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Introduction

In June of 1997, my term at the Universidad Autónoma de Ciudad Juárez completed, we returned to Chicago.  Once again events took an unusual turn. In Autumn of 1995, I had taught a course in Ethics at Mundelein Seminary (the major seminary of the Archdiocese of Chicago) for students who came to the seminary without the usual preparation in Philosophy. The course was a great success, but I did not expect it to grow into anything more than an interesting sideline. When I returned to Chicago, the seminary asked me to resume my duties and also referred me to St. Joseph Seminary, the college seminary located on the campus of Loyola University, where I also began to offer courses in Contemporary Philosophy, Roman Catholic Social Thought, and the Philosophy of God. Early in December of 1998, after I had only been teaching there for one semester, the Rector, Rev. James Presta, called me into his office. Since my course at St. Joseph had, frankly, not been as successful as that at Mundelein, and since the school was very small (only around 60 students), I assumed that he was going to tell me that they would not be needing me to teach the next semester. Instead he asked me to serve as Academic Dean. The school had been operating for some time with a part-time Dean, a priest who also worked in a parish and who was rarely present on campus except when teaching. Academic standards were very low and students were being sent up to Mundelein without sufficient philosophical preparation to handle their theological studies. There were also complex language and cultural issues which needed to be addressed. The Rector wanted someone who could bring academic rigor and an ability to connect with students from diverse backgrounds, many of whom were Mexican immigrants or Mexican Americans. After reviewing my curriculum vitae and discussing the matter with Rev. John Canary, the Rector at Mundelein, he had decided to offer me the position. While I did not formally assume office until July 1, 1999, I spent the Winter and Spring of 1999, meeting individually with students and faculty, trying to understand the institution and its needs. After July 1, I widened the circle to include key clergy and other diocesan leaders.

It soon became apparent to me that the situation at the seminary was grave. At least a few members of the faculty lacked the training and/or temperament to teach effectively at the level required. Many others had grown accustomed to passing students on, assuming that this is what the archdiocese wanted, given the dire shortage of priests. Not surprisingly, there was significant resistance to my move towards greater rigor --not among the students so much as among the faculty. The school’s spiritual formation program was psychologically intrusive and tended to cultivate an anti-intellectual outlook which was hardly conducive to the study of philosophy.  This too soon became a point of tension with the rector. Then, at the end of September the Rector called me into his office and informed me that Francis Cardinal George, the Archbishop of Chicago, had discovered an article I had published three years earlier, “The Current Crisis in the Catholic Church,” reproduced above, which he found offensive because of its critique of traditional Christological claims and of the patriarchal character of the Catholic clergy. Within three days I had been dismissed. Because I had made no attempt to conceal the article --indeed it was listed on the curriculum vitae which I gave them when they invited me to apply for the position of Academic Dean-- and because no one could find anything objectionable in what I had actually been teaching at the seminary, the Cardinal agreed to pay out my contract. It was clear, however, that my long effort to engage the Catholic Church institutionally was at an end. 

The denouement of this engagement was, of course, hardly surprising, given the direction in which the Church had been moving for the past 22 years. Indeed, I had not really expected to be able to work at the diocesan level again, except perhaps as a consultant, after I left Dallas, given the published record of my views. I first became involved with the seminary system simply because I was looking for an opportunity to teach philosophy, towards which my research interests had increasingly gravitated; from there events took on a life of their own. What actually drove the process was a profound philosophical affinity between the older Aristotelian dialectics of the scholastic tradition and the newer historical dialectics in which I had been trained.  So long as explicitly Christological questions were not broached I looked like a rather traditional Catholic, deeply immersed in the scholastic tradition but open to more recent developments and deeply committed to social justice. And from a certain point of view, that assessment was not incorrect. As I studied the history of philosophy more closely  --and with a sociologist’s eye--  it soon became apparent to me that there is, in fact, one single dialectical tradition reaching from Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, through the medieval Aristotelians, up through Hegel, Marx, and their interpreters. This tradition emerged with the advent of petty commodity production in Ancient Greece, something which led to economic polarization and social disintegration --and to a growing skepticism regarding the adequacy of traditional religious norms. The Socratic project aims fundamentally at regrounding ethics on a rational foundation, rejecting both the warlord gods of the old military elites and the skepticism of the emerging bourgeoisie and its sophist teachers. This task in turn presupposed the elaboration of a complex cosmological and metaphysical foundation on which ethics could rest. What Hegel, Marx, and Engels add to this is a grasp of the fundamentally progressive character of human history and a scientific analysis of the internal contradictions of the market order. The philosophical atheism of the dialectical materialist tradition (elaborated by Engels rather than Marx and distinct from the former’s sociological critique of religion) turns out on closer inspection to be deeply in contradiction with their larger system and to be in large part the result of the way in which they read the scientific developments of the nineteenth century, especially the discovery of the Second Law of Thermodynamics.

