larger spiritual vocation, and where necessary, intervening to reorganize the social order. The implication was that the organization of human society affects the realization of God’s plan for the universe, that the human civilizational project has real cosmic significance. The Catholic Church was the first human institution to set itself above and outside the organization of any particular society, and to claim the authority to judge and reorganize the social order on the basis of transhistorical criteria.
 


Nowhere does this synthesis achieve a more complete expression than in the philosophical and theological system developed by Thomas Aquinas. According to Aquinas there is an eternal law which exists in God as a kind of exemplar for the cosmos as a whole. Human beings, endowed as we are with reason, are able not only to achieve knowledge that this eternal law exists, but also to grasp a certain portion of it--the part Aquinas referred to as the natural law. This natural law provides a guide to virtuous human conduct and serves as the basis for the development of human laws, which are essentially applications of natural law to particular situations, based on a prudential estimate of particular conditions (Aquinas, Summa Theologiae, I‑II: 90, 91, 93, 94, 95, 99). 


Human beings, created in the image of God, are naturally good, and are capable of participating, at least in a limited way, in the divine life regulated by the eternal law. If we are incapable of achieving salvation--i.e. full participation in the life of God--by our own powers, this is only because as finite beings we cannot grasp the infinite goodness, truth, and beauty of God in its essence, and thus cannot love God as God really deserves to be loved (Aquinas, Summa Contra Gentiles, Third Book, Chapter II). Thus the necessity of revelation, which makes known the divine law; the incarnation, by which God joins the divine nature to the human and infuses it with supernatural capacities which permit us to participate fully in a life which would otherwise be beyond us; and the church, which mediates supernatural grace to the individual believer through the sacramental system. Humanity, as essentially social being, is redeemed through participation in community. Aquinas thus not only creates significant space for theologically meaningful participation in the human civilizational project. He expands our understanding of that project so that it becomes, fully and explicitly, a real participation in the life of God. The fullness of salvation, involving as it does participation in the eternal life of an infinite God, by its very nature transcends anything which can be accomplished within the confines of a finite social historical project. But all human endeavors, at least in so far as they develop the social capacities of humanity, are at least a partial participation in this same divine life. 


There are, to be sure limitations. Thomism clearly reflects the still very low level of development of human organizing capacities. Aquinas’ conception of natural law is static, based as it is on the science of his day, which was limited to arithmetic, algebra, geometry, (Ptolemaic) astronomy, (Aristotelian) physics, music, and anatomy. Prior to the democratic revolutions, a science of history, and thus an understanding of the natural law as the self-reorganizing logic of matter, was not yet possible. More broadly, Aquinas fails to resolve in a fully satisfactory way the contradiction between matter and form which lies at the heart of the Hellenic philosophical tradition. The sharp distinction between matter and form, nature and grace, finite human and infinite divine life is a kind of theological reflex of the enduring contradictions between women and men, and between the peasantry, on the one hand, which participates only indirectly in the human civilizational project (by producing food), and the clergy, which moves in the realm of the universal. And the Christian residues within the Thomistic system meant that Aquinas himself was not immune to antisemitism.


But on the whole the progress is enormous. By endowing human labor, human political organization, and human scientific research with real theological significance, Thomism helped create the conditions for the industrial, democratic, and scientific revolutions. A Thomistic theology enriched by the experience of these revolutions might have had far more understanding of the self-organizing character of matter itself, something which would have gradually softened the form/matter dualism. 


At this point we must ask ourselves why the Catholic tradition, given its potent intellectual, pastoral, and political resources, was not able to guide humanity towards the construction of a civilization which authentically unleashed the development of human social capacities. Why, in other words, did the Catholic civilization of the so-called “Middle Ages” issue not in synergism but rather in feudal decadence, and in the eventual triumph of capitalism? The answer in this question lies in a third stream of social development which had its source back in the early Iron Age states of the Mediterranean Basin, and which gradually gained strength until it overwhelmed both the communitarian and tributary traditions around the time of the Protestant Reformation. I am referring to the emerging market system. Begin around 700 B.C.E. the emergence of specialized agriculture (grain, oil, wine, fruits...) led to the gradual development of a system of petty commodity production throughout the Mediterranean Basin. It was the production of grain, oil, and wine for the market which drove the slave systems of Ancient Greece and Rome and the transformation of the Hellenic and Italic city states from peasant communes into imperial metropoles (Anderson 1974).


