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Part Two


Introduction


After I completed my doctoral dissertation, the path before me, both intellectually and politically, seemed clear. On the one hand, I had to rectify the atheistic error in the communist movement; on the other hand, I had to struggle for what I believed to be the authentic, revolutionary interpretation of the Christian tradition of which my grandfather --and many of the Italian immigrant socialists I had interviewed-- had been the carriers. This meant extending my empirical research beyond the narrow scope of the Italian immigrant community and demonstrating that my thesis regarding the fundamentally religious character of the socialist project --and my claim that atheism is a form of bourgeois ideological hegemony-- were valid across a wide body of comparative historical evidence. It also meant extending the work of Gottwald and Chaney on the revolutionary origins of ancient Israel into a complete historical sociology of the Jewish and Christian traditions. Eventually I would need to extend the scope of my research still wider, beyond the boundaries of Judaism and Christianity, into other civilizational domains. This was, in effect, the research program which I pursued between 1985 and 1988, while serving as a Lecturer in Sociology and Religion at Carlow College, the University of Pittsburgh, and the Community College of Allegheny County. 


On the practical front, my developing position pointed increasingly towards a need to engage the Catholic Church at an institutional level.  That, after all, is where the people I loved and wanted to serve were struggling to make sense out of life in Capitalist America; that is where they were exploring fundamental questions of meaning and value; that is where the solidarities I had come to see as the basis of any possible transition to socialism were being cultivated and nourished. The Catholic Church in the United States, furthermore, still seemed to be moving to the left, at least in the political arena. These were the years of the Bishops’ Pastoral Letters on “The Challenge of Peace” and “Economic Justice for All.” While neither the reformist politics nor the underlying theology seemed adequate to me, they at least provided a place to start. Because of this, for the first time since I was twelve, I found myself seriously considering the priesthood, and began visiting a variety of religious communities.


Once again, however, the course of both my research and my practical activity was diverted. The occasion of the change in direction was an encounter with one of my students at the University of Pittsburgh, where I was teaching American Religious History.  Her name was Marcia Kannry.  Marcia had recently resigned as Regional Executive Director of the National Jewish Fund in Pittsburgh in order to finish her B.A.--something which had been put off when she left the U.S. in her early twenties to live the Zionist dream on a Kibbutz in Israel. An accomplished fund-raiser, she had gradually risen through the ranks of the Zionist hierarchy to a position of middling responsibility, but she needed a degree to go further.  And she was authentically interested in knowledge. She had a fine, if somewhat haphazard and unsystematic mind, her talent for incisive criticism over-reaching her capacity for constructive thought.  Her greatest virtue, however, was a passionate commitment to the truth, and a willingness to sacrifice relationships, and even civility, for what she believed.


One day after a discussion of Virgilio Elizondo’s Galilean Journey, Marcia stayed after class, and asked me to join her for a cup of coffee.  No sooner had we sat down than she launched into what initially seemed like a mad tirade, accusing me of distributing anti-Semitic literature in the course.  As I sorted through this storm of words, however, the outlines of a remarkably clear argument gradually emerged.  Christology, she argued, all Christology, is inherently anti-Semitic.  The claim that Jesus is the promised messiah, through whom alone redemption is possible, both negates Jewish national claims (historically bound up with the expectation of an inner-worldly political messiah) and Jewish claims regarding their own specific road to redemption, through fulfillment of the law.  She then went on to show how, more specifically, liberation theologians like Elizondo, by stressing Jesus’ struggles with the “Jewish power structure” of his day, simply added insult to injury, reproducing ancient anti-Semitic stereotypes.


Marcia’s argument opened up a whole new world for me.  I had always been somewhat uncomfortable with what I saw as the growing antisemitism of the left.  One of the attractions of the Communist Workers Party had been its rejection of the absurd UN declaration that “Zionism is racism,” preferring instead to regard Zionism as a type of “bourgeois nationalism,” something which, in Maoist terms, put it among the progressive forces.  Marcia was able to introduce me to forms of Zionism which went far beyond bourgeois nationalism, and which were genuinely dedicated to building a society which fully developed human social capacities.  


