
      
         	
         
      

   
      
         
         
         
         
      

      
         
         
            
            Praise for 
Opening the Field of Practical Theology

            
            
               “This new textbook offers a welcome and fresh approach to teaching and learning practical
                  theology. Its attentiveness to the varieties of practical theological method and its
                  use of a common template across the chapters will help students read comparatively
                  and, thus, better comprehend the complexity of the field.”
               

               
               —Kathleen Greider, Edna and Lowell Craig Professor of Practical 
Theology, Spiritual Care, and Counseling, Claremont School of Theology

            

            
            
               “Opening the Field of Practical Theology maps the complex terrain of this field as astutely as anything in print. Its respectful
                  attention to diversity of ethnic and religious contexts and appropriate methods for
                  them is to be applauded. Happily the shared template across the contributions makes
                  it feel like an integrated volume and not simply a collection of essays. Best of all,
                  the authors come across as living theologians whose own stories and contexts matter.
                  This volume not only talks about practical theology, but smartly models it. Bravo!”
               

               
               —Edward Foley, Capuchin, Duns Scotus Professor of Spirituality, 
Catholic Theological Union

            

            
            
               “This outstanding book demonstrates the breadth in the emerging field of practical
                  theology in the United States. Different Christian communities, related to different
                  ethnic groups and different cultural contexts, demand for differen­ti­ated elaborations
                  of a practical theology that should be both theologically normative and culturally
                  informed. The authors paint a vivid picture of practical theology today.”
               

               
               —Wilhelm Gräb, Humboldt-University Berlin

            

            
            
               “Cahalan and Mikoski have provided a straightforward approach to a complex and seemingly
                  amorphous subject. The common structure of each chapter provides a clear and eminently
                  useful way to engage and understand the nuances within and between various understandings
                  of and approaches to practical theology. Using rubrics that help make explicit what
                  is often only implicit, the authors invite the reader into the dynamic interchange
                  between lived experience and divine activities through a variety of contextual, theoretical,
                  historical and theological lenses.”
               

               
               —Barbara J. McClure, Brite Divinity School

            

            
            
               “A wonderful bird’s eye view of the scholarly expanse constituting practical theology
                  today. Kudos to the insightful editors who designed a set of common categories and
                  the stellar scholars who amplified them in overview chapters designed to help readers
                  understand disciplinary developments. Readers will gain an invaluable sense of what
                  counts for practical theology across a range of different approaches.”
               

               
               —Bonnie Miller-Mclemore, E. Rhodes and Leona B. Carpenter Professor of Religion, Psychology,
                     and Culture, Vanderbilt University

            

            

            
         

         
      

      
         
         
            	
            Opening the Field of Practical Theology

            
         

         
         
         
            	
            An Introduction

            	


            
         

         
         
         
            	
            Edited by

            	
            Kathleen A. Cahalan and Gordon S. Mikoski

            





            
         

         
         
         

         
         
         
            	
            ROWMAN & LITTLEFIELD

            	
            Lanham • Boulder • New York • Toronto • Plymouth, UK

            
         

         
         
      

      
         
         
         
            	
            Published by Rowman & Littlefield

            	
            4501 Forbes Boulevard, Suite 200, Lanham, Maryland 20706

            	
            www.rowman.com

            	

            	
            10 Thornbury Road, Plymouth PL6 7PP, United Kingdom

            	

            	
            Copyright © 2014 by Rowman & Littlefield

            	

            	
            All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical
               means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission
               from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.
            

            	

            	
            British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information Available

            	

            
         

         
         
         
            	
            Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

            	
            Opening the field of practical theology : an introduction / edited by Kathleen A.
               Cahalan and Gordon S. Mikoski.
            

            	
            pages cm

            	
            Includes bibliographical references and index.

            	
            ISBN 978-0-7425-6125-0 (cloth : alk. paper) — ISBN 978-0-7425-6126-7 (pbk. : alk.
               paper) — ISBN 978-1-4422-3251-8 (electronic)
            

            	
            1.  Theology, Practical.  I. Cahalan, Kathleen A., editor of compilation. II. Mikoski,
               Gordon S., editor of compilation.
            

            	
            BV2.O64 2014

            	
            253—dc23

            	
            2013048467

            	

            
         

         
         
         
            	
             TM The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National
               Standard for Information Sciences Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials,
               ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.
            

            	

            	
            Printed in the United States of America

            
         

         
      

      
         
         
            
            To our teachers, mentors, colleagues, students, and friends—

            
            all those who formed us as practical theologians,

            
            we dedicate this work to you

            

            
         

         
      

   
      Acknowledgments

      
      
      We would like to thank Dorothy Bass and Craig Dykstra, who invited us to participate
         in a seminar on practical theology and ministry that culminated in the book For Life Abundant: Practical Theology, Theological Education, and Christian Ministry
            (2008). We met during that seminar and presented a map of practical theology, which eventuated
         in a book outline. We would have not completed it, however, without the generous contributions
         of our authors. We also want to thank our editor at Rowman & Littlefield, Sarah Stanton,
         for her guidance in the bookmaking process, and Katherine Obermueller Unruh, a graduate
         student at Princeton Seminary who helped prepare the manuscript for publication. We
         also give thanks for Jennifer DiRicco, Gordon’s administrative assistant at Princeton
         Seminary, who greatly aided the production of the book at several key points. Finally
         a special thanks to our colleagues and students at Princeton Seminary and Saint John’s
         Seminary and School of Theology and our colleagues in the Association of Practical
         Theology, all of whom have shaped us as practical theologians. We hope this book will
         serve our common efforts.
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 1

      Introduction

      
         
         
      

      
      What do practical theologians say about the nature and task of our field? Even though
         we differ among ourselves about a range of issues from method to theological norms
         to the use of the human sciences or cognate fields of study that we engage, it remains
         that as practical theologians we share a number of core commitments. The unity of
         the field lies in the constellation of interests and concerns that we foreground in
         our work and how those interests and concerns relate to one another. While other fields
         of theological study also find resonance with or claim commitment to a number of these
         interests, the difference lies in the relative weight, priority, complexity, level
         of engagement, and self-identity with which practical theologians work.
      

      
      The focal concerns characteristic of the field of practical theology tend to overlap,
         imply each other, and interlock. We have identified at least eleven major concerns
         that integrate and guide the work of practical theologians across a variety of contexts,
         intellectual commitments, and specializations. As a dynamic and differentiated field,
         practical theology involves the following elements and values:
      

      
      
         	
            
            Attentive to theory-practice complexity

         

         
         	
            Practice and performance oriented

         

         
         	
            Oriented to multidimensional dynamics of social context and embodiment 

         

         
         	
            Holistic

         

         
         	
            Interdisciplinary 

         

         
         	
            Open-ended, flexible, and porous

         

         
         	
            Theologically normed

         

         
         	
            Hermeneutical

         

         
         	
            Interventionist and critically constructive 

         

         
         	
            Teleological and eschatological 

         

         
         	
            Self-reflective and self-identified

         

      

      
      Practical theologians do not claim to exercise sole or proprietary control over these
         concerns or particular constellations of them. While recognizing that others also
         care about these issues, we seek to attend to all or most of these concerns as we
         go about our work. The ways in which practical theologians put these concerns together
         give rise to a number of trajectories or approaches to the field and allow us to establish
         and maintain disciplinary integrity. The field simultaneously builds bridges of understanding
         and collaboration with scholars in theological education and the wider academy, as
         well as with practicing religious leaders and others in the churches. In order to
         better understand practical theology, we offer a brief description of the key features
         here, which are treated more fully in the chapters that follow. 
      

      
      Key Features of Practical Theology

      
      Attentive to Theory-Practice Complexity

      
      Practical theology engages the complex interplay of theory and practice in a focal
         way. People who work in this area affirm that theory and practice imply and shape
         each other. Practice gives rise to theory, while theory often has practical implications.
         Trying to understand and explain human action and thought requires complex theoretical
         frameworks. Theoretical frameworks, in turn, arise out of reflection upon actions
         and practices.
      

      
      Methods in practical theology often bear witness to the complexity of the theory-practice
         relationship. Often practical theologians will use a spatial metaphor to describe
         this complexity. For instance, some agree with Richard Osmer that the interplay between
         the elements of practical theology functions as an infinite loop or spiral.[1]  Other practical theologians prefer Don Browning’s proposal of the triangle—a thoroughly
         practical approach to practical theology begins with a base in practice, moves toward
         theoretical reflection, and returns to practice.[2]  Nearly all practical theologians today agree that there is no straight line from
         theory to practice.
      

      
      Practice and Performance Oriented

      
      Attending to the dynamic interplay of theory-practice, practical theologians also
         pay particular attention to the complex, multilayered ways individuals and communities
         engage in patterns of practice. Clusters of coordinated and purposeful behaviors or
         actions form practices. Whether in more restricted (e.g., practices of hospitality)
         or more expansive notions of practice (e.g., the practice of discipleship), many practical
         theologians, in recent decades, have emphasized the importance of understanding and
         proposing specifically religious practices for individuals and communities.
      

      
      Practical theologians also lift up the importance of performance. When working with
         theological students or religious leaders, we insist upon the embodied expression
         of particular kinds of knowledge. For example, students learning to become effective
         preachers require training in how to use their voices (projection, tone, and volume),
         hands, and eyes, and how to stand. They practice their way into establishing a rapport
         and relational presence with a congregation through the act of preaching. In addition,
         practical theologians, particularly in theological education settings, place a high
         priority on reflective and formative assessment of performance.
      

      
      Oriented to Multidimensional Dynamics of Social Context 
and Embodiment
      

      
      Related to the complexities of both the theory-practice relationship and to the multilayered
         realities of practices, we take context seriously and we ground our work in specific
         times and places with particular groups of people. Just as there is no Christian education
         or pastoral care in the abstract, practical theologians generally involve real-life
         situations and “facts on the ground.” In this, we demonstrate a strong preference
         for Aristotelian concretion and realism over Platonic abstraction and idealism. Even
         more strongly than Aristotle, though, practical theologians embrace the inescapable
         fact that human beings live in particular times, places, and cultures. Central to
         our task today is an emphasis on race, ethnicity, gender, class, and sexual orientation
         arising from the situated and embodied character of human life.
      

      
      In order to access and understand lived human experience in context, we employ a variety
         of empirical research tools from the human sciences such as psychology, sociology,
         and cultural anthropology. Some conduct their own empirical research on contexts and
         others rely on research conducted by other practical theologians or by researchers
         in the human sciences.
      

      
      The multilayered and continuously changing aspects of embodied human life lived in
         particular contexts make it possible to see why practical theologians strongly reject
         the nineteenth-century “applied theology” paradigm for their work. Application of
         supposedly unchanging theological principles depends, in part, on a static and relatively
         uncomplicated target. If the target moves and has multiple dimensions, every attempt
         to apply theological principles without engaging in a serious effort to understand
         a particular context will miss the desired target.
      

      
      Holistic

      
      Human experience is not limited to ideas and the life of the mind, but involves other
         features of human knowing and embodiment—emotions, intuition, imagination, and relationality.
         Understanding the dynamics of the self in relation to others, to the physical environment,
         to time and history, and to cultural and social dynamics is central to the practical
         theological task. For these reasons, practical theology cannot rest satisfied with
         treatment of ideas and thoughts alone, but must engage a broad range of human experience.
         In order to take such experience seriously as it is actually lived in particular contexts
         and living communities, practical theology necessarily grapples with understanding
         and articulating a holistic approach to human life.
      

