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Part Four


Introduction

  
By the summer of 1990 it was already apparent to me that I would not be able to realize my plans in Dallas. I began trying to consolidate a small core, and to prepare for a defensive struggle which would ultimately lead to a protracted strategic retreat.  And I was becoming more and more deeply convinced of the necessity of rethinking fundamentally the whole socialist project. Earlier that year I had met Maggie Vosburg, who was serving as Assistant Chaplain at the University of Dallas.  She almost immediately became my principal deputy in the political theological struggle, carrying the principal responsibility for the struggle with Opus Dei  --and becoming the object of death threats from one of their Dallas operatives. We were married in 1991, and left Dallas almost immediately.  Our plan was to reproduce in other cities the sort of organizing we had done in Dallas, but to institutionalize it outside the structure of the Church, under the auspices of the nonprofit research, education, and organizing institute I had incorporated four years earlier, in Pittsburgh. We would begin by offering training in social analysis, social ethics, and political strategy to local congregations and community organizations, and eventually move into full-scale organizing as an alternative to the Industrial Areas Foundation. 

  
As it happened, the organizing networks --the Industrial Areas Foundation and its principal competitors, the Gamaliel Foundation and the Pacific Institute for Community Organization-- had established an effective monopoly on congregation based organizing which made it impossible for a new organization with an unusual approach even to get a start. We soon found ourselves once again on the margins of the academy, trying to eke out a living while focusing on the task of rethinking the socialist project and the implications of the crisis of socialism for our larger vision and strategy. 

  
These were difficult years, but enormously productive. The comparative historical research which I had conducted as part of my effort to document my original theses regarding religion and atheism was now incorporated into a larger argument which crossed the lines between the sociology and the philosophy of history. Towards Synergism: The Cosmic Significance of the Human Civilizational Project (University Press of America 1995) argued, against the neoliberal proclamation of the “end of history” and the dominant postmodern skepticism regarding “grand metanarratives,” for the ultimate meaningfulness of human history as part of a larger cosmohistorical evolutionary process.  It also demonstrated that the market, far from being a force for social progress, is always and everywhere an agent of social disintegration and alienation, and that it is, rather, conscious knowledge of the teleological ordering of the cosmos, whether by means of religious or philosophical wisdoms, which draws humanity forward. This conclusion cast in a new light my earlier thesis -i.e. that socialism is a fundamentally religious phenomenon and that atheism is a form of bourgeois ideology. It is not just, as I had earlier and quite correctly stressed, that religion articulates and conserves the solidarities which the development of a mass socialist movement and the process of socialist construction require, but also that any non-market order, because it requires some criterion by which decisions regarding resource allocation can be made, requires (at the level of high theory) a strong metaphysical foundation and (at the popular level) some sort of religious legitimation. A careful analysis of the record of historic socialism left me rather less critical of the Soviet experiment which, a long legacy of largely unnecessary repression notwithstanding, did in fact contribute substantially to the human civilizational project.  But because dialectical materialism could not provide an adequate ontological ground for socialist ethics, it became increasingly difficult for the Communist Party to legitimate its decision to channel resources away from direct consumption and into research, development, infrastructure, and education. 

  
This analysis of the crisis of socialism led me to shift my focus away from sociological and towards more philosophical concerns --and more specifically to the task of rectifying the atheism of the dialectical tradition, which had been set for me by the time I was nineteen. The importance of this task was made still more apparent by the analysis of recent developments in the Catholic Church.  It seemed the best weapon in the struggle against the neo-Augustinian trend was the tradition of Catholic (and especially Thomistic) philosophy itself. And as I immersed myself in Thomistic philosophy --and in the other strains of medieval Aristotelianism-- it seemed increasingly that this tradition had as much as Hegel to offer to my larger philosophical project. But traditional Thomism had been largely abandoned by Catholic thinkers after the Second Vatican Council and the more recent “Thomistic” revival represented by thinkers such as Alisdair MacIntyre eschewed precisely the metaphysical foundations which represent Thomism’s strong suit in any possible dialogue with Marxism. Partly this is simply a reflection of the dominant postmodern milieu, which regards any metaphysical claims with suspicion, but it is also a result of the fact that the epistemological and cosmological foundations of Aristotelian and Thomistic metaphysics, which were destroyed in the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, have never been rebuilt. I thus set about this task. This meant an engagement with the epistemological critique of rational metaphysics (Kant), with the developments in mathematical physics which had undermined the cosmological basis of Aristotelian theology --as well as with newer developments which promised to restore those foundations-- and with the powerful postmodernist trend which regards the whole enterprise of rational metaphysics as spiritually damaging and/politically oppressive. The results of this research are summarized in Against Philosophical Appeasement and will be laid out systematically in a series of four books, the first of which Restoring Reason in an Age of Doubt is complete, and the second of which Cosmic Teleology and the Crisis of the Sciences is in its first draft.