As we have argued in other contexts (Mansueto 1995), market relations have a profound, deforming effect on the human psyche. People begin to perceive the universe as a whole on the model of the market itself --as a system of only externally related atoms, or else as a system of abstract quantities (prices) which can be described only by mathematical formalisms. This system, furthermore, like the marketplace itself, seems to be governed by forces beyond our understanding and control --or at least radically indifferent to any merely human purpose. And people who live by profiting at the expense of others, or at least by a ruthless pursuit of their own interests, cannot help but regard humanity as radically depraved, or at least hopelessly egoistic.


Already in Greece this system began to produce ideological distortions: the atomism of the Epicureans, the speculative rationalism of the Pythagoreans. Even thinkers who clearly form part of the philosophical tradition, such as Plato, suffered from this distorting dynamic. Witness Plato’s pessimism about the material universe, the notion that matter resists form, a kind of foreshadowing of the nineteenth century “prophecies” of the entropic heat death of the universe. But it is only with Paul of Tarsus that we see the emergence of a mass socioreligious movement driven by market-based ideology. Unlike all of the other streams which flowed into the Catholic tradition, Pauline Christianity has its roots in the largely commercial world of the great cities of the Roman Empire, among the broad middle strata who were at once profiting from the expanded opportunities presented by the emerging “world” market, and increasingly isolated and alienated as the social fabric which held human society together and endowed life with meaning gradually came apart at the seams. 


What Paul offered the alienated urban masses of the Empire was a doctrine which at once articulated their sense, not yet wholly effaced, of the ultimately law-like character of the universe and its governance by a sovereign God who guaranteed its meaning, but at the same time ratified their conviction of their own moral depravity and utter helplessness in the face of their own egoism, while providing a strategy for salvation which put the burden of change on another --i.e. on the crucified Christ whose suffering atoned for their sins and whose righteousness substituted for their own. The world was irretrievably in bondage to the forces of darkness, whose “law” worked nothing but destruction, but those who believe would be rescued from perdition and go to meet their lord in the air.


Augustine, writing as the empire finally collapsed, took this doctrine and joined to it a deformed variant of Platonic philosophy. The supreme Good consists in order. The universe has become disordered because human beings have willfully turned away from the Creator towards creatures, introducing into the world a dynamic of disintegration which will ultimately prove fatal. States arise when those who love intermediate goods such as power and honor conquer those who are mired in a love of sensual pleasure, establishing a kind of rough justice and a limited, temporal order. But salvation is possible only through divine grace, which reorders our loves and thus rejoins us to God who is the principle and proper end of all things. But the cosmos itself is passing away.


We should note here that for Augustine order replaces organization as the supreme Good. This should not surprise us, for the market still permits perceptions of a sort of order: the law-like relations between quantities or between the only externally related atoms which make up the alienated “universe” of the market system. What it does not permit is perception of purpose, and especially the discovering of the ultimate purpose, the Final Cause --God Herself-- in the complex interconnections of the material world. And since we cannot really know the first principle in itself, we can be ordered to it only affectively, through love ... a love which, not knowing its object, can only be masochistic submission. 


Now Pauline/Augustinian Christianity constituted a potent force in Late Antiquity when the “world” market of the Mediterranean Basin was still intact and when pessimism regarding human nature and human civilization seemed justified by the almost incomprehensible collapse of the planet’s greatest power to date. But as the Catholic civilization of the middle ages gradually gained strength, Augustinianism was eclipsed, or rather hegemonized by resurgent Aristotelian philosophy and, at the popular level, by the cult of the Magna Mater, now reborn as the cult of the Virgin Mother. Indeed, the triumph of Aristotle and of the Magna Mater would have been complete, and Augustinianism reduced to at most a kind of undercurrent in the Catholic tradition, had it not been for the resurgence of market relations beginning in the twelfth century. But just as Aquinas was effecting the philosophical synthesis which might have guided humanity, or at least Europe, along a non-market road towards synergism, the revival of trade began to reintroduce the whole alienated dynamic which had crippled the archaic civilizations of the Mediterranean Basin. And with the resurgent market came a resurgent Augustinianism.