      
      Interdisciplinary

      
      Practical theologians regularly engage fields of knowledge beyond our own. We interact
         appreciatively and critically with scholarship and teaching in other theological fields
         such as biblical studies, church history, systematic theology, and theological ethics.
         We also engage a wide range of nontheological disciplines including psychology, sociology,
         cultural anthropology, performance studies, neuroscience, the learning sciences, communication
         studies, philosophical hermeneutics, history, and economics. While particular practical
         theologians use the social sciences in diverse ways, we share a commitment to critically
         engage multiple sources available to us that can shed light on our work. Practical
         theologians such as Johannes van der Ven and Richard Osmer have argued that practical
         theologians themselves need to become competent and adept at conducting their own
         social science empirical research.[3]  Other practical theologians make judicious and critical use of social science research
         conducted by researchers within the various social science fields.
      

      
      Open-Ended, Flexible, and Porous

      
      Because practical theologians study the complex, multilayered experience of real people
         in particular communities, our work remains provisional and open-ended. No single
         practical theologian or research team could claim exhaustive knowledge of an individual,
         community, or problem. We can always learn more and come to new insights. Moreover,
         the conclusions at which we arrive and the interventions we prescribe can change or
         be reframed with new, better, or different data and interpretive perspectives.
      

      
      Dealing with complex and ever-changing subject matter requires practical theologians
         to improvise. New problems or unanticipated roadblocks often require an ability to
         think beyond accepted parameters and established procedures. The best-laid research
         plans often require modification in the process of carrying them out. Similarly, the
         results of practical theological research have a provisional and revisable character.
      

      
      Due to the complexity of our work’s focus and the difficulties inherent in interdisciplinary
         work, practical theology draws from and opens out to other fields of study. While
         the field taken as a whole has a discernible shape, a growing literature, and an ever-developing
         set of disciplinary norms and accumulated wisdom, practical theology has porous boundaries.
         It overlaps with and runs parallel to endeavors such as liberation, liturgical, and
         constructive theology as well as theological ethics, biblical studies, and church
         history, especially when those disciplines turn to concerns of embodiment, context,
         and practice.
      

      
      Theologically Normed

      
      Inasmuch as practical theologians work as theologians, we operate by theological perspectives,
         standards, and commitments. Taken as a whole, one can find a wide array of theological
         orientations among practical theologians. We share, though, the conviction and the
         practice of theological reflection as a key element of our work. Unlike those who
         work strictly in the social sciences, practical theologians are not content with rich
         and nuanced descriptions of lived human experience. Rather we push from description
         and understanding toward significance and impact for the communities we serve. Practical
         theologians know and take responsibility for the fact that each phase of our work
         operates by explicit and implicit theological commitments. Even in deciding upon what
         counts as a focus for our work, practical theologians are shaped by theological norms
         and values. Practical theologians reflect on the contours of lived human experience
         in relation to a wide range of theological issues including the transcendence and
         immanence of God, the problem of evil and human suffering, human knowing, means of
         change and transformation, and the relationship between divine and human action.
      

      
      Practical theologians often make the case that the meaning of traditional theological
         teachings cannot be known apart from testing or assessment in human life. Others argue
         that traditional theological tenets need revision or even fundamental reworking in
         the light of contemporary human experience. Some even make the bold case that new
         theological insight can come about through empirically based investigations of human
         experiences in particular contexts.
      

      
      Hermeneutical

      
      Practical theologians typically recognize the importance and rigors of interpretation
         throughout our work. We know that every reading of a sacred text, every practice engaged,
         and every theory developed reflects hermeneutical commitments of various kinds. Practical
         theologians operate with the awareness that there is no innocent or naive access to
         reality as such and that every issue raised for theological inquiry requires interpretation
         from a particular point of view with a set of commitments and power negotiations at
         work. We interpret many kinds of texts—the written word offered in a variety of genres
         such as sacred texts, literature, poetry, and theoretical analyses as well as orality
         expressed in music, proclamation, storytelling, preaching, prayer, and debate, to
         name a few.
      

      
      Interventionist and Critically Constructive

      
      As mentioned previously, practical theologians cannot and do not rest content with
         understanding and explanation; we are committed to asking “so what?” Practical theologians
         are unapologetic change agents. Much of our work aims at critically assessing what
         is destructive and diminishing of our lives and what can be changed in order that
         individuals, communities, or societies can strive toward a more just common good.
         But not all practical theologians provide detailed plans of action. We do, however,
         at a minimum, offer principles and guidelines within which specific plans of action
         could be developed, including the ways in which practical theological knowledge is
         produced and disseminated.
      

      
      Teleological and Eschatological

      
      Practical theologians’ work is most often executed on behalf of human communities
         and the wider creation. It operates within an ultimate horizon, a vision of the eschatological
         promise. Often embedded in our prescriptions for change one can discern our interpretation
         of that vision, seeking to further God’s work in and for the world. Much of practical
         theology, as is displayed in the chapters in this book, uses teleological language
         such as integration, reconciliation, human flourishing, and peace, but it does so
         within an analysis of the incomplete, halting, and fractured existence of human lives
         and the natural world. Because practical theology attends to the concrete and particular,
         its presentation of the teleological and eschatological character of the Christian
         life cannot be simplistic. Thus, practical theologians wrestle with the tension between
         claiming Christian hope in God’s purposes for all creation while at the same time
         recognizing the many ways in which this vision is not our current reality.
      

      
      Self-Reflective and Self-Identified

      
      Aware of the dynamics and challenges of interpretation, practical theologians are
         self-reflexive. Modernity’s belief that empirical or interpretive intellectual work
         can be done with strict objectivity has been abandoned by most. In the postmodern
         era, practical theologians identify themselves in their work and give some account
         of their investment, commitments, and agendas. We realize that researcher and research
         function in a dialectical continuum in which both are in play. We know that what we
         see arises from our biases and precommitments. While there is no escaping this fact,
         practical theologians today take ethical responsibility for the way we position ourselves
         in our work.
      

      
      In addition to intentional self-reflexivity, practical theologians often identify
         with the language and social networks associated with the field of practical theology.
         Even though our work overlaps, sometimes quite considerably, with that of those who
         work in other theological areas, we tend to describe ourselves as members of the guild
         of practical theologians. This makes it possible for us to claim the constellation
         of elements and commitments described here. Conversely, practical theologians tend
         to avoid claiming that people doing liberation or contextual theology, for example,
         are somehow secretly or unconsciously practical theologians. Self-description functions
         as a key part of self-determination and autonomy. Self-identification, therefore,
         functions as one of the markers of a practical theologian.
      

      
      Practical theologians employ different ways of combining these core elements into
         coherent approaches to the field. In this book, we intentionally avoid “solving for
         X” in relation to method, since there is no single approach in the field. Instead,
         we wanted to affirm the plurality and multiplicity of approaches in the field, especially
         for students entering the field for the first time. Readers will readily discern overlap
         and family resemblances among the approaches represented here. The irreducible plurality
         represented in this book provides something of a snapshot of the character and richness
         of contemporary practical theology.
      

      
      Plan of the Book

      
      The various “openings” into practical theology we include here provide evidence for
         the diverse approaches and perspectives in our situation today.[4]  We have elected to use the term “opening” in the title, rather than “models,” since
         the language of models and types tends to result in conceptual entities abstract from
         the messiness and complexity of actual practice. Instead, we have opted for terms
         such as “openings” and “approaches” in order to reflect the provisional, often permeable,
         and, at least in principle, open-ended and collaborative character in which colleagues
         engage in disciplinary conversation. The language of openings allows for both clarity
         of definition and, at the same time, porosity of boundaries that strike us as maximally
         helpful in understanding the field today.
      

      
      In order to aid comparison across the chapters as well as to enable baseline analysis
         of particular approaches to practical theology, each chapter utilizes a common template,
         based on the key features discussed above. Each author analyzes and discusses their
         approach through the following elements:
      

      
       

      
      
         	
            
            Historical Context

         

         
         	
            Orientation and Key Features

         

         
         	
            Norms and Sources of Authority

         

         
         	
            Views of the Theory-Practice Relationship

         

         
         	
            Role of and Approach to Contexts

         

         
         	
            Interdisciplinary Conversation Partners

         

         
         	
            Areas of Current and Future Research

         

         
         	
            Suggested Readings

         

      

      
      Due to the variety of approaches selected for the book, these elements look different
         across the chapters. While every author covers the categories in the template, some
         approaches require relatively more and others relatively less treatment.
      

      
      After considerable conversation with the authors about potential groupings or subheadings
         for the various approaches included here, we decided to arrange the table of contents
         in alphabetical form by approach. We decided for a simple organizational principle
         rather than creating an order according to some other principle. We hope this text,
         with its simple format, can be used by students entering the field of practical theology
         and that they, and their teachers, will read the content in multiple ways, grouping
         the approaches as best fits their situation and interests. In this regard, reading
         the book in chapter order may not make the most sense. The approaches included here
         could be organized credibly in relation to several different organizational schemas;
         we could have organized the approaches in chronological and historical order, by method,
         or in thematic clusters. In fact, we created three alternative tables of contents
         other than alphabetical order and offer them here by way of example—by method, by
         ecclesial tradition of the author, and by ethnic or gender identity.
      

      
      Alternative Tables of Contents

      
      By Method

      
      Hermeneutical:

      
      
         
         	
            Contextual Theology as Practical Theology, Stephen Bevans SVD

         

         
         	
            Hermeneutics in Protestant Practical Theology, Sally A. Brown

         

         
         	
            Hermeneutics in Roman Catholic Practical Theology, Claire E. Wolfteich

         

         
         	
            Religious Practices in Practical Theology, Don C. Richter

         

      

      
      Liberationist:

      
      
         
         	
            African American Practical Theology, Dale P. Andrews

         

         
         	
            Asian American Practical Theology, Courtney T. Goto

         

         
         	
            Feminist and Womanist Practical Theology, Joyce Ann Mercer

         

         
         	
            Liberation Practical Theology, Katherine Turpin

         

         
         	
            Postmodern Practical Theology, Tom Beaudoin

         

         
         	
            U.S. Latino/a Practical Theology, Hosffman Ospino

         

         
         	
            White Practical Theology, Tom Beaudoin and Katherine Turpin

         

      

      
      Transformational:

      
      
         
         	
            Evangelical Practical Theology, Andrew Root

         

         
         	
            Neo-Protestant Practical Theology, Gordon S. Mikoski

         

      

      
      Applied:

      
      
         	
            Roman Catholic Pastoral Theology, Kathleen A. Cahalan

         

      

      
      Empirical:

      
      
         
         	
            Empirical Practical Theology, Richard Osmer

         

      

      
      By Ecclesial Tradition of the Author

      
      Roman Catholic:

      
      
         
         	
            Contextual Theology as Practical Theology, Stephen Bevans SVD

         

         
         	
            Hermeneutics in Roman Catholic Practical Theology, Claire E. Wolfteich

         

         
         	
            Postmodern Practical Theology, Tom Beaudoin

         

         
         	
            Roman Catholic Pastoral Theology, Kathleen A. Cahalan

         

         
         	
            U.S. Latino/a Practical Theology, Hosffman Ospino

         

         
         	
            White Practical Theology, Tom Beaudoin and Katherine Turpin

         

      

      
      Protestant:

      
      
         
         	
            African American Practical Theology, Dale P. Andrews

         

         
         	
            Asian American Practical Theology, Courtney T. Goto

         

         
         	
            Empirical Practical Theology, Richard Osmer

         

         
         	
            Evangelical Practical Theology, Andrew Root

         

         
         	
            Feminist and Womanist Practical Theology, Joyce Ann Mercer

         

         
         	
            Hermeneutics in Protestant Practical Theology, Sally A. Brown

         

         
         	
            Liberation Practical Theology, Katherine Turpin

         

         
         	
            Neo-Protestant Practical Theology, Gordon S. Mikoski

         

         
         	
            Religious Practices in Practical Theology, Don C. Richter

         