Given this underlying continuity it should not be surprising that I began to find in the newer, historical dialectics solutions to problems in the older, scholastic tradition and in the scholastic tradition solutions to problems in historical dialectics. During this period my principal focus was, as it continues to be, on rectifying the atheism of the dialectical materialist tradition, and on restoring the ethical basis for the socialist critique of the market order. This meant, as I have noted, regrounding ethics in a dialectical cosmology and metaphysics, something which in turn means answering the epistemological objections to rational metaphysics raised by Hume, Kant and their successors. The epistemological problem had, if anything, been exacerbated by Marxism and by other sociologies of knowledge which argued convincingly for the social determination of knowledge, something which most took to imply a radical epistemological relativism. 

This was the first point at which scholastic and historical dialectics began to come together for me in a really creative way. According to Aristotle, it will be remembered, the human intellect knows intelligible essences by abstracting them from the images we garner from the senses. The faculty which does this abstracting he calls the Agent Intellect. According to Aristotle, the Agent Intellect, in order to know intelligibles, must be wholly immaterial. But immaterial substances are individuated only according to species, implying that there is only one Agent Intellect for the whole of humanity, a position embraced by most of the medieval Aristotelians. This created serious difficulties. For one thing, it made it impossible to explain why we have different ideas. It also undermined the philosophical basis for belief in personal immortality. Because of this it was opposed by most Catholics, including Thomas Aquinas, who argued --against the logic of his underlying metaphysics-- for the existence of separate Agent Intellects in every human soul.

There was, however, a middle position, one which I discovered while teaching Dante’s De Monarchia to my seminarians. Dante rejects metaphysical monopsychism, but argues that the intellectual potential of humanity is realized only over the course of human history, as a result of the cumulative achievements of the human civilizational project. He doesn’t quite say so, but he suggests, in effect, that society itself is the Agent Intellect.

Such an idea could not help but resonate with someone schooled in both Marxist ideological criticism and Durkheimian sociology of religion. Indeed, Durkheim himself comes close to the same idea in the introduction to his Formes Elementaires, when he suggests the social determination of ideas as an alternative to materialist reductionism and idealist subjectivism. What is missing, of course, is the explicit commitment to realism which is behind Dante’s suggestion. If society is the agent intellect then it is both collective and individual, internalized differently by different individuals with different social positions. Each person and each society sees the world differently, in the light of the social structures which they live and which thus illuminate the images they garner from their sensory experience. But what is revealed is real and objective. Scholastic and historical dialectics together could thus answer the principal epistemological objections to rational metaphysics.

This was not, however, the only point at which I found resources in the newer historical dialectics which helped solve problems in scholastic philosophy, which in turn made possible a retheorization of scholastic metaphysics which could rectify the atheism of the dialectical materialist tradition.  One of the principal problems in restoring the metaphysical foundations of ethical theory is, as we have noted, the fact that the cosmological foundations of that metaphysics collapsed with Aristotelian physics. More is at issue here, however, than simply the replacement of one cosmological model with another. The very nature of the mathematical physics which became dominant with Galileo ruled out in advance, quite apart from any particular empirical results, the re-emergence of a teleological cosmology. This is because mathematical formalisms describe orders, but not orderings to an end. During this period I read a compelling critique of mathematical physics by a Marxist physicist, Eric Lerner (Lerner 1991) who showed convincingly that the cosmological pessimism of the present period is a reflex of bourgeois decadence. Building on Lerner’s work, I developed an argument showing that mathematical physics could be criticized on much the same methodological grounds as Marx had invoked in his critique of political economy which turns out to be just a special case of a more general critique of mathematical “physics.”  Mathematics merely advances formal descriptions of phenomena; it cannot touch underlying structures or essential natures. This is, of course, essentially the same caution which Plato and Aristotle raised regarding the mathematical idealism of the Pythagoreans (the latter more clearly and consistently than the former.)  This critique of mathematical physics in turn opens up the way towards a critique of the cosmological critiques of rational metaphysics and the revitalization of teleological physics. 

These arguments are set forth in two books, Restoring Reason in an Age of Doubt, and Cosmic Teleology and the Crisis of the Sciences, which I mentioned earlier. I bring them up here simply to show how my work in ideological criticism and the sociology of religion fed into my philosophical work, and how both were affected by my second institutional engagement with the Catholic Church, this time in the context of the seminary system. But my philosophical work has also fed back into more purely sociological work as well. Specifically, the restoration of cosmic teleology and dialectical metaphysics towards which I have been working has profound implications not only for the theory of religion, but for social theory generally. Specifically, it makes it possible to regard the search for the transcendental Good which religion makes explicit but which is implicit in all human activities, as the leading factor in social development. “Once Again on the Religious Question,” previously unpublished, returns to the fundamental questions in the theory of religion which I first took up in “Religion, Solidarity, and Class Struggle,” and develops in at least a preliminary way this new advance in social theory. A new understanding of how human societies develop implies, in turn, a new strategic conception.  “What Can You Do to Change the World?” first published in Dialectic, Cosmos, and Society 13, draws out these conclusions and sets forth a new strategy for building a postmarket society which takes into account the analysis developed in the course of this book. 