Now the clearest expressions of this resurgent Augustinianism were, of course Protestant, with the Lutheran and Calvinist tendencies within the Reformation divided largely over the question of just how far divine grace can actually reorder our loves and thus render possible a Christian civilization. Luther was rather pessimistic on this point, like Augustine himself but perhaps more so, and thus defines the standpoint which we will call the Augustinian right. Calvin, on the other hand, and especially the Puritan branch of the Reformed tradition, was far more optimistic on this point and set about attempting to create a system of Holy Commonwealths. This conviction that it is possible to actually build a just society, but only on the basis of divine grace, we call left-wing Augustinianism.


Neo-Augustinianism, however, also had a rather considerable effect within the Catholic Church. Long before the Reformation, the Franciscan order played out its own version of the struggle between the Augustinian right and the Augustinian left in the controversy over poverty. And even as Thomism became the dominant philosophical and theological force within the Catholic Church, it was deformed in an Augustinian direction. This was especially true within the Jesuit order, whose leading intellectual light, Francisco Suarez, introduced into Thomism an essentially Augustinian doctrine of the will (Treloar 387), and among the French and German theologians who gradually replaced Aquinas with Descartes and Leibniz as the principal philosophers of the Catholic Church.  Indeed, between the end of the Baroque period and the Thomistic revival of the nineteenth century, Thomism was largely eclipsed. It was only when the Church, having lost its battle with the bourgeoisie, decided that it needed allies among the popular classes, that it returned to its Thomist heritage and allied itself --however ambiguously-- with anti-market forces. 


A correct understanding of the current crisis in the Catholic Church must begin from a recognition that since the Second Vatican Council, Thomism has once again lost the upper hand to a resurgent neo-Augustinianism which dominates both the left and the right wings of the Church, and which threatens to undermine once and for all the distinctiveness and integrity of the Catholic tradition. 


The documents of the Council itself are philosophically ambiguous. On the one hand, they seem if anything to deepen and extend Aquinas’ basically optimistic view of human nature and of humanity’s vocation in the cosmos. 


God did not create man for life in isolation, but for the formation of social unity. So also it has pleased God to make men whole and save them not merely as individuals, without any mutual bonds, but by making them into a single people... 


This communitarian character is developed and consummated in the work of Jesus Christ ... In His preaching He clearly taught the sons of God to treat one another as brothers ... 

  
He founded after his death and resurrection a new brotherly community composed of all those who receive Him in faith and in love. 

  
This solidarity must be constantly increased until that day on which it will be brought to perfection. Then, saved by grace, men will offer flawless glory to God as a family beloved of God and of Christ their Brother (Vatican II: Gaudium et Spes 32). 

The vision here is one of a humanity which, created in the image of a triune God, is essentially social in nature, developing its capacity for solidarity throughout the course of one single history, a solidarity which is consummated in the work of Christ, and brought to perfection in the Kingdom of God. In the place of the old dualistic theology with its sharp distinction between the finite human, secular, lay, realm on the one hand, and the divine, sacred, clerical, sacramental realm on the other, we see a unified process of divine-human activity pointing towards a τελoσ which transcends history only in the sense of being beyond our finite human comprehension. Everything we do, however, which authentically builds up solidarity, is a real contribution to the building of the Kingdom, and not merely a finite, non‑salvific participation in building the true city of human laws.


At the same time, the conciliar documents tended to neglect philosophical foundations generally in favor of scriptural arguments.  And the text we quoted above showed signs of a creeping Christocentrism --something which had always been foreign to the Catholic tradition. 


In the wake of the council, the Church was searching for pastoral methods which would bring this theological reformation to the people, and transform the church into an effective force for the all-sided development of human social capacities. Two principal alternatives emerged. Some argued for what amounted to a strengthening of the Church’s alliance with the poor and the working classes--the so-called preferential option for the poor--even if this meant collaboration or alliance with the communist left. The so-called “liberation theology” is the principal product of this strategy. Others--members of the Communio group-- argued for a strategic alliance with capital in order to combat communism, which they regarded as the Church’s principal competitor for the allegiance of the masses, and for a vigorous struggle against secularization. Both strategies, it should be remembered, however, operated within the context of the conciliar theology, and of a larger commitment to the re-establishment of Catholic hegemony.