         
         	
            White Practical Theology, Tom Beaudoin and Katherine Turpin

         

      

      
      By Ethnic or Gender Identity

      
      In Relation to Particular Identity Markers:

      
      
         
         	
            African American Practical Theology, Dale P. Andrews

         

         
         	
            Asian American Practical Theology, Courtney T. Goto

         

         
         	
            Feminist and Womanist Practical Theology, Joyce Ann Mercer

         

         
         	
            U.S. Latino/a Practical Theology, Hosffman Ospino

         

         
         	
            White Practical Theology, Tom Beaudoin and Katherine Turpin

         

      

      
      Cutting across Ethnic and Gender Identity:

      
      
         
         	
            Contextual Theology as Practical Theology, Stephen Bevans SVD

         

         
         	
            Empirical Practical Theology, Richard Osmer

         

         
         	
            Evangelical Practical Theology, Andrew Root

         

         
         	
            Hermeneutics in Protestant Practical Theology, Sally A. Brown

         

         
         	
            Hermeneutics in Roman Catholic Practical Theology, Claire E. Wolfteich

         

         
         	
            Liberation Practical Theology, Katherine Turpin

         

         
         	
            Neo-Protestant Practical Theology, Gordon S. Mikoski

         

         
         	
            Postmodern Practical Theology, Tom Beaudoin

         

         
         	
            Religious Practices in Practical Theology, Don C. Richter

         

         
         	
            Roman Catholic Pastoral Theology, Kathleen A. Cahalan

         

      

      
      These alternative organizational schemas do not by any means exhaust the possibilities
         for ways readers might encounter the approaches offered here. Hopefully, our suggestions
         will stimulate the imagination and serve as a stimulus for creativity. What best serves
         your study of the field of practical theology? How might you create another grouping
         of the material offered here?
      

      
      
         
            1. Richard R. Osmer, Practical Theology: An Introduction (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 2008), 11.
               

            

         

         
            2. Don S. Browning, A Fundamental Practical Theology: Descriptive and Strategic Proposals (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 1991), 1–9.
               

            

         

         
            3. Johannes van der Ven, Practical Theology: An Empirical Approach (Kampen, The Netherlands: Kok, 1990), 101–12. See also Osmer, Practical Theology, 31–78.
               

            

         

         
            4. For a helpful treatment of practical theology as “activity,” “method,” “curricular
                  area,” and “academic discipline,” see Bonnie Miller-McLemore’s introduction to The Wiley-Blackwell Companion to Practical Theology (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), 4–6.
               

            

         

      

   
      Chapter 2

      African American Practical Theology

      
         
         
         
         Dale P. Andrews

         
      

      
      Historical Context

      
      I can think of no event that more effectively dramatizes the historical staging for
         African American practical theology than the famed encounter between the suffragist
         and abolitionist Sojourner Truth and abolitionist Frederick Douglass in the early
         1850s. Following the horrific retrenchment of the Fugitive Slave Act, a despairing
         Douglass called resoundingly for liberation ethics that could no longer contemplate
         nonviolence based in any means of spiritual or moral reasoning. Truth’s challenge,
         in response, seized the debate with, “Frederick, is God dead?” [or otherwise reported,
         “Frederick, is God gone?”].[1]    Those attending the event starkly faced the debate that endures in the social
         politics of black life and religious practices of black faith. This debate wrestles
         over effective, faithful responses to the cultural and systemic assault of racism
         on human liberties and the destructive capacities of racism upon the human spirit.
      

      
      This historic debate unearths the roots of African American practical theology because
         of the core struggles at stake: how to shape faithful religious, moral, social, political,
         and communal practices that in turn shape human thriving, community, and faith traditions.
         The convergence of racism with other forms of oppression—such as sexism, classism,
         colonialism, and heterosexism—augments the conditions of the debate for and within
         black faith. The historical context of African American practical theology involves
         black religious and communal practices surviving oppression, while seeking the latter’s
         demise, even as it mutates and evolves. Debates over theological and political reasoning
         and practices extend from the antebellum freedom campaigns and hush arbors of black
         communal faith practices, as well as abolitionism and early black church institutional
         formation. We can observe corresponding debates extending from the Reconstruction
         Era through the contemporary post–Civil Rights era. The challenges center on tensions
         between citizenship and pastoral resistance to Jim and Jane Crow segregation, Civil
         Rights and communal church life, as well as black empowerment and personal spiritual
         thriving. 
      

      
      I describe the development of African American practical theology as evolving effective
         praxis that develops transforming practices of faithful living for black life. It
         entails critical theological discourse paradigms of church practices as well as personal
         spiritual and moral practices in the crossroads of American and Western racial hegemony
         and Western Christianity. By necessity African American practical theology redresses
         oppression and supports faithful living in the intersections of sociopolitical and
         economic struggles, engaging with constructive, pastoral, and prophetic approaches
         to theology. We may best understand the formation of African American practical theology
         in relation to the black theology project from the mid-1960s. How and to what extent
         does lived black faith root itself in the worldviews and experiences of black life
         or the spiritual and religious practices of black churches? Black theologians argue
         that black churches and their religious practices have lost essential connections
         to historical black theology arising from liberation ethics and practices of antebellum
         black churches. Historically, the formation of black churches out of the experience
         of oppression reflects the backdrop or bequest for African American practical theological
         tenets of praxis and methodology for transforming faith practices. Contemporary efforts
         among black churches to respond to black theology’s challenges over effectual practices
         and theological worldviews bring into perspective the early underpinnings of black
         life and faith that foreground the discipline of African American practical theology.
         
      

      
      Black theologians Dwight Hopkins and George Cummings remind us that doing theology
         requires deep connections and exchanges with black life and faith communities. They
         turn to narrative hermeneutics through accounts of (ex)slaves to excavate the development
         of religious and cultural worldviews shaping theological interpretation. These worldviews
         and interpretations thereby serve as the foundations of a black “thematic universe”
         of discourse. Even while the authors and other scholars acknowledge the limitations
         of historical recovery through (ex)slave narratives, the critical work of practical
         theology is apparent, though limited more to constructive theology. Current debates
         on narrative sources point to the centrality of contexts, the formations and impact
         of cultures, and their intersectionality. African sacred worldviews and Western Christianity
         collided in black life under slavery and generations of racial oppression. Such collisions
         exposed the complexities of interpretation and faith practices working for freedom,
         the politics of resistance, and human flourishing. Black experiences between willful
         and systemic oppression and the clash with religious faith characterize African Amer­i­can
         theological interpretations of religious traditions, particularly Western Christianity.
         Such tensions form the dialectics of black theology between the sacred and the profane,
         between hope and despair, between justice and injustice, and between spiritual faith
         and communal faithfulness. The work of black theology never escapes, but rather lives
         in, these tensions.[2]    A review of culture and religion is critically helpful to gain understanding into
         the formation of African American Christianity, the black theology project, and African
         American practical theology. The attempt to understand and operate within a people’s
         culture need not perpetuate the praxis or theories of violence in a community’s religious
         reasoning or practices. African American practical theology takes shape when we attempt
         to wrestle with a guiding question gleaned from black theology: In whose social interest
         does our practical theology function?[3]    
      

      
      Hopkins argues that divinity and humanity meet in human culture. Understanding culture
         is the context, then, for understanding the faith formation of persons in community,
         which in the immediate context is thoroughly conditioned by race or racial dynamics.[4]    Power in our culture has been defined by whiteness, maleness, and their related
         economic classes of privilege in society, undergirded with theological constructions.
         These conditions constitute the dominant cultural context for developing black cultural
         and spiritual responses to oppression, even with the history of African cultural spirituality
         interpreting the evolving encounters.[5]    For Hopkins the formation of black theology is rooted in the divine createdness
         of human life and in God’s interventions in the lives of collective selves facing
         oppression. Divine will and black spiritual power direct sociopolitical, cultural,
         and personal liberation. Black cultural and spiritual life engages white Christian
         culture to challenge the latter’s discursive power and seeks to disrupt the hegemony
         of oppression both theologically and culturally.[6]    
      

      
      Because social practices and exchanges of attributed meanings reveal normative values
         and beliefs, they shape culture.[7]    Practical theological efforts, therefore, grapple with culture in the junctures
         and interrelationships of normative values and beliefs among their corresponding social
         practices and meanings. Hopkins draws on African notions of culture, as articulated
         by W. Emmanuel Abraham, to argue that culture involves all aspects of the person living
         with others, including the material (politics, economics), the spiritual (beliefs),
         the emotional, the intellectual, and the ethical. For Abraham, culture has three primary
         functions: a pedagogical function that teaches “common wisdom”; an ethical function
         forming principles of “action . . . toleration and cooperation”; and the prophetic
         that builds on such norms and values toward a desired future.[8]    In essence, cultural and sociopolitical practices signify theological constructions
         and spirituality.
      

      
      Black practical theology, as is the case with black theology more generally, views
         culture functioning throughout theology, and argues that God’s engagement with humanity
         is thoroughly concerned with cultures of oppression. Black theology sees the pedagogical
         tasks of wisdom, the ethical principles of faith, and the prophetic transformation
         of norms and practices to be defined by liberation from oppression in society and
         Western (American) Christianity. For black practical theology, this critical balance
         reflects history and seeks to transform black life and faith, along with Western Christianity
         and society. 
      

      
      Key Features and Representative Figures

      
      The black theology project rose as a formal effort in the second half of the 1960s
         among a group of black church leaders and enterprising theologians responding to frustrations
         with integration campaigns of the Civil Rights era and the emergence of Black Power.
         One of those early church leaders, Gayraud Wilmore, chronicles three historic developments:
         the 1966 formation and published statement of the National Committee of Negro Church
         (leaders) (NCNC), later known as the National Committee of Black Church (leaders)
         (NCBC) with its ensuing annual conferences; the proclamation of the “Black Manifesto”
         and renewed demands for reparations; and the 1968 charge for a new theological position,
         resulting in Black theology.[9]    Wilmore notes that the black theological response had to wrestle with black church
         traditions and practices, theological doctrines such as Christian sacrificial love,
         the Civil Rights Movement’s ideological, political, and spiritual reliance on nonviolence,
         and the exigencies of effective empowerment seeking liberation. Wilmore points out
         that Vincent Harding was among the first theologians to respond to Black Power. However,
         the theological turning point would unfold with James Cone and his first constructive
         theological foray in 1969, Black Theology and Black Power. Cone argued that black theology rejects the white church’s attempt to separate Christian
         love from the ethics of justice and religion from politics. As Cone initiated critical
         dialogue with contemporaries like J. Deotis Roberts, black theology then and now wrestles
         with the tenets and practices of Christian faith, such as reconciliation and love
         along with black freedom and liberation.[10]    
      

      
      Doing theology involves the exchange between divine and human realities. Black theology
         sees the Christian encounter through the lens of God as liberator of the oppressed
         throughout human history, with black life and faith at the core of freedom and transformation
         of culture.[11]    Cone’s development of black theology emerges from a hermeneutics of black religious
         practices that reinterpret black experiences, normative values, and Western Christian
         traditions.[12]    Black theology confronted black churches with a theological dilemma: either reject
         Black Power as a contradiction to Christian love (and thereby join white churches
         in its condemnation) or accept Black Power as a sociopolitical expression of the Gospel’s
         truth. This dilemma reflects the churches’ long and difficult path into the Civil
         Rights Movement. For black churches, the twin challenges of Black Power and the black
         theology project put the Civil Rights Movement at great risk and blurred the theological
         vision behind it. Black theology did not seek to disparage the work of civil rights,
         even while it rejected the sociopolitical platform of integration under white hegemony.
         Many black theologians had been trained in the white academy and Western Christianity.
         However, the theological justification of Black Power was wanting. Black Power was
         the power to love blackness, which thereby entails human freedom and thriving.[13]    In short, black theology argued for faith shaped by and accountable to the people’s
         struggle for justice as determined by God’s gift of life and vindication through Christ’s
         solidarity with the suffering and the marginalized.
      