  
I did not, however, abandon the sociology of religion entirely. My practical concerns forbid this.  The sociology of religion is, after all, the theoretical link between metaphysics and political strategy. And once again an unusual series of events led my research in new directions. Engagement with developments in the physical and biological sciences by one trained in the sociology of religion and culture, could not help but draw attention to the way in which these sciences have affected the symbolic imagination of our civilization. To a very significant extent our joys and sorrows, our hopes and fears, are expressed in images drawn from the fields of astronomy and space exploration, information theory and biotechnology. This should hardly be surprising. Most civilizations have drawn their religious images from the prevailing cosmology of the time. Were Dante writing today, his work might well be classed as a sort of science fiction.

  
One of the most striking examples of this phenomenon is the UFO movement, which has received growing attention from scholars in recent years as, in effect, a form of popular religion.  I had had a long-standing interest in this phenomenon which dated to my childhood, when I had a friend whose father made what he claimed was a UFO detector.  Whenever the device (presumably some sort of radar) went off we would have to “duck and cover” in the basement while he went out to make first contact. Most of the kids in the neighborhood simply regarded him as a crackpot.  To me, however, he was something of an enigma: obsessed with science and with technological devices but adamantly opposed to several of the principal claims of modern science (Darwinian evolution among them), constantly spinning theories which even as a child I knew lacked credibility, but always open to debate and criticism. He was the only parent in the neighborhood besides my own who ever engaged me in serious discussion of important questions. This interest in the UFO movement was deepened during several trips to the Southwest, and a year living in New Mexico, where it is an even more prominent part of the popular culture than it is in other parts of the country. “Visions of Cosmopolis,” a somewhat mangled version of which was published in OMNI in 1995, argues that the imagery of the UFO, like all religious imagery, articulates humanity’s drive for holism and completion, but with an important difference. Insofar as the UFO is a technological artifact, produced by beings like us, finite if more advanced, it suggests a new sense of our ability to participate, through our own creativity, in the self-organizing activity of the universe, to become co-creators with God rather than subjects of a divine sovereign. At the same time the dark themes of abduction and conspiracy which run through the UFO literature suggest a feeling of being out of control, of being at the mercy of a vast invisible network which shapes our destiny without us even being aware of its existence. That “network” is, of course, the marketplace, and the dark themes which run through the UFO literature are a reflection of the fact that humanity’s new technological capacities are being developed under the aegis of a system which in fact has no access to information regarding the impact of various activities on the development of human capacities and which has escaped the control not only of individuals but even of governments.

  
At the same time, an invitation to teach the sociology of religion and to conduct research regarding religion and politics for a year at the Universidad Autónoma de Ciudad Juárez, gave me an opportunity to extend my analysis of secularism in a new direction. The situation at the university was in itself a study in the complexity of Mexican church-state relations. Long after the invitation was made, but before arrangements were finalized, I was subjected to a searching interview the object of which seemed to be to assure the university authorities that --the fact that my doctorate is from a theological faculty notwithstanding-- I had never been ordained to the Catholic priesthood or diaconate or taken vows in a religious order. Shortly after I arrived the Archbishop of Mexico City was cited by the authorities and threatened with a fine for a very innocuous sermon in which he argued the traditional Catholic view that laws which violate the principles of justice as enshrined in the natural law are not valid. Key faculty members gave militantly anticlerical speeches in the weeks which followed, as if to affirm their support for official secularism. Attempts to conduct in-depth interview research among the Catholic clergy, on the other hand, turned out to be excruciatingly difficult. Soon, however, I discovered that the very same faculty who were giving anticlerical speeches by day at the University were teaching metaphysics and moral philosophy at the Archdiocesan seminary by night and were all from strongly Catholic panista families. Matters were complicated still further by the fact that some forms of religious expression --the cult of Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe for example-- seemed to receive quasi-official sanction. And I gradually began to pick up intriguing pieces of evidence which suggested that the influence of the converso community (Jews forcibly converted to Christianity by the Inquisition), of which I had long been aware, was more significant than I had thought. 

  
“Religion and Politics in Mexico: A Conjecture Regarding the Latin Model of Secularization,” previously unpublished, can hardly be called a completed study. On the contrary, it is more the story of an aborted research effort which yielded a new and provocative thesis regarding the nature of the militant secularism which has characterized Mexico and other Latin cultures: that it reflects not a rejection of religion, but rather of official Christianity as represented by the Catholic hierarchy, by people for whom indigenous and Jewish traditions play a larger role than perhaps even they are aware. The thesis will, of course, require more documentation to be fully sustained, but I believe it is worth sharing even at this early stage in order to spark debate and further research. 