Participation in popular struggles tended to produce a “leftist” or “liberationist” interpretation of the conciliar theology. Partly this resulted from the application of historical materialist sociology in the social-analytic stage of the “see/judge/act” process. Increasingly, leaders and participants in the base communities alike began to understand that realization of the historic aims of Social Catholicism were impossible within the context of a market driven global economy. The political aims of Catholic organizers began to drift leftward until they were indistinguishable from those of secular socialists. 


There were important changes at the more specifically theological level as well. Interpretation of the scriptures and the tradition in the light of the experience of the base communities, sometimes with the assistance of analytic tools derived from historical materialism, produced a new reading of the conciliar theology, one which gave not only the human civilizational project generally, but the struggle for social justice in particular, a central place, even the central place, in the emerging theological problematic. Unlike Christian Democratic theory, liberation theology stresses that there is only one history, in which the salvation proclaimed by the Gospel, and the struggle for a just society are integrally bound up together (Segundo 1985, Boff 1986). 


Taken together, the new social analysis and the new theology pointed towards a new strategic direction. Even before the council Social Catholics had been willing to engage in dialogue with socialists and communists, and even to enter in alliance with them in the struggle against fascism. Such alliances had, however, always been tactical in character, and “dialogue” usually took the form of a sharp, if not always fruitless, ideological struggle around key philosophical questions. And Christian Democratic theory had always attempted to sharply distinguish between its own “third way” and the programs of liberal capitalism and atheistic communism, even when the programs put forward by Christian Democratic parties looked rather like a moderate social democratic reformism. Liberation theologians, on the other hand, began increasingly to reject talk of such a “third way” out of hand, and argued for a more or less unambiguous strategic alliance with secular socialists. 


It would be a serious mistake to underestimate the progressive potential of this alliance, which is still not entirely spent. Throughout the period between 1968 and 1989 the Catholic left helped to deliver the mass base which made the Latin American left such a powerful force for social progress. And the alliance with the left served the Church well. By showing that it comprehends the underlying cause of the social disintegration affecting the planet, the Church has maintained its credibility among the masses and positioned itself effectively to carry out the critically important task of conserving humanity’s faith in and relationship to the cosmic order. Most important, however, has been the cultural milieu created by the collaboration between Catholics and Communists. This milieu contains many of the elements necessary to a new synthesis which transcends the limitations of both objective idealism and dialectical materialism, a synthesis which is already present in poetic form in the work of Ernesto Cardenal. 


There were, however, serious limitations to the concordat negotiated between the secular and religious left. The most serious of these limitations derives from the fact that in the absence of principled struggle, none of the internal contradictions of either liberation theology or secular socialism were addressed. Because of this, the synergistic synthesis which existed in potentia in the Christian-Marxist dialogue was never really worked out. A discussion of the limitations of secular socialism will have to await another context. But we will do well to say a few words about the problems of liberation theology. 


Liberation theology betrays a tendency towards neo-Augustinianism which calls seriously into question its long-range commitment to the development of human social capacities and to the progress of the human civilizational project. This is apparent from the way liberation theologians ground their fundamentally progressive claim regarding the unity of human history and salvation history. 


God makes history. Why? Because by becoming one with the lot that every person has in history (Gaudium et Spes 22) he converts history, seemingly profane history ... into the road by which the individual has access to transcendence and therefore salvation (Gaudium et Spes 22) ... The historical work of all people will lead, by the grace of God to eschatological metahistory (Segundo 1985:69). 

Segundo grounds the meaningfulness of human history not in the creation, and thus in the immanent teleology of human nature, as did the Thomist tradition, but rather in the incarnation. 


There is, furthermore, a tendency in liberation theology to mystify the salvific character of the historical process. If, on the one hand, human history itself is salvific, and if, on the other hand, faith in the crucified messiah reveals to us something unique about the salvific character of this history, then we are forced almost ineluctably to conclude that the salvific character of history derives from human suffering, and specifically from the suffering of the poor and the oppressed, who as it were continue the crucifixion. Thus liberation theology speaks of the revolutionary role not of the working class (which is revolutionary first and foremost in virtue of its creative power) or of the peasantry (which is revolutionary because of the window on the cosmic order provided by the experience of life in the village community) but rather of the “poor” who are revolutionary because they suffer. Furthermore, from this perspective, revolutionary virtue reaches its highest level of development not in the philosopher, pastor, or organizer, who develop human capacities, but rather in the revolutionary hero or martyr who risks, and perhaps sacrifices, his life for the revolution. 