      
      The theological starting point for black theology is in black experience (and not
         in the particularity or essentialism of the prevailing white Western theological traditions).
         Born in the contexts of the black community and churches, historical black theology
         grew in black people’s efforts to survive, love ourselves, and address widespread
         sociopolitical and cultural resistance to racial justice.[14]    Black theology challenged the dominant culture’s drive to equate the authority
         and omnipotence of Euro-American whiteness or white maleness with the authority and
         omnipotence of God in the power and privilege of divine election or divine sanction.
         It also ponders if whiteness or white maleness is created in the image of God or,
         instead, if God has been created in the image of whiteness and white maleness. For
         pastoral scholars like Gayraud Wilmore, black theology affirmed that the black Christ
         embodies oppressed black people. And as the oppressed servant of God, the black Christ’s
         death and resurrection reflects divine commitment to black restoration, new life,
         and power. 
      

      
      Expanding black theology and liberation ethics, African American practical theology
         emerges into what has been too disparagingly termed as the “clerical paradigm” of
         theological education—namely, homiletics, pastoral care/theology, worship, Christian
         education, and congregational studies and ethnography. In the past fifty years key
         black scholars have contributed to the practical theological development of the subdisciplines
         of ministry studies and thereby advanced the unfolding discipline of practical theology.[15]   
      

      
      One of the earliest figures in the African American clerical paradigm of practical
         theology is Henry Mitchell, working in the area of homiletics.   Mitchell begins with
         the role of culture. Culture reflects the experiences and worldviews of a people and
         is communicated in language, idioms, imagery, and narrative—all of which provide the
         context and substance of preaching. He establishes the groundwork to examine the aesthetics
         and internal mechanics of black preaching. Preaching in culture speaks to the individual’s
         entire being, between personal and communal formation, and identity. Culture is not
         the telos of black preaching, though; it serves instead as the medium for black preaching.
         Cultural insights may come from outside of the immediate cultural context, but they
         need to be translated into the hearers’ worldview. Mitchell calls this process “acculturation,”
         which staves off intellectual or cultural imperialism. It also guards against preaching
         that might otherwise resonate as cultural intrusion, irrelevance, or attack.[16]    
      

      
      Mitchell’s more controversial claims for black preaching call for specifically black
         hermeneutics, the contextualization and application of biblical interpretation to
         black experiences. Though this requirement may seem rather uncontroversial to the
         contemporary reader, in the 1970s—emerging from the Civil Rights era, Black Power,
         and black theology—this claim challenged the universalized context of the dominant
         culture. Black hermeneutics for black preaching involved “an underground folk phenomenon.”[17]    The Gospel must be proclaimed in the culture and the vernacular of the people
         (even translating learned language and concepts for more indigenous vocabulary, images,
         and metaphors). The Gospel must also address the current needs of the hearers.[18]   
      

      
      While Mitchell does not attempt to develop black homiletic methodology, he does identify
         dominant practices that shape the patterns of black preaching traditions. A central
         tenet is what he calls “the behavioral purpose” driving black sermons. Preachers focus
         on how to lead hearers into experiencing the preaching event in order to occasion
         growth, change, or commitment in spiritual or moral matters. This effort aims to motivate
         and transform hearers at the level of their core beliefs and lifestyle. Interpretation
         of biblical narratives relate strongly to establishing core beliefs and theological
         worldviews. Dramatizing the central idea of the sermon in some form of celebration
         empowers hearers to remember and enact what they have celebrated. The aesthetics of
         rhetorical structures, poetic language, and imagery invite the whole person into the
         preaching event dialogically or metaphorically. Such celebration must contain the
         substance of the message for transformation or behavioral change.[19]    
      

      
      Mitchell also develops an expansive set of black preaching styles and sermon traditions
         that shape the homiletic hermeneutics and preaching practices historically.[20]    The formation of these styles and traditions extends back to African oral cultures,
         which attempt to interpret dramatic and traumatic events, along with the governing
         belief systems of “conquering” cultures. Oral cultural histories form traditions of
         biblical interpretation that aided in the acculturation of Western Christianity for
         the empowerment of Africans and their ensuing generations enslaved by Western Christian
         cultures.[21]    Mitchell argues that these black preaching practices demonstrate the interpretive
         syncretism at play in early black religious praxis.
      

      
      The artistry, hermeneutics, and cultural relevance of gospel communication are central
         practices of oratory and rhetorical structures in black preaching praxis.[22]    Actually the performative scope of black preaching is integral to its function
         as a form of practical theology. For example, Crawford’s book, The Hum: Call and Response in African American Preaching, expounds upon the call and response aspect of black preaching. He builds an understanding
         of black preaching on what he calls “spiritual biformation, [a] term that keeps before
         us the particular legacy of being black in America and its impact upon the homiletical
         musicality of African American preaching traditions.”[23]    What results is both a nuanced nod to Mitchell’s notion of the “bicultural” black
         minister and an explicit elevation of the socially and culturally shaped creative
         synthesis that fuels the unique sonic landscape of black preaching.[24]    Crawford deftly unmasks the internal practices of black homiletic arts as a way
         of reclaiming the richness of this oral tradition. He roots the robust relationship
         between preaching and practical theology in communal dialogue. Similarly, Mitchell
         stipulates the building call and response of the preaching event into a celebration
         exchange involving the emotive, intuitive, and cognitive experience of hearing and
         responding.[25]    
      

      
      Women preachers make up a crucial aspect of the black preaching tradition, particularly
         with respect to hermeneutics. Ella Pearson Mitchell’s Those Preachin’ Women challenges assumptions about the ways in which calling and qualification are understood
         with respect to women ministers. Her collection of selected sermons by black women
         preachers reflects an interpretive gaze born from “the crucible of their experience
         of blackness, femaleness, and the liberation of God in Jesus Christ.”[26]    Her text shifts the dialogue on black preaching away from an androcentric point
         of view and toward a more holistic perspective that honors black women’s unique ways
         of proclamation and interpretation.
      

      
      Teresa Fry Brown gathers important primary research in the long-standing practices
         of black women preachers in her 2003 work Weary Throats and New Songs: Black Women Proclaiming God’s Word. Fry Brown expands the narrative of black women’s sacred proclamation beyond the
         pulpit and the confines of the title “preacher.” She incorporates the voices of women
         whose calls to practical theological action have unfolded outside of traditional ordained
         ministry. Fry Brown’s work offers a historical perspective of black women and proclamation
         from the 1800s forward. It also outlines the strategic ways in which black women engage
         physical spaces, institutional enclaves, homiletic methods, and daily experience in
         the process of delivering a powerful, necessary expression of sacred truths.[27]    Fry Brown includes rich personal accounts of black women proclaimers from a host
         of ecclesial backgrounds. While the text is not a prescriptive homiletic project,
         it sheds light on the fact that women’s ways of preaching profoundly expand the conversation
         on homiletic methodology and, by extension, practical theology.
      

      
      Another central figure in the clerical paradigm of African American practical theology
         is Edward Wimberly, in pastoral care and counseling. Wimberly laid the theoretical
         and theological foundations for black spiritual values and their relevance to black
         pastoral care and counseling. He aligned the holistic and therapeutic resources of
         black churches with the social critique of racism and classism in American society.
         In short, Wimberly understood pastoral counseling under the liberation ministry of
         the church. He found that the “liberation ministry of churches includes the liberation
         from external oppression, from sin or guilt, and the liberation to be in a liberating
         community.”[28]    As part of the liberating and redemptive work of pastoral care, pastoral counseling
         seeks to help free people from the internal, familial, and interpersonal distress
         or obstacles that impede persons from thriving effectively and spiritually as children
         of God.
      

      
      Wimberly argued that experiences of racism and related injustice create a distinctive
         corporate nature to pastoral care and counseling in black churches. For Wimberly,
         corporate care means the whole community functions in a pastoral care capacity, which
         is not limited to the functions of the pastor’s office or specialized clinical pastoral
         ministry.[29]    This corporate character of pastoral care emanates from African cultural heritage
         into the experiences of racism. African social patterns centered humanity in conceptual
         unity with all creation. The person and the community directly influence each other.
         Struggles against willful and systemic racism that subjugated and excluded black peoples
         quite naturally resulted in the formation of black communities and churches in fulfilling
         the emotional, spiritual, medical, social, educational, economic, and political needs
         of localized communities. Black churches, in effect, became the communal support system.
         Wimberly affirmed that black worship sustains pastoral practices and values of pastoral
         care. Black churches communicate to the black person values of worthiness, growth,
         caring relationships, supportive community, liberation, and God’s power to work through
         their community to build faithful lives.[30]    Black pastoral care thereby holds together the unity of personal, communal, and
         spiritual life.
      

      
      Wimberly offered pedagogical form for pastoral care among black church traditions.
         Much of this form reflects a survival and growth model, or what may also be described
         as a nurture and refuge model.[31]    Hence, it focuses on nurturing self-worth and coping skills. These themes emerge
         from what have become dominant categories in general for pastoral theology and pastoral
         care: healing, sustaining, guiding, and reconciling.[32]    Wimberly emphasizes that sustaining and guiding are primary interests in black
         pastoral care, supplemented with healing and reconciling in the dramatic historical
         conditions of racial oppression.[33]    Sustaining and guiding take place through narrative approaches to black pastoral
         care.[34]    He finds that narrative black hermeneutics correlate to the role of biblical narratives
         in historical practices of care and worship in black communities of faith. Eschatological
         plots break into the narrative care offered to persons under oppression to sustain
         and guide them in their struggles to overcome, therefore linking black persons and
         communities to God’s evolving story with humanity.[35]    
      

      
      The work of Archie Smith stands as a bridge in African American pastoral theology
         and care in the rediscovery of meaning between spiritual freedom and social liberation
         or reform.[36]    He draws from postcolonialism as well as black liberation theology to align therapeutic
         care and ethics. In this alignment, the former deconstructs internalized oppression,
         while the latter analyzes and works to transform systemic social injustice. Here,
         Smith addresses the dialectic relationship between the individual self and society
         or culture, which he calls the “relational paradigm” operating under goals of reconciliation.[37]    This relational paradigm seeks to nurture reflexive selves sustaining attention
         and responsiveness to one’s own experiences and those experiences of others, as we-relations
         that create intentional, reflexive communities of care.[38]    We-relations also function to indict any contemporary retreat of black churches
         from conscious attention to liberation.[39]    Self-knowledge and liberation are interwoven, for Smith, with communal and social
         justice in the prophetic care of black pastoral theology.[40]    
      

      
      This pastoral-prophetic dialectic remains an important feature throughout black practical
         theology. The dialectic is at the forefront of Carroll Watkins Ali’s work. In her
         article, “A Womanist Search for Sources,” Watkins Ali cultivates black women’s perspectives
         in the discipline, adding nurturing, empowering, and liberating praxis to the traditional
         tasks of pastoral care.[41]    In her book, Survival and Liberation: Pastoral Theology in African American Context, she aligns and emphasizes the dialectic tasks of survival and liberation.[42]    Following in this trajectory, Homer Ashby’s Our Home Is Over Jordan: A Black Pastoral Theology contends that African Americans must be united in a common culture through their institutions
         such as the black church in order to persevere against modern, subtle forms of genocide
         in American society (thus affirming holistic identity in the name of a prophetic call
         to liberation). In order to secure a place for this identity, Ashby posits the book
         of Joshua as a “conjure,” a resource utilized to transform and solidify the identity
         and critical consciousness of black communities against the forces of a racist society
         that would rather erase this cultural identity.[43]    Thus, both Watkins Ali and Ashby hold together the tension between the holistic
         resources of black churches and their liberationist aims.
      

