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Introduction


The evolution in my thinking sketched out in the two essays in the previous section left me in a peculiar position. On the one hand, it was increasingly obvious to me that it was the specifically Christian aspects of the Catholic tradition which had to be rejected if the progressive potential of the tradition was to be realized. At the same time, I had reason to affirm the progressive potential of two elements in the tradition which were deeply in tension with each other: Judaism and the essentially pagan cult of the Magna Mater.  This continued to suggest to me that the Catholic Church offered something unique --a synthesis which drew together strengths which were found separately elsewhere but which were in substantial tension with each other. My Jewish colleagues for example, never hesitated to use the word pagan as a term of derision; the neopagan movement, on the other hand, frequently edged towards its own sort of antisemitism with its critique of “patriarchal Judaism” and its affinity for the proto-NAZI Carl Jung. Because of this, and because of the progressive stand of the Catholic hierarchy in the United States during the 1980s, I continued to believe engagement with the Catholic tradition was vitally important, and I continued to look for opportunities to test out my strategy --now radicalized somewhat by the conviction that releasing the progressive potential of the Catholic tradition would ultimately require a renunciation of all Christological claims. 

  
In June of 1988, I was appointed Director of the Justice and Peace Commission for the Catholic Diocese of Dallas. To many this would hardly have seemed like a promising opportunity. Historically a cotton market and later a financial center for Texas’ mineral, cotton, and ranching economy, Dallas experienced a boom in the 1980s as a result of increased military spending and the relocation of light industry seeking a “favorable” (i.e. anti-union) business climate. The city was one of the bulwarks of the Reagan Revolution. Overwhelmingly Protestant, Dallas is the intellectual center of the Christian Right, many of the leaders of which are trained at Dallas Theological Seminary. This hardly seemed like the place to test a strategy centered on engaging the progressive potential in popular Catholicism...

  
There is, however, another Dallas. By the time I arrived the city was 20% Mexican even by official estimates; the real figure was probably closer to 35% or 40%. Recent immigrants had swelled a community which had long roots in Dallas, with many families tracing their history in the city back for several generations. The older Mexican-American population had a relationship with the Church which looked a lot like that of second generation Italian Americans: recent immigrants were deeply immersed in popular devotions, especially the cult of Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe. A much smaller Central American population brought with them the experience of the communidades de base and the iglesia popular. Within a matter of months I had established a very successful network of study groups in parishes which integrated basic training in social analysis, social ethics, political strategy, and basic organizing skills. This, in turn, provided the political base which enabled us to swing the diocese behind a major reform of the city charter which significantly increased Mexican and African American representation and which altered the city’s political landscape forever. 


I also found the people of Dallas, contrary to their reputation, intellectually alive and engaged in a way which has not been true in any of the many other cities in which I have worked. Partly this is a result of the influence of the University of Dallas and the Dallas Institute for Humanities and Culture.  The first provides a significant segment of the city’s middle and upper strata with a strong liberal arts education; the second engages teachers, lawyers, business leaders, and others around fundamental questions which affect their work and lives. More fundamentally, however, I suspect that the intellectual life of the city is driven precisely by the factor which most would expect to deaden it: the very strong influence of fundamentalism, which requires that people take and defend publicly positions around fundamental questions of meaning and value. Because of this I was also able to establish higher-level study groups attended by key lay leaders and at least a few priests of the diocese --and eventually by a growing number of non-Catholics as well.


Still, a predominantly Catholic organization in a largely Protestant city was not going to mount a successful contest for power. I had been aware for some time of the work of Ernesto Cortes, an organizer affiliated with the Industrial Areas Foundation, who had built a network of congregation based organizations in Texas which tapped into the religious traditions of working class communities to create a constituency for social justice. As it turned out, he had been hoping to expand his network into Dallas. We met and developed a plan for organizing Dallas.


It was clear to me from the beginning that there were real limitations to the vision and strategy of the Industrial Areas Foundation, but I assumed that these were the limitations of any reformism.  Their engagement with religious traditions stopped short at the level of study sessions devoted to the Bishops’ pastoral letter on Economic Justice for All and their strategic aims did not even begin to touch underlying social structures. I conceived the relationship as a sort of popular front.  I would build a leadership core and a cadre based in my network of study groups which understood the need to transcend the market order; the IAF would build a mass organization which cut across lines of class and ethnicity and which would be able to give the people the experience of successful political struggle.


The first stages of this plan were successfully completed, but serious difficulties soon emerged.  The first had to do with the Industrial Areas Foundation.  It soon became apparent that the Industrial Areas Foundation, its frequent invocation of Catholic Social Teaching to the contrary, in fact had a very troubling ideological agenda.  It took me a long time to figure out just what this was. My first hints came when they began recommending Hannah Ardent, whose rejection of the Socratic tradition I found troubling--and deeply at odds with the Catholic tradition of the communities within which the IAF worked. Gradually, however, after a careful analysis of their training materials --and a close rereading of Nietzsche for a course in Contemporary Philosophy which I was teaching-- it became apparent to me that the IAF stands squarely in what George Lukacs calls the tradition of modern irrationalism. There is no rational basis for judgments of value, and certainly no underlying, rationally accessible, ontological ground for the moral order. Ideas, rather, are instruments in the struggle for power--something which made the IAF’s invocation of Catholic Social Teaching and the traditions of the other religious communities which it engaged seem cynical indeed. These difficulties were compounded by a developing cult of personality centered around Ernesto Cortes, by marked authoritarian tendencies in the organization, and by a failure to follow through on organizing commitments. 


At the same time, the Catholic hierarchy was moving farther and farther to the right, or more specifically, towards its own variant of neo-Augustinian, crypto-Protestant Christolatry. It was, in other words, emphasizing precisely the aspects of Christianity which I had concluded needed to be discarded.  The dominant expression of the trend is the Communio theology currently in vogue in the Vatican.  In 1990, the Catholic Bishop of Dallas, Thomas Tschoepe, himself rather conservative, but also very unobtrusive, retired, and was replaced by Charles Grahmann, a partisan of Cardinal Ratzinger, and someone determined to make his mark on Dallas.  But there were also more extreme expressions of this trend.  Opus Dei had made the University of Dallas one of its principal concentrations in the U.S. The task of organizing within the Catholic Church, as a diocesan official, while arguing against the historic Christological claims of the Christian tradition was a delicate one at best, requiring careful compartmentalization of activities, so that people were exposed to as much of the truth as they could handle --but no more. The presence of a sophisticated rightist organization and an ideologically hostile activist bishop made it nearly impossible. 


Finally, my years in Dallas were also the years of the final collapse of the international communist movement. My long-standing criticisms of the ruling Communist Parties notwithstanding, this was a crushing blow.  It is nearly impossible to recruit people to a movement which is, at best, facing a prolonged period of rethinking.  And it was clear to me that more was at issue than just rethinking.  Communism as I had known it was over.  It was time for something new.


The two essays in this section, though written somewhat later, represent fundamentally an attempt to come to terms with our experience in Dallas. The first, “Organizing for Family and Congregation?” first published in Dialectic, Cosmos, and Society 8 in 1995, analyzes the social basis, political line, and strategy of the Industrial Areas Foundation.  The second, “The Current Crisis in the Catholic Church,” first published in Dialectic, Cosmos, and Society 9 in 1996 assesses recent developments in the Catholic Church, mounting a powerful critique of the dominant neo-Augustinian trend while arguing for the enduring value of the Catholic tradition.