It should come as no surprise if the practical implementation of this theology has yielded highly ambiguous results. The Catholic left has been most effective in struggles against brutal regimes in which the demand for revolutionary self-sacrifice was at a premium. It has been much less effective in mobilizing the energy of the people in advanced capitalist societies where the main task is one of reawakening the creative energies of the working class and catalyzing discontent with the hegemonic consumerism. 


As liberation theology gradually gained influence in the Catholic Church during the 1960s and 1970s, a right opposition emerged which argued that communism remained the Church’s principal adversary, and that while building or rebuilding a base among the poor of the Third World generally, and Latin America in particular, was vitally important, this work must be carried out within the context of a geopolitical alliance with the bourgeois states of the West, and an intense ideological struggle against dialectical materialism, feminism, and other forms of secularism. This is the course preferred by the present pontiff and by the international theological movement organized around the journal Communio. 


The theological key to Communio-theology can be found in Love Alone, a small book published more than twenty-five years ago by one of the trend’s most creative theologians, Hans Urs von Balthasar (1968). Von Balthasar distinguishes between three approaches to theological reflection: the cosmological, the anthropological and the “aesthetic.” The cosmological approach is the method of traditional Catholic theology, which used the concepts of Greek philosophy, Platonic or Aristotelian, as a criterion for the interpretation of the scriptures and the teachings of the church. Thus, in cosmological theology, the doctrine of God or the Trinity is explained in terms of philosophical categories of being, essence, person, etc. The anthropological approach is the method of most modern theology, which takes its categories from modern philosophy, or, by extension, from the social sciences, and interprets the tradition in terms of these categories. According to this perspective God is the perfectly good will of the liberals, the “ground of authentic being” of the existentialists, --or the liberator of the oppressed.


The difficulty of both of these approaches, von Balthasar argues, is that they reduce God, and thus divine love, to a postulate of human reason, something understandable, and in a sense necessary in human terms --something other than the fully free and unmerited love through which God reveals himself to us in the scriptures. 


Christianity is destroyed if it lets itself be reduced to a transcendental presupposition of man’s self‑understanding, whether in thought or in life, in knowledge or in action (1968:43) ... The moment I think that I have understood the love of another person for me --for instance on the basis of laws of human nature, or because of something in me-- then this love is radically misused and inadequate, and there is no possibility of a response. True love is always incomprehensible, and only so is it gratuitous (von Balthasar 1968:44). 

This is a critical point. What von Balthasar is suggesting is that any attempt to understand revelation in terms of rational, human criteria, be they Platonic, Aristotelian, Thomist, Kantian, Existentialist, or Marxist, has the result of reducing the love which is revelation to merely a necessary, and in some sense merited, reflection of our own human nature, or of the structure of being in general. To put this in another way, the communio created by divine love becomes simply a community of mutual interdependence, in which cooperation is rationally comprehensible on the basis of definite natural or social laws, and the ultimate purpose of which is the satisfaction of individual desires --rather than a communion based on self‑sacrificial love which is spontaneous, gratuitous, and incomprehensible in terms of anything which we know about human nature. Such a rational harmony does not really overcome the egoism of the individual, and thus is not genuinely or fully redeeming in character. It is this danger which makes von Balthasar and Ratzinger so cautious about any rationalistic hermeneutic. Dialectical and historical materialism is simply the most radical variant of the rationalism they seek to combat. Their strictures would apply as fully to Rahner as they do to Segundo or the Boffs, and, perhaps, more fully than they do to Guttierez. 


Communio-theologians, furthermore, understand love first and foremost as self-sacrifice, modeled on the substitutionary work of Jesus on the cross. 