      
      Finally, more recent developments of pastoral theology continue to reflect these origins.
         Both Archie Smith’s Navigating the Deep River: Spirituality in African American Families and Edward Wimberly’s Relational Refugees:  Alienation and Reincorporation in African American Churches and Communities return to the dialectic they helped introduce.[44]    Both works combine a social critique and analyses of the consigning discourses
         and identities of mainstream culture, speaking to the ways black churches have traded
         their holistic foundations for dominating patterns of alienation. Smith and Wimberly
         contend that the black church must extend its prophetic office precisely through offering
         holistic connection to those cut off from communal and cultural bonds, including gays
         and lesbians, African American youth, and people suffering from poverty, addiction,
         and violence. This dialectic feeds the creative tension of African American pastoral
         theology, contending that care and social change, holism and dynamism, survival and
         liberation go hand in hand in black churches. 
      

      
      Soon after and concurrent with the initial clerical paradigm in homiletics and pastoral
         care, another avenue into black practical theological hermeneutics opened through
         womanist theology. The term “womanist” distinguishes black women’s experiences from
         feminist experiences, drawing from the literary work of Alice Walker in The Color Purple.[45]    The two enterprising figures of womanist theology are Katie Cannon and Jacquelyn
         Grant, with their initial central works Black Womanist Ethics and White Women’s Christ, Black Women’s Jesus, respectively. Cannon explores how black women struggle under the oppressive operations
         of white racial, male-structured hegemony and the tyranny woven by “racism, gender
         discrimination, and economic exploitation.”[46]    Her initial efforts employed more traditional forms of historical methodology
         and structural analysis of the confluence of patriarchy with racial and political
         economies that condition the lives of black women. Her subsequent turn to develop
         methodology for womanist ethics explores black women’s agency through their experiences
         as primary instructive resources instead of privileging existing theories of normative
         values.[47]    Cannon employs an interdisciplinary approach with literary and oral narrative
         methods of social and cultural praxis, which develop values and moral wisdom through
         the lives of black women. Ultimately, through studying the life and the literary work
         of Zora Neal Hurston, she observes how Hurston employed religious cultural expression
         from black sermons and prayers, folklore, and music to deal with suffering and moral
         wisdom in black women’s community. 
      

      
      Grant examines feminist attempts to redress exclusively male-centered theology at
         the core of Western Christology.[48]    She explores black women’s religious experience and core beliefs, producing distinctive
         Christological interpretations of Jesus from white feminist efforts (in the convergence
         of racism, sexism, and classism).[49]    Grant makes an important differentiation from white feminists’ resistance to the
         universalizing role that male dominance and patriarchy plays in various dominant theologies.
         She excavates the problematic within feminist discourse that universalizes white women’s
         experience. Expanding Cannon’s initial foray into womanist ethics, Grant established
         similar critique and methods to challenge feminist liberationist theology along with
         the limitations of black theology, as they each are constructed in a presumed singular
         rubric or isolated issue: sexism or racism, respectively. With the turn to black women’s
         experiences and theological reasoning, Grant establishes that a multi-variant construction
         emerges, contending with the convergence of multiple forms of oppression—race, sex,
         and class.[50]   
      

      
      Norms and Sources of Authority

      
      By way of summary, thus far I have underscored the centrality of culture and context
         for doing practical theology that seeks to transform black life, the dominating society,
         both personal and communal faith practices, and even the inherited faith tradition
         itself. The formation of black cultures and their foremost worldviews in the transformation
         of black life reveal normative values and sacred authority. To begin, then, the narrative
         sources of ancestral wisdom and folk religion form hermeneutical praxis shaping theological
         and socio-political worldviews. With the immeasurable loss of ancestral folk traditions
         in black life under racial subjugation, African spiritual values defining sacred authority
         serve to translate black life struggles in the Middle Passage and horrifying generations
         of slavery and racial oppression. These spiritual values have been summarized in tenets
         of harmony with God the Creator, harmony within and among humanity, and harmony throughout
         creation. These spiritual values operate as sacred authority for the normative values
         of interpreting black experience and culture contending with historical contexts and
         epistemologies of marginalization and oppression of black life. Religious practices
         and theological worldviews thereby seek human wholeness and flourishing of black life
         in personal and communal praxis of meaning-making and justice-making.
      

      
      In the transformation of American or Western Christianity for black life through black
         faith praxis, an inherited sacred authority of the Bible remained intact, in general.
         However, these spiritual and normative hermeneutical values in struggling for black
         freedom in liberation theological ethics, moral theology, and soul theology accent
         normative biblical tenets for re-interpreting the Bible itself and transforming Christianity,
         especially the hermeneutics and practices of white racist Christianity. The principal
         biblical tenets shaping these hermeneutical norms and sacred values include God’s
         sovereignty, creation of black life in the image of God, the Exodus traditions of
         liberation, the pastoral and prophetic traditions of faithful worship and justice-making,
         the personal suffering of Jesus and the salvation of humanity, and the in-breaking
         reign of God revealing an eschatological and empowering vision of God’s will for human
         flourishing and eternal life. These biblical, theological tenets serve to shape black
         ecclesial life and theological worldviews for practical theological praxis nurturing
         black wholeness and freedom.[51]   
      

      
      Views of the Theory-Practice Relationship

      
      Academic discourse in black practical theology is in the midst of a notable shift.
         While a number of scholars in subdisciplines like homiletics and pastoral care have
         engaged the initial conversations effectively, more work has emerged from scholars
         who situate themselves and their research in the relationship between theory and praxis
         of black practical theology. In particular, the writings of Olin P. Moyd and Robert
         London Smith Jr., and my own work operate in the threshold of this transition. 
      

      
      In The Sacred Art: Preaching and Theology in the African American Tradition, Olin P. Moyd largely orients his discussion of preaching practices to offer hope
         and transformative methods for African American church communities. Moyd stresses
         a synthesis of interpretation and proclamation. He posits that black preaching and,
         therefore, black practical theology were born out of the faith journey of people in
         historically and presently difficult circumstances.[52]    The social and spiritual realities of African American people are both an influence
         and a target of black practical theology. Moyd posits that the circumstances of African
         American life are communicated and addressed through the preacher’s ability to “tell
         the story.” By this, he means not only communicating the Gospel message, but also
         connecting with the ongoing experience of people trying to live and find meaning within
         secularized, urbanized communities.[53]    For Moyd, the efficacy of practical theology resides in its ability to offer a
         narrative that provides hope for personal and communal redemption.
      

      
      Moyd intentionally limits his scope by choosing to deal solely with the preaching–practical
         theology axis through a sampling of sermons and theological statements from the broader
         religious community.[54]    His attention to African American preaching and practical theology leads well
         into my more recent observations in The New Interpreter’s Handbook of Preaching. In my entry on African American apprenticeship, I explain how African American preachers
         negotiate the tools of theological study with congregational worship practices.[55]    Theory and praxis are fluidly combined through this process. Additionally, in
         another entry on African American biblical interpretation, I underscore the task of
         storytelling as a critical feature of black preaching. The ability to describe the
         history of God’s work and presence in black life is coupled with the intricate account
         of a people pursuing both wholeness and liberation.[56]    My efforts here reflect the union of proclamation and interpretation that Moyd
         emphasizes in The Sacred Art. 
      

      
      My 2002 text, Practical Theology for Black Churches: Bridging Black Theology and African American
            Folk Religion, is an exercise of black practical theology and an effort to model further work in
         the discipline. I position this conversation squarely within the praxis of black practical
         theology. Praxis drives the practical theological treatment here to analyze how theory
         and practices are (or are not) operating reflexively among black churches and theological
         scholars. The primary goal of this work is to address the significant rupture between
         black theology and black churches, a gap that can be attributed, in part, to a failure
         to examine the effects of white American individualism on the religious and secular
         spheres of black life.[57]    In particular, this effort cites the ways in which liberation has been variously
         understood by black theology and black churches. While black theology identifies an
         apparent absence of liberation ethics in the black church ecclesial model, I suggest
         a paradigm of faith identity as a space for understanding how the self-image of black
         churches has been intertwined with historical liberation.[58]    This enables black theology and the black church to find common ground in pursuit
         of prophetic interests. Furthermore, this argument posits that reconstructing black
         church ecclesiology through a covenantal theology model allows for the expression
         of a prophetic practical theology, while simultaneously enabling black theology to
         find new footing within black churches.[59]    The end result is an integrative design for black practical theology that employs
         theoretical insight in service of ecclesial praxis. 
      

      
      Robert London Smith Jr. probes the function, purpose, and future of black church praxis
         through his From Strength to Strength: Shaping a Black Practical Theology for the 21st Century. Smith names his desire to develop practical theological understanding that draws
         upon and expands the strengths of the African American faith community.[60]    He understands black practical theology as an ongoing investigation of black church
         praxis that operates in light of Christian text and tradition. Further, it is influenced
         by black life (historically and presently) and ultimately aims to preserve the church’s
         authentic and productive praxis.[61]    His approach reflects an attention to the varied aspects of human experience and
         a thoughtfully grounded effort to prioritize practical outcomes. Smith argues that
         black praxis encompasses a range of faith responses in his reconsideration of a black
         thematic universe, even as these responses continue to operate within a dynamic, shifting
         contemporary context.[62]    Thus, in order for this praxis to retain its efficacy and meaning, it must critically
         engage contemporary contexts and negotiate new ways of shaping black church practices,
         for which Smith offers a model for redressing a fading thematic universe.[63]    Smith’s text represents a helpful effort to theorize black practical theology
         evolving out of black church 
praxis.
      

      
      These recent efforts share an explicit concern for a holistic black practical theology.
         These texts are firmly grounded within an ongoing practical theological tradition
         that has grown out of the unique historical circumstances of black faith communities.
         Operating through the lenses of both practitioners and theorists, these practical
         theologians study inherited theories and practices and the challenges of evolving
         circumstances. Overall, such efforts reflect a growing edge in the realm of reflexive
         theory or praxis paradigms modeling holistic black practical theology that place theological
         inquiry and ecclesial practice in service of one another.
      

      
      Role of and Approach to Contexts

      
      African American practical theology underscores that all theology is contextual. This
         assertion applies to the dominant theological traditions that otherwise claim universalized
         tenets, as well as liberationist theologies like black theology or transformational
         theologies like black practical theology. Much of this essay stresses the role of
         contexts or contextual experience in constructing theological understanding, praxis,
         and transformation of black life and hegemonic cultures oppressing black life. To
         illustrate this understanding more deeply, I assert that womanist theology represents
         perhaps one of the strongest bridges between constructive theology, theological ethics,
         and practical theology. 
      