More important, from my point view, however, was what Marcia’s argument said about Christianity.  The truth is, I had never really known what to do with old Gesu.  The historical figure, dimly discernible through the accounts of the Gospels, had always been singularly uncompelling to me.  And the crucified and risen Christ of the Pauline corpus presented insuperable theological problems for any attempt to elaborate a consistent Christian Marxism.  If salvation comes about through the death and resurrection of Jesus, then it does not come about through the struggle for a classless and communal social order, which is at best relegated to a secondary task which draws out the implications of the salvific act. Progressive “reinterpretations” had always smacked of intellectual dishonesty.  


But there was more.  I began to re-examine my whole pre-occupation with self-sacrificial Christian love.  Whatever the social basis for, and tactical usefulness of such a doctrine in a context of armed struggle for national liberation (in, for example, Central America in the 1970s and 1980s) it had little place in the struggle to build a new society which taps into the full range of human social capacities.  What we want from people is not necrophilic self-sacrifice, but productivity, power, knowledge, creative and nurturing love --things which add something to the dynamic, organized complexity of the cosmos, rather than taking something away.  Witness the difficulty of the Sandinistas and their allies on the Catholic left in making the transition from armed struggle to socialist construction.  


There was already a significant body of literature criticizing the antisemitism of most Christological doctrines --Rosemary Ruether’s Faith and Fratricide (Ruether 1974) and John Pawlikowski’s Christ in the Light of Jewish Christian Dialogue (Pawlikowski 1982) among them-- but neither seemed to me to go far enough in making explicit that the only way to break with the logic of Christian anti-Semitism --and with the otherworldliness which obstructed effective action on behalf of justice-- was to break with the claim that Jesus was the messiah. I also found new inspiration for my developing critique of Marx’s critique of religion in the works of Moses Hess, one of Marx’s closest collaborators, but someone largely ignored today outside the Socialist Zionist movement which he founded. Hess argues that Marx’s claim that religion is a reflex of the alienation generated by the marketplace is not wrong --it is just too general. The critique applies to Christianity, especially the Protestant Christianity dominant in Germany, which Hess calls a shopkeepers religion. Hess’s insight helped me specify just what it was about Christianity which made it transform itself repeatedly into a form of bourgeois hegemony, its revolutionary roots notwithstanding. I thus set about recasting the arguments which Ruether and Pawlikowksi had already made, setting them in the context of my larger theory of religion. The result of this effort was “Christianity, Anti-Semitism, and Empire,” the first essay in this section. This essay was presented to the annual meeting of the American Academy of Religion in 1989 at a special section which I organized with Marcia Kannry --and from which several prominent participants were apparently pressured to withdraw due to the provocative nature of my thesis.


The question quite naturally arose, at this point, whether or not, if I rejected the messiah-ship and divinity of Jesus, I was really any longer Christian. Had I not demonstrated that the revolutionary Christianity I was seeking, the solution to the religious question, was nothing other than Judaism, to which I ought to convert? Did Christianity in fact have anything good to offer beside what it had taken from Judaism which could justify not converting? 


I found the answer to this question back in the stream of Sicilian popular religion which I had inherited from my grandfather: in the archaic cult of the Magna Mater which had persisted under the form of Marian devotion.  The second essay in this section develops further an argument which I had already sketched out in my dissertation regarding the social basis and political valence of this cult. It shows that Marian devotion does in fact conserve significant pre-Christian forms and articulates a vision of God which is deeply communitarian and gynocentric.  It also analyzes how this spirituality is deformed by the Church and used to channel fundamentally progressive impulses in a conservative direction. More importantly, however, this engagement with Marian spirituality helped me begin to define more specifically what I saw as the unique strengths of Catholicism: an ability to synthesize a Jewish focus on ethical conduct and social justice with an essentially pagan appreciation of divine immanence and the transparency of the world to its ontological ground.  Marian spirituality represents the popular form of this pagan heritage; philosophy, and especially Aristotelian philosophy, an attempt to defend this spirituality by means of formal abstraction after it has come under attack by the market order.