  
The sign of Christ can only be deciphered if His human love and surrender `even unto death’ is read as the manifestation of absolute love ... His task, in love is to allow the sins of the world to enter into Him who is `dispossessed’ out of love of God --to become the `lamb of God who bears the guilt of the world (1 John 1:29) and my sins ... This is the dogma --the dogma of vicarious suffering, of bearing the guilt of others’ which in the last analysis determines whether a theology is anthropological or christocentric ... For it is precisely with this act that really unaccountable, inconceivable love begins and ends; a love moreover which qua love is self evidently divine (von Balthasar 1968:81‑82). 


It should be apparent at this point that von Balthasar has utterly and completely abandoned the Catholic tradition in favor of something like a sacramentalized and clericalized Lutheranism. It should thus come as no surprise that von Balthasar and his comrades in the Communio movement should adopt a typically Lutheran stand towards the market system, subjecting economic individualism to constant moral denunciations while opting for a de-facto geopolitical alliance with the bourgeois states of Europe and North America. Indeed, through the efforts of Karol Woytila, Communio played a critical role in providing organizational and ideological support to the anticommunist opposition in Central and Eastern Europe--particularly in Poland. In this way they helped to demolish over seventy years of socialist construction, which had built up the planet’s premiere technological, artistic, scientific, and philosophical apparatus. This anticommunist campaign has been accompanied by a frontal assault on the women’s movement, which Communio seems to regard as fully as dangerous as communism. 


This latter point merits further comment. We have already seen, in the first chapter, that the ancient cult of the Magna Mater, and other forms of goddess worship, were intimately bound up with the conviction that matter itself is self-organizing--and thus not in need of “formation,” much less “redemption” from without. Feminist philosopher Mary Daly (1984) points out that Christianity has, historically, adopted two distinct strategies in relation to survivals of this cult. Protestant theologians have historically attempted to repress the cult altogether in the interests of safeguarding an extreme doctrine of divine transcendence. Catholic theologians, on the other hand, attempted to co-opt the cult, in the form of Marian devotion, as a way of integrating peasant communities into the Church. More recently, the Church has used Marian devotion as a means of countering socialist immanentism. It is no coincidence that major Marian dogmas were proclaimed in the wake of the revolution of 1848 (the Immaculate Conception), and the Communist victories in Eastern Europe in the immediate postwar period (the Assumption), or that Marian apparitions (Fatima, Medjugore) have figured prominently in anticommunist campaigns.


The Vatican recognizes in the women’s movement its most potent adversary, for it is ultimately the women’s movement, even more so than communism, which is in a position to expose the profound contradiction between the historic Catholic insights into the self-organizing dynamic immanent in matter, heir of the philosophical tradition and ultimately of the cult of the Magna Mater, and patriarchal and idealist theologies which regard matter as the passive recipient of form, and humanity as merely a receptacle for infused divine grace, and more especially between the historic Catholic teachings regarding the underlying goodness of creation and of human nature, and the whole Pauline/Augustinian problematic centered on sin and redemption through divine self-sacrifice--a problematic which is emphasized by the Communio trend, but which is evident in liberation theology as well. 


It should be apparent at this point why Catholicism, despite all its very many real strengths, has thus far failed to realize its full potential as a force for social progress. Historically Catholicism has conserved important elements of the archaic philosophical synthesis: recognition of the cosmos as an organized totality in which humanity plays a meaningful, even creative role. At the popular level these elements were reflected in the persistence of the ancient cult of the Magna Mater, albeit in rather distorted Marian form. It has joined to these insights the transformative dynamism of the Jewish, and specifically the Pharisaic tradition, and a powerful if often ambiguous institutional apparatus inherited from the Roman Empire. It is from these forces that Catholicism derives its civilization-building potency --and its power to resist the corrosive effects of the market system. At the same time, the Pauline/Augustinian theological problematic which has invaded and gradually hegemonized Catholicism as a result of the penetration of market forces, with its insistence on divine transcendence and the inert passivity of matter, the sinfulness of humanity, and salvation through divine self-sacrifice, remains in fundamental contradiction with these progressive elements. And yet it is precisely the Augustinian theological problematic which provides the rationale for both the “left-wing” liberation theology and the rightist Communio trend. Even as these two theological currents battle each other they are, without knowing it, working together to destroy the Catholic tradition.