      
      Along these lines, Delores Williams explores womanist analysis and theological challenges
         of traditions in Sisters in the Wilderness. Williams takes seriously the axis of black women’s struggles and faith to offer
         a corrective to black liberation theology and black churches through the strategic
         practical enterprise of womanist spirituality and ecclesiology. Through the biblical
         narrative of the Hagar story, Williams directs attention to theological claims in
         the narrative and our theological traditions between survival, surrogacy, and liberation
         struggles contending with sociocultural, political, economic, and gender oppression.
         She exposes the negative mothering, nurturing, and sexualized conceptions of black
         women in “mammy” images, masculinization or de-feminized images of slave labor, and
         white male sexual exploitation in the erotized objectifications of black women as
         licentious.[64]    These conceptions fit within the American perpetuation of racism, which depicts
         black humanity as morally defective or dangerous. Williams explains that Hagar in
         the wilderness represents black women who do not conform to oppressive expectations
         but embody the struggle against cultural and economic destruction. This vision challenges
         the identifications that black theology and black churches make with the Hebrew people
         in the Exodus narrative. She suggests, instead, attention to the non-Hebrew people
         who are slaves, both male and female.[65]    Williams advocates for inclusive strategies of resistance in black women’s “re/productive”
         history in addition to survival.[66]    She presses this womanist-inclusive paradigm to reconsider redemption theology
         located on the cross, which she argues perpetuates surrogate suffering as divinely
         ordered. Instead, Williams appropriates redemption to the “ministerial vision” of
         Jesus in commitment to divinely willed life.[67]    To overcome the subordination of black women in churches, Williams ultimately
         appeals to a liberating ecclesiology built upon egalitarian leadership in the syncretistic
         black spiritualist churches tradition, which emanates from storefront enterprises.[68]    
      

      
      Building upon black women’s epistemology, community, and praxis for social reform,
         Emilie Townes offers critical methodology to work through biography and autobiography
         for the purpose of reconstructing worldviews that operate in moral and religious reasoning.
         This work seeks to construct reform movements through black women’s spirituality and
         leadership. Townes’s analysis of the life and work of Ida B. Wells-Barnett, in Womanist Justice, Womanist Hope, cultivates normative theological or spiritual principles operating in womanist social
         ethics for contemporary challenges.[69]    The exchanges of womanist culture subvert and reform oppressive practices in church
         communities and society, and offer a critical fulcrum of womanist production of religious
         praxis in communities of resistance and social change.[70]    
      

      
      Interdisciplinary Conversation Partners

      
      Practical theology, by definition, involves a dialogue between the analysis of actual
         situations and the theories and theologies of faith.[71]    African American practical theologians have utilized various historical, textual,
         and qualitative research methodologies to bring their contexts to the forefront of
         the conversation. Three prominent interdisciplinary approaches have brought the thought
         and systems of African American religious life into dialogue with cognate fields in
         the development of practical theology. 
      

      
      First, early in the development of the discipline, African American scholars working
         in the field of religious education developed Christian educational curricula to cultivate
         resources to answer problems directly facing much of African American experience.
         Along this line, Anne Wimberly’s Soul Stories: African American Christian Education develops a methodology of “story-linking” in which African Americans connect their
         personal narratives with those of scripture and black history in order to develop
         processes of liberation and vocation.[72]    Wimberly utilizes practical theological inquiry to make community formation and
         religious education relevant to the resources, stories, and problems of their African
         American contexts. 
      

      
      A second but closely related development has advanced practical theological methods
         in studying black church practices as “resource and outcome.” For example, N. Lynne
         Westfield’s Dear Sisters incorporates both participant observation of a womanist hospitality group along with
         her own poetic voice to promote womanist practices of hospitality and resiliency.[73]    Westfield weaves stories and verse together with womanist theology to create a
         dialogue that explores the practices and principles of hospitality among African American
         women, including their implications for Christian education. Similarly, my own work
         on the formation, practices, and teaching of African American preaching has examined
         both the contextual history and customs of black homiletics, noting the implications
         of these aspects on instruction in the theological academy.[74]    In this work, I utilize contextual and historical methods of praxis with scholarship
         in pedagogy to develop African American practical theology, in this case toward a
         specific end: the research, instruction, and development of black homiletics. Thus,
         this second development has cultivated practical theological methodology in order
         to promote and refine the practices of black churches and contexts. 
      

      
      Finally, a third development directly advances practical theological methodologies,
         such as critical correlational methods[75]    (cf. Andrews and Smith) as well as qualitative research methods (cf. Brown). Among
         these efforts, Jeffery Tribble’s Transformative Pastoral Leadership in the Black Church offers a key example of black practical theology that utilizes qualitative methods
         from grounded theory, ethnography, and participant observation in the context of black
         churches. Tribble conducts qualitative studies of two effective African American pastors[76]    in order to cast a new vision of transformative leadership in black churches at
         the beginning of the twenty-first century.[77]    His theory of transformative leadership springs organically from the conditions
         and interviews taken from people and situations involved in successful ministry in
         black churches. 
      

      
      Similarly, Evelyn Parker’s Trouble Don’t Last Always: Emancipatory Hope among African American Adolescents utilizes case studies, interview data, and observation of black teenagers in the Chicago
         area to develop strategies for black church ministry that foster the development of
         adolescent spirituality.[78]    Whereas Tribble’s work is an example of grounded theory, Parker brings the concerns
         of the adolescents she interviewed into conversation with the resources for emancipatory
         hope and practices from their traditions and social sciences.[79]    Parker’s work bridges the methods of qualitative research with critical correlational
         approaches in practical theology, which seeks a critical dialogue between tradition,
         the social sciences, and experience. Finally, another key example of correlational
         methods may be found in Phillis Sheppard’s recent work, Self, Culture, and Others in Womanist Practical Theology. Sheppard correlates an epistemology rooted in African American female experience
         and psychoanalysis, particularly a cultural reading of self-psychology.[80]    Employing case studies from her psychoanalytic work, Sheppard spells out how a
         womanist self-psychology can utilize the religious community for both mourning and
         critiquing negative cultural projections and internalizations of black female experience.[81]    Thus, in utilizing critical correlational and qualitative methodologies, these
         various interdisciplinary approaches reflect a third development in African American
         practical theology underlying the contexts and praxis (the dialectics of theory and
         practices) of black churches in African American religious life.
      

      
      Areas of Current and Future Research

      
      African American practical theologians face a pressing challenge in accommodating
         models of praxis and methodologies from dominant theological cultures. Across the
         field of practical theology, many efforts exist to study diverse communities to glean
         what we may learn from them, which this commentary does not disparage. Yet, how are
         these diverse approaches heuristic for the discipline? How will we define our work
         as praxis and how will we methodologically shape it for black life and black faith?
         Equally important, black practical theologians will have to wrestle with questions
         over how black experience, cultural contexts, and faith practices for church leaders
         and persons (both inside and outside of the church) offer transforming methods of
         praxis and methodologies for doing practical theology among the dominant theological
         culture and traditions. 
      

      
      A regrettable irony exists in much of the theological work black practical theologians
         conduct in the interests of diverse learning. We have not escaped the marginalization
         of studying the marginalized. We study the marginalized due to the important need
         of further work seeking to transform marginalized life. That work, however, struggles
         still to transform how the dominant cultures of the academy or church study themselves
         strategically for transformation of hegemony. Therefore, three main foci constitute
         the current and future work of African American practical theology. First, the work
         of black practical theology must continue to redress the villainous partnership of
         those theological and cultural practices that often conflate to form racist theo-political
         praxis. The theological work to partner with the Divine to transform oppressive practices
         evolves as racism mutates—especially when unrecognized as systemically or culturally
         racist or when the dominant culture refuses accountability. The dialectics of black
         religious praxis requires cross-disciplinary scholarship and agency with the human
         sciences for political, cultural, and psychological well-being. This work has been
         central to constructive black theology, early African American practical theological
         subdisciplines, the corrective enterprise of womanist theological ethics, and the
         early forays into black practical theology of praxis and qualitative interdisciplinary
         studies. This work needs to continue its interdisciplinary expansion with research
         methodologies and the human sciences in order to produce rich resources for transforming
         black life and the work of doing practical theol­ogy.
      

      
      Second, the ongoing challenges of transformation extend beyond racism into other exploiting
         forms of oppression. Thus, the future of African American practical theology involves
         duplicitous forms of oppression wielded by black churches and black cultures within
         black life along with the dominating culture (for example, sexism, heterosexism, religious
         violence and triumphalism, classism and poverty, militarism, and misguided retributive
         ethics).[82]    Can we develop the defining principles and methods of practical theology from
         contestations with racial oppression that will transform theological and cultural
         power from uncritical maintenance of other hegemonic structures dominating society?
         
      

      
      The third challenge or focus relates to transformation of the discipline at large.
         How may we redress the perpetual marginalization of studying the marginalized, as
         limited to recognition politics of difference? How do we transform theological worldviews,
         religious practices, normative values, and meaning extending across black experience
         to offer constructive pedagogy to practical theological praxis and methodologies among
         dominating cultures? Similarly, Hopkins has urged theological education to turn to
         public theology emerging from black experience and liberation faith.[83]    I argue that public theology emerges effectively out of the transforming work
         of black practical theology with liberation praxis, and in turn would lead to pedagogical
         integration of criticism and self-criticism. In dialogue with the challenges of related
         oppressed peoples, African American practical theology holds instructive capacities
         for the field’s understanding of praxis and methodology converging in epistemology,
         cultural hermeneutics, and theology, along with human and cognate sciences, in the
         enterprise of transforming faith practices toward psychosocial, economic, political,
         and spiritual well-being. 
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      Exploring Asian American (U.S.) practical theologies is a dive into the fray of racial
         identity politics that partly determines who and what counts in the production of
         knowledge.[1]   The “rhetorical space” of practical theology has been and continues to be dominated
         by white perspectives.[2]   Including an Asian American chapter and other racial or ethnic minority chapters
         in a volume such as this helps to offset an imbalance of points of view. While diverse
         perspectives are critically needed, there is something disturbing about the minoritization
         of Asian American and other racial or ethnic approaches to practical theology.[3]   It is all too easy to deal with diversity by parceling out these chapters to scholars
         of color, giving them no other role than to speak on issues of race and ethnic culture.
         This is a common practice in the academy, which makes scholars of color responsible
         for being the perpetual “experts” on racial matters. Even if it may not directly challenge
         the racialized intellectual hierarchy of the academy, either one plays the racial
         identity politics of the academy or one risks not being heard. In contrast, white
         colleagues need not legitimize their white perspectives on practical theology and
         other fields.[4]   They have the privilege of reflecting on whiteness by choice, not because it is
         a matter of survival or because “their people” are depending on it for legitimacy
         or visibility. While white colleagues can treat their race or ethnicity as neutral,
         invisible, or irrelevant, Asian Americans and other scholars of color find themselves
         and their work being marked by race, even if race is not directly related to their
         subject matter or method. 
      

      
      A chapter designated as Asian American risks lending a misperception that by virtue
         of my race and position, I am able to represent all Asian Americans, and I am providing
         a universal, objective view of what is Asian American. Asian American-ness does not
         exist as a tidy, concrete, given location of history, identity, culture, language,
         and religion. Asian American practical theologies can only be approached from a located,
         subjective position. I am guided by my perceptions as a third-generation Japanese
         American with deep roots in the United Methodist Church. As a religious educator,
         I pay attention to creative, aesthetic means of making theological and cultural meaning.
         I came to this work by researching how a Japanese American church in Sacramento, California,
         practices cultural and religious identity formation through play with visual art.[5]  
      

      
      In this chapter, I will argue for the critical creativity of Asian American practical
         theologies, which emerges from the complexity, richness, and marginality of Asian
         American experiences. Creativity is the capacity to make what exists into something
         new or enlivening to oneself. Where there is peace and freedom, creativity flourishes.
         However, creativity also assists in survival and resistance because it summons possibilities,
         grants agency, and fosters hope. Creativity is an innate capacity that develops in
         the earliest days of infancy, long before a person learns to think critically.[6]   However, creativity and critical thinking can support one another. The ability
         to analyze, critique, and tell truth clears away distortion or obscurity to see afresh,
         to propose and test, to bring forth and push forward. New possibilities feed critical
         thinking. Asian American practical theologies shed new, critical, and creative light
         on dominant ways of enacting faith and life, bringing a fresh understanding of the
         possibilities of practices reimagined through Asian eyes. Asian American practical
         theologies speak not only to Asian contexts but make creative contributions to a wider
         conversation about practices and practical theology.
      