What, if anything, can we do to conserve and develop the tradition and once again unleash its progressive potential? The answer is really quite simple. First and foremost we must reclaim our tradition. This ought not to mean a slavish imitation of earlier Thomism. Thomism like all historical products is limited and finite and has in some ways been rendered obsolete by our superior grasp of the cosmohistorical evolutionary process and humanity’s critical role therein. And the spirit of Thomism was, in any case, always one of innovation, not deference to authority. But we do need to go back and clarify the authentic roots of the Catholic tradition, carefully distinguishing between the progressive elements drawn from the philosophical tradition and the cult of the Magna Mater, from Judaism, and from the Roman system, and the reactionary, alienated, acosmic theology promoted by Paul, Augustine, and their successors. And we need to pass that tradition on to the next generation, so that it is not lost in the profound confusion and disorientation of the present period. This means respecting the popular religion of the Catholic people, especially their devotion to Mary, which conserves, albeit in often distorted form, the ancient cult of the Magna Mater, original font of the philosophical tradition. It means deepening our knowledge of Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, Ibn Sina, Ibn Rusd, Amalric of Bena and David of Dinant, Albertus Magnus and all of the other thinkers whose ideas flowed into the Thomistic synthesis. 


We must, furthermore, rectify our relations with Judaism, recognizing that the real, historical Jesus (the only one worth embracing) was essentially a minor Pharisaic teacher, while the crucified and risen Lord of Pauline Christianity is nothing more than a fantasy of the alienated urban masses of the late Empire, and the Incarnate Word simply a desperate attempt on the part of a patriarchal clerical elite to salvage something from the profoundly gynocentric and materialist doctrine of the God-Bearer. This means rejecting, clearly and explicitly, both the divinity and the messiah-ship of Jesus, who was neither God nor Christ but simply the historically contingent channel through which we gentiles came to the Law. The fact is that the principal Christological dogmas are in profound contradiction with the larger body of the Catholic tradition, and introduce into it both logical incoherence and religious deformations.


And we must, finally, own the Roman system for what it is: a highly ambiguous, but tremendously useful apparatus for centralizing and allocating resources, and for building and exercising power on a global scale. It is fine --indeed absolutely essential-- to criticize the hierarchy’s exclusion of women and married men, and to question both the theological and the strategic judgments of its current leaders, but those who would destroy the hierarchy, or deprive the Catholic Church of its remaining temporal authority, give aid and comfort to the warlords of our day --the great rentier capitalists who claim the right to consume what ought to be invested in human development, together with their allies in the bourgeois states.


Embracing our own heritage necessarily means rejecting traditions which are hostile to our own. This means, chiefly, Protestantism and the liberalism
 which flows out of it. To be Catholic is first and foremost to believe that the universe is a relational, self-organizing, teleological system, ordered to God, in whose life we participate through our labor, and who we can truly know on the basis of our rational faculties --and to believe that however far we stray from this sacred vocation, we never lose our essentially rational, social character, which is the image of God within us. And to believe this is to hold Protestantism and liberalism to be in error. The Catholic Church must reject Christian ecumenism as something dangerous to its very identity, and direct its main intellectual energies to the struggle against Protestantism and liberalism in every form.


This does not, however, mean that Catholics should look inward, and refuse dialogue with other traditions. On the contrary, to be Catholic means to be universal, and this requires an openness to every tradition which participates in humanity’s drive towards totality and perfection. The truth is that we Catholics have far more in common with Jews, with nonfundamentalist Moslems, and with Confucians, Taoists, or Hopis than we do with Protestants. And we have even more in common with the traditions against which the party currently in power in the Vatican has decided to aim the main blow: feminism and dialectical materialism. What feminism offers is a clear understanding of the roots of the Catholic tradition, or at least one source of the Catholic tradition, in the ancient cult of the Magna Mater, as well as the tools for exposing the patriarchal distortions which affect even the more progressive, Thomistic formulations of the tradition. Dialectical materialism offers an insight into the self-organizing character of matter which confirms the results of feminist theology. It also offers an analysis of the alienating impact of the market system. Catholicism, on the other hand, provides the logically prior organizing principle, the unmoved mover, without which dialectical materialism is philosophically incoherent and degenerates inevitably into Stalinist authoritarianism or postmodernist nihilism, and it reminds both dialectical materialism and feminism that the Good which draws all things to itself transcends our finite human capacities, and thus calls us to be truly and fully human, but also and always something more, something we cannot name yet, which will be disclosed fully in the distant future when, lured by the incredible beauty of God, we know and do and become what now we cannot even imagine.