      
      Being Asian American (or belonging to any racial or ethnic minority in the United
         States) is an exercise in creative living. It requires Asian Americans to collage
         multiple, fluid images of who they are, where they belong, and how they live their
         faith. Asian American experiences “[are] a pastiche, an assemblage, of political,
         economic, cultural, religious and historical specificities and pluralities, and not
         a singular, let alone unitary, totalized reality.”[7]   Making sense of Asian American experiences is not simply an act of imagination,
         but also involves creative doing, including the doing of theology. The text of Asian
         American practical theologies often draws attention to the analytic work that they
         do. Hermeneutics of suspicion are widely applied. However, practices are fundamentally
         creative, contingent, and contextual as sources of meaning. Credit must be given to
         creativity in Asian American practicing of faith and the role of creativity in contributing
         to reimagined proposals for transformation. Asian American theologies have yet fully
         to articulate and claim the wealth of their creative knowing and doing, including
         Asian American cosmologies, epistemologies, and aesthetic sensibilities—all of which
         challenge unexamined assumptions of the dominant Euro-American discourse. 
      

      
      Historical Context

      
      In exploring Asian American practical theologies, there is a danger of essentializing
         Asian American identity, when in fact no such unified, discrete identity exists. Asian
         Americans represented 5.8 percent of the U.S. population, or 18.2 million children
         and adults, in 2011.[8]   Among them there is no common language, history, or culture. They are more divided
         along class lines than other ethnic communities in the United States.[9]   Asian Americans are Christian (42 percent), Buddhist (14 percent), Hindu (10 percent),
         Muslim (4 percent), or Sikh (1 percent) or have other religious affiliations (2 percent)
         or none at all (26 percent).[10]   Statistics on religious affiliation are crude measurements of the complexity of
         Asian American spiritualities.[11]   Among Asian American Christians, there are also vast differences between South
         Asian and East Asian Christian traditions, contexts, and histories. There are major
         theological differences between mainline Protestant, Evangelical, Pentecostal, Catholic,
         and nondenominational Asian American churches. In addition, there are differences
         between and within Asian American congregations according to whether people immigrated,
         when they did so, or whether they were born in the United States. 
      

      
      In the 1960s, activists began to use the term “Asian American” to raise consciousness
         about a new, constructed identity for Asians that would help them claim America on
         their own terms rather than allowing the dominant culture to define them.[12]   This paralleled similar moves among African Americans and other racial and ethnic
         minorities to empower themselves. At this early stage, the major agenda of the Asian
         American political movement was to eradicate racism.[13]   At the forefront of the movement were activists who helped to transform the academy
         in the fight for what would become Asian American studies.[14]   Despite the conscious efforts of Asian Americans to exert their right to name themselves,
         they have been largely shaped by conflicting images of Asian Americans as “other.”[15]   In recent years, there has also been growing criticism of the terms “Asian” and
         “Asian American,” which not only erase difference or contradiction but obscure histories
         of nationalism and colonialism.[16]   Only a small minority of people of Asian descent in the United States identify
         themselves first and foremost as Asian American.[17]   
      

      
      Christian theological reflection on Asian American experiences also emerged in the
         academy in the 1960s. In this first generation of Asian American theologians, scholars
         made inroads in the academy, which was dominated by ethnocentric approaches to U.S.
         Christianity reflecting the majority culture.[18]   The focus of this first wave of Asian American theological scholarship was to call
         for social justice and liberation from all forms of oppression, including structural
         racism and discrimination.[19]   The first generation “fought very hard for years to gain acceptance for Asian American
         Christians to think theologically and participate in church leadership roles without
         sacrificing their Asian American identity.”[20]   This allowed the second generation to move into the theological mainstream to a
         greater degree in the 1980s.[21]   As a result, Asian American theologians have made contributions to every theological
         discipline, including practical theology. The current generation of Asian American
         theologians represents a wider variety of Asian cultures and theological perspectives,
         expanding the scope of their theological reflection and exercising even greater critical
         creativity in their approaches than the previous generation.[22]   
      

      
      Key Features and Representative Figures

      
      Characterizing Asian American practical theologies raises thorny questions about what
         distinguishes Asian American practical theologies from other Asian American theologies
         or how one determines what counts as Asian American.[23]   Asian American theologies are sensitive to both pragmatic reflection and context,
         making the contrast with practical theology less obvious. Separating Asian American
         practical theologies from other Asian American theologies might seem artificial to
         many Asians in the field. How refreshing this is compared to the historic struggle
         of practical theology to legitimate its method and approach in the face of bias toward
         doctrine and systematic theology. Despite the affinities, the differences between
         Asian American practical theologies and others are important. Asian American practical
         theologies begin and end with practices rather than starting with the significance
         of the Gospel and concluding with implications for understanding it. 
      

      
      As for discerning what is Asian American, parallel fields have faced the same dilemma.
         Determining who is Asian American—and therefore qualified to speak about Asian American
         experience—leads to excluding those of non-Asian descent from producing this scholarship.[24]   Furthermore, the diverse political agendas of Asian Americans make it impossible
         to generalize about a common goal or set of commitments that might indicate what is
         Asian American.[25]   Tat-siong Benny Liew rejects attempts to base Asian American biblical hermeneutics
         on “who” or “what” is Asian American because it assumes “a referentiality that supposedly
         yields identity, authenticity, and legibility” when the essence of Asian Americanness
         does not exist.[26]   In the end, Liew determines who is doing Asian American biblical hermeneutics by
         the degree to which they cite literature from Asian American studies. This approach
         reveals which theological works stake a claim in the larger Asian American political
         field.
      

      
      Building on Liew, Asian American practical theologies can be identified according
         to the degree to which it accomplishes three tasks. First, a work might engage in
         theological reflection on Asian American practices of faith or other practices for
         the sake of transforming them in light of Asian American perspectives. Second, a work
         might cite literature from Asian American studies and other interdisciplinary conversation
         partners that address Asian American contexts, theologies, and experiences. Finally,
         a work might draw on the practical wisdom of Asian Americans living their faiths.
         
      

      
      Exploring the creativity of Asian American practical theologies invites critical,
         creative seeing. There are relatively few scholars who would identify themselves as
         Asian American practical theologians. However, there are other cases where an author’s
         work resonates with practical theology without the author calling it so. Imagining
         Asian American practical theologies involves taking seriously the author’s description
         of the work and appreciating the ways that the work resonates with and contributes
         to practical theology. Identifying literature that does the work of practical theology
         adds to its rich implications. 
      

      
      In his chapter in this book, Richard Osmer discusses the advantages of conceiving
         practical theology in terms of trajectories, which implies direction and open-endedness.
         The image of trajectory can also be conceived in Asian terms as a “way” or path. Asian
         American practical theologies take multiple paths that intersect, diverge, and sometimes
         parallel or overlap with one another and other approaches to practical theology. Though
         several paths are described here, others are likely to emerge. Seen as a complex matrix,
         these paths reveal the diverse, intriguing ways that Asian American practical theologies
         wend through the field, crisscrossing or merging with one another and with other paths
         identified in this volume.
      

      
      Some Asian American practical theologies follow a path that takes congregational or
         eccelesial practices as their subject matter. For example, Rachel Bundang illumines
         prayer circles in a Filipino Catholic community as a way to theologize about an alternative
         moral community.[27]   Tuyen Nguyen explores the pastoral care of Asian immigrant youth and their search
         for cultural identity.[28]   Geomon K. George discusses Pentecostal Indian American ethics centered on the Holy
         Spirit.[29]   One aim of literature taking this path is to identify the unique challenges that
         Asian American congregations face because of their diasporic existence. Another aim
         is to illumine congregational practices for further theological reflection, mining
         them for their inherent, alternative wisdom. A third aim is to offer creative, constructive
         proposals to strengthen ministry. Some theologies taking this path attempt to achieve
         these aims equally, while others emphasize one or two over another.
      

      
      Other Asian American practical theologies move along a feminist path. In pastoral
         theology, Inn Sook Lee wrote Passage to the Real Self: The Development of Self Integration for Asian American Women.[30]   Angella Son has published multiple articles and chapters addressing the pastoral
         care of Korean American women.[31]   Boyung Lee addresses the religious education of Asian American women.[32]   These Asian American feminist practical theologies expose the effects of sexism
         and patriarchy on Asian American women and propose ways to minister to them. Other
         Asian American feminist practical theologies critique and reconstruct practices more
         broadly. Their creativity lies in weaving together diverse strands of Asian American
         women’s experiences, providing new visions of connection and empowerment.
      

      
      Some Asian American practical theologies forge a liberationist path.[33]   In Racial Conflict and Healing, Andrew Sung Park advocates shared vision as a means of transforming han, a Korean term to describe the resentment, helplessness, and grief caused by injustice
         and oppression. He proposes “seeing” as a practice that can address racial and ethnic
         healing from an Asian American perspective.[34]   Another example of an Asian American liberationist practical theology is Wonhee
         Anne Joh’s work. Heart of the Cross presents theological reflections on Christology from a postcolonial feminist perspective
         that begins with practicing jeong, a Korean ethos “deeply associated with compassion, love, vulnerability, and acceptance
         of heterogeneity as essential to life.”[35]   In reframing Jesus’s death, jeong calls for an emancipatory way of practicing discipleship.[36]   Both Park and Joh begin and end with “common human practices,” much as Katherine
         Turpin describes what liberationist practical theologies do.[37]   “Seeing” and practicing jeong are ordinary practices to which Park and Joh give creative theological significance
         for the sake of liberation. 
      

      
      Other work carves out a path of Asian American practical theological reflection on
         methods. Mai-Anh Le Tran’s work advocates practicing “organic hybridity” in Christian
         education as it speaks to a postmodern, postcolonial, globalized, transnational world.[38]   She reflects on her discipline in terms that have been widely discussed in Asian
         American studies and theology including hybridity, transnational identities, and diaspora.
         Le Tran introduces the stories of two Vietnamese American women “to illustrate the
         narrative power and agency in identity construction of hybrid subjects.”[39]   This work gives witness to the ways in which Asian American practical theologies
         contribute creative, critical perspectives to rethink practical theological subdisciplines.
         
      

      
      Some work investigates public practices from contextual and theological perspectives
         of Asian Americans. K. Christine Pae interrogates the theological and ethical dimensions
         of Asian American and transnational practices, including Asian American Christian
         social activism in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina and military prostitution in
         Asia.[40]   Young Lee Hertig reflects on the reaction of the Korean immigrant church to the
         1992 Los Angeles riots.[41]   Work along this pathway illustrates Asian American practical theological reflection
         on issues that involve Asian Americans and yet are broader in scope and implications.
         
      

      
      Together, Asian American practical theologies create a vibrant, intricate web of theological
         and political commitments, perspectives on faith and culture, and approaches to the
         work of practical theology. From this, students can learn that the multiplicity of
         Asian American experiences, faith traditions, cultures, and languages presents creative
         possibilities for doing theology.
      

      
      Norms and Sources of Authority

      
      Some of the creative work of Asian American practical theologies is to deconstruct
         and reconstruct norms and sources of authority. This involves critiquing cultural
         and theological norms and sources of authority, while (re)claiming and proposing others.
         The dynamic process of deconstruction and reconstruction raises challenging questions.
         Which cultural norms should be resisted? What cultural norms or sources of authority
         need to be retrieved or upheld and why? How do Asian American communities claim and
         live the Christian gospel in ways that are both authentic and faithful? When and how
         do Western hermeneutics get privileged? How is any of this decided and by whom? 
      