Dialogue of this kind points, of course, to the very synergistic synthesis which we have been working out in the pages of this journal and in our recently published work Towards Synergism --to the realization of cosmos as relational, self-organizing, teleological, and ordered to God. It is one of the great tragedies of our time that the potential for something like this kind of synthesis, which was latent in the Catholic/Communist dialogue and cooperation of the postwar and postconciliar years was derailed, partly of course by the dumb atheism of the Kremlin, but partly also by the resurgent Augustinianism of the liberation theologians who were largely responsible for this collaboration. Together the Vatican and the Kremlin could have led this planet decisively away from the market system and towards something infinitely richer and more productive. The result would hardly have been a final synthesis. The self-organizing character of matter itself forbids that. But it would have been a tremendous step forward. But that possibility has been foregone and we must now labor from a much weaker position than we might otherwise have enjoyed, gradually working out the next steps in the human civilizational project. 




	� It is worth noting that two of Plato’s dialogues, the Republic and the Timaeus are both set at feasts of the Goddess. 





	2 If one wishes to be philosophically rigorous, it is only the Godbearer herself who is truly divine For the generating contains within itself the principle of the generated, while the generated is dependent on another for its principle (even if this principle is "merely" material), and thus not self-caused, so not fully divine. This is the profound philosophical truth behind the enduring insistence of the Catholic people on thinking of Jesus as a kind of superhuman being, rather than a God-Man. Witness the common formula "God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit." In practice, language about the "divinity" of Jesus is a philosophically incoherent way of articulating our intuitive sense of what we, who are also children of the Great Mother, can become. And the hierarchy's insistence on the incarnational basis of Jesus' "divinity" is simply an attempt on the part of the male clerical corporation to reduce Mary from her noble status as Great Mother to that of willing victim of what amounts to a cosmic rape.


	3 From this point of view any interpretation of the Christian Eucharist as a sacrificial rather than a community building act represents a fundamental departure from the actual teachings and practice of Jesus.


	4 The work of the great Islamic empires in many ways overlapped with that of the Catholic Church--rationalizing the centralization and allocation of resources, building great urban centers, establishing universities etc. Islam did not, to be sure, support the existence of an autonomous prophetic institution such as the church. But what Islam lost in the development of the prophetic function it gained in its exercise of royal authority. Islam did not invent the idea that raw political power could be used as a force for doing God's will on earth, any more than the Catholic Church invented the prophetic office. Both are part of the legacy of Judaism. But it was Islam which first institutionalized this idea, and applied it systematically on a world historical scale. The Islamic empires were also able to conserve more of the achievements of the archaic civilization of the Mediterranean Basin, and thus made more rapid progress in the arts, sciences, and philosophy --progress without which the achievements of Catholic Europe would have been impossible.





	


	5 Paul also, of course, offered a rationale for the hatred of the alienated urban masses towards "Jews" and "Greeks" who represented for him and for them humanity's determination to actually know and do the will of God. Indeed, the logic of Pauline theology is organically antisemitic. As Paul himself points out (Galatians 3:21), if we human beings can fulfill the law through our own power, then Christ was crucified in vain. The implication of this is that for Paul there is no salvation apart from faith in Christ --something which militates against the generous reading of Paul promoted by many involved in Jewish-Christian dialogue, who see him as arguing for the existence of two distinct but equal "ways" to salvation, one for the Jews and the other for the Gentiles. 


	6 It is interesting to note that with the exception of the dogma of infallibility itself, all of the infallibly defined dogmas of the Catholic Church have to do with women: the Immaculate Conception, the Assumption --and now the ad dubem declaring "infallibly true" the claim of the clerical corporation that women cannot be admitted to membership. This ought to tell us something about the real object of this religion...


	7 By liberalism I mean any doctrine which upholds the priority of part to whole, individual to society. Protestantism, which still condemns economic individualism or insists that it be subordinated to productivity in service of the greater glory of God, is the ideology produced by nascent capitalism. Liberalism is the ideology of mature capitalism, which has forgotten the whole and thus forgotten God.