      
      Asian American practical theologies have often critiqued oppressive Asian cultural
         norms. Examples abound. First, the patriarchy and hierarchy of Asian cultures have
         scarred the self-image of many Asian American women, leaving them with no sense of
         self.[42]   In many Asian American churches, women are denied the highest leadership positions
         and participation in decision-making bodies.[43]   Second, Asian culture tends to divide generations. Expectations of older generations
         to honor the traditions of filial piety create tensions with younger Asian Americans
         who value autonomy and independence learned through school education in the United
         States.[44]   Younger generations refuse to take Asian cultures as unquestioned sources of authority.
         Third, shamanism has been blamed for an overemphasis of Korean American preaching
         on blessing, which encourages the faithful to focus on personal success rather than
         the communal dimensions of faith and salvation by grace.[45]  
      

      
      Turning to biblical tradition is a common strategy to address the shortcomings of
         Asian culture and to suggest life-giving alternatives for Asian American Christians.
         Homiletician Eunjoo Mary Kim writes about the Bible as an authoritative “manual of
         spirituality” for the congregation, mediating the relationship between God and the
         people.[46]   However, Kim warns against the preacher reading the Bible as an objective source
         of truth that dictates moral behavior.[47]   Rather, the preacher’s role is to interpret the Bible from theological perspectives
         that include the communal experience of the congregation, meaning people’s culture.[48]   For example, Eleazar Fernandez suggests interpreting the Exodus story from Asian
         American experiences of exile, rather than of conquest, which speaks more to white
         experiences of colonial expansion in the United States.[49]  
      

      
      In addition to deconstructing Asian cultural norms, Asian American practical theologies
         have also critiqued some Western norms as limited in guiding Asian American lives
         of faith. Unlike white mainline churches, which tend to focus on Christian knowledge
         and religious identity formation, religious education for Asian American Christians
         often entails providing life skills, racial identity formation, and civic education
         depending on the generation.[50]   Epistemology and pedagogy that emphasize individualism and objectivity are prevalent
         in many Euro-American mainline Protestant churches.[51]   However, teaching in Asian American churches calls for pedagogy that honors a communal
         ethos and ancestral assumptions about the nature of education.[52]   Preaching in an Asian American context requires understanding Asian ways of communicating,
         which are not necessarily shared by the dominant culture.[53]   
      

      
      Some of the complexity of being Asian American Christians comes from having what Fumitaka
         Matsuoka calls “amphibolous faith,”[54]   a faith in which multiple and often conflicting norms and sources of authority
         exist within the same individual or community. Matsuoka writes, “For Asian Americans,
         faith is likely to be expressed in a domain of myriad conflicting historical religious
         traditions such as Buddhism, Confucianism, Hinduism, coming together, forcing us to
         live in a state of dis-identification with any existing religious tradition in which
         we find ourselves.”[55]   Individuals may consciously or unconsciously practice loyalties to multiple sources
         of authority (not only Christian) as an expression of their complex, hybrid spiritualities.
         Multiple religious belonging is common in many parts of Asia, where religions are
         not thought to be mutually exclusive.[56]   By contrast, amphibolous faith in the United States is not an organic result of
         being steeped in multiple religious systems whose interweaving has become normative.
         It is also not a privileged picking-and-choosing from multiple religions, which characterizes
         the “spiritual marketplace” of American religion.[57]   In the United States amphibolous faith is a breaking away from hegemonic Christian
         claims of exclusivity and universality in order to remain faithful to one’s multiplicity
         and to heal the alienation that comes from being marginalized.[58]   Amphibolous faith is creative in allowing more and more Asian American communities
         to improvise practices and rituals that draw on multiple faiths, allowing people to
         reconcile a fragmented sense of history, memory, culture, and cosmology.[59]   
      

      
      Because many Asian Americans have amphibolous faith, Asian American practical theologies
         must wrestle honestly with the complex, contradictory lived experiences of faith.
         It is far easier for practical theologians to flatten Asian American Christian spirituality
         and practices in order to mask multiple religious belonging. Granted, some practical
         theologians retrieve Asian practices as a more authentic means for Asian Americans
         to follow Christianity. Some Asian cultural practices, though, have religious roots
         that cannot be easily severed. The deeper contradictions between sources of theological
         authority and their implications are often overlooked. Asian American practical theologies
         have yet to fully address issues of amphibolous faith, partly because doing so threatens
         to destabilize normative claims about the primacy of Christianity and jeopardizes
         one’s credibility as a practical theologian. For some, the thought of publicly ceding
         any authority to non-Christian religious traditions or adopting a more inclusive theology
         of religions may be out of the question for theological and political reasons.
      

      
      Asian Americans cannot take for granted norms and sources of authority in practical
         theology because sources used by Euro-American practical theologians may conflict
         with Asian American cultures and theologies. In addition, there are often contradictions
         and tensions between Asian American cultures and theologies. Asian American practical
         theologies are creative negotiations between conflicting cultural and theological
         norms and sources of authority. What undergoes deconstruction and reconstruction is
         decided “on the way,” as David Ng puts it, community by community, generation by generation.[60]  
      

      
      Views of the Theory-Practice Relationship

      
      Living in the margins of what feels like a white Christian America has forced Asian
         Americans of faith to be resourceful, critical, and creative in coping with and navigating
         the ambiguities of a liminal existence. For example, the lack of published religious
         education materials appropriate for Asian American churches has meant that they have
         resorted to “teaching themselves using implicit and null curricula as major resources.”[61]   In the absence of denominational curricula that could speak to their contexts,
         “Asian North Americans [have] used their own lived-world experience—for example, Asian
         religio-cultural and sociopolitical traditions, Asian myth, folktales, songs, poems,
         proverbs, and teachings from different Asian religions—for their own and their children’s
         education.”[62]  
      

      
      Some of the work of Asian American practical theologians has been to reflect critically
         on the gap between Western theory and Asian American practice and to notice creative
         intersections with theory that have not been previously identified. The experience
         of living between two cultures has attuned Asian Americans to possibilities, fostering
         an ability to perceive what is new.[63]   This openness to fresh perspectives is what makes critical, creative reflection
         possible in Asian American hermeneutics, and the same is true for Asian American practical
         theologies.[64]   
      

      
      While students of practical theology learn early about the dialectic tension between
         theory and practice, it is easy to assume from a dominant perspective that theory
         and practice share the same cultural frames of reference or assumptions. For Asian
         American practical theologians, the challenge of identifying gaps and intersections
         between theory and practice is a tricky, cross-cultural move. It involves critiquing
         Western thinking about practices through the lens of Asian American cultural and religious
         experiences, while bringing to bear the best of theoretical thinking on practices,
         much of which is dominated by Western scholars. Asian American practical theologians
         in the United States are mostly trained in Western perspectives, which means they
         are swimming in the very waters they are attempting to critique. The more assimilated
         one becomes, the more one loses the critical, creative edge to see what is new. To
         stay edgy, Asian American practical theologians have adopted various strategies. 
      

      
      Some Asian American practical theologians have adopted a collaborative strategy to
         retain a critical, creative edge for seeing practices anew. In a collaborative book
         project, the tension between theory and practice is embodied in the different perspectives
         of scholars and practitioners who are reflecting together (and sometimes challenging
         one another) in the writing process. Deliberate steps are often taken not to privilege
         the voice of scholars, who are traditionally deemed as the only experts. There is
         a desire to challenge the “shared underlying assumption that it is the theologian’s
         job to produce theological works while it is the practitioner’s job to find ways to
         apply these theological truths to their ministries.”[65]   In Singing the Lord’s Song, which explores Korean American practices of faith, the entire writing process (from
         early explorations to final revisions) was shared and consultative.[66]   Not even the chapters are credited to individuals.[67]   
      

      
      Another strategy to see Christian faith and practice anew is to stay close to Asian
         American experiences, including how they are revealed in stories. David Ng writes,
         “People on the Way is praxis—a melding of theory and practice. Its theology is a ‘theology on the Way’
         rather than a systematic theology. And the theology often is expressed in story form.
         The reader is left to ponder the story and to draw one’s own conclusions or to contribute
         one’s questions to the community’s search for answers.”[68]   Narratives are a source of individual and communal wisdom that offers critical,
         creative alternatives to dominant theological perspectives. In a twist on using Asian
         American narratives for practical theological reflection, John Joon-Yung Huh draws
         on a Western narrative, taking the metaphor of the bat from Aesop’s fables to understand
         Asian American experiences of bicultural identity.[69]   He encourages pastoral theologians to consider the possible strengths of bicultural
         identity.
      

      
      Role of and Approach to Contexts

      
      Context can no longer be thought of as the immediate vicinity in which an individual
         or community exists. What was once considered “local” does not adequately address
         the interconnected, globalized world that shapes practices, identity, and beliefs.[70]   Where Asian Americans locate themselves culturally, socially, or even geographically
         is fluid and contested. As survivors or descendants of multiple wars in Asia, Asian
         Americans have communal memory and identity that have been formed by sociopolitical
         history that crosses oceans.[71]   Key contexts for Asian Americans overlap and shift, rather than follow the contours
         of geography, nationality, or residence. 
      

      
      There is a tendency in some white scholarly thinking to assume that context is self-evident,
         objective, and unproblematic. In the United States, context is easily taken for granted
         by those who belong to the dominant culture. However, traditional assumptions about
         context are troubled by the in-between state of Asian Americans, which involves dislocation
         from the land in which they reside. Asian Americans are often made to feel not American
         enough by the dominant culture in the United States; however, they do not feel at
         home in Asia either. Some are even accused of being too “American” by their Asian
         counterparts.[72]   In Asian American theology, this in-between space has been explored using various
         terms—“liminality,” “translocality,” “interstitial third space,” and “diaspora.”[73]   
      

      
      The ambiguity, ambivalence, and isolation of existing in an in-between space cause
         suffering and alienation, but this in-between space is also creative.[74]   Although creativity cannot be fully realized because of racism, the liminality
         of Asian Americans offers creative possibilities.[75]   It is a place where complex hybrid identities are constructed, improvised, and
         tested.[76]   They are imagined, negotiated, and performed—not once and for all but again and
         again as Asian American subjectivities are summoned to construct identities on a provisional,
         ongoing basis. Describing the creativity of being in between resonates with the notion
         of transitional space of cultural phenomena, including religion, where inner and outer
         worlds are negotiated in the search for meaning and human flourishing.[77]   
      

      
      Some Asian American practical theologies reveal the ways in which Asian Americans
         negotiate their state of in-betweenness through creative practices. Patrick Cheng
         explores how creative reclamation of spiritual traditions, rituals, and spaces can
         help Queer Asian Pacific Americans (QAPAs) make meaning.[78]  Cheng writes, “These acts of redefinition are important because traditional Christian
         spiritual practices often cannot heal the profound sense of metaphorical homelessness
         and bodily alienation that is experienced by many QAPAs.” Joanne Doi’s work explores
         the practice of pilgrimage to former Japanese American internment camps and its theological
         significance.[79]  Pilgrimage to an internment site is an opportunity to enter into the suffering of
         those interned and their painful experience of liminality that later generations have
         inherited.[80]  This embodied, spatial practice allows participants to dwell in an in-between place
         where past and present, suffering and hope, truth, and silence intermingle. These
         studies focus on practices that creatively negotiate body, space, images, agency,
         and inheritance.
      

      
      Other Asian American practical theologies focus on narrative as a creative practice
         of faith for Asian Americans to negotiate liminality. Journeys at the Margin: Toward an Autobiographical Theology in American-Asian Perspective is a collection of theological reflections about personal experiences written by
         Asian American Christian theologians.[81]   This work might be described as “theology by heart,” a type of theological reflection
         that “looks to the self and the interior life as the primary space in which theological
         awareness is generated and nurtured.”[82]   In the case of Journeys at the Margin, scholarly authors creatively construct complex identities in the telling of their
         narratives. The narratives of Asian American Christians attest to embodied wisdom
         about who God is and who they are in relation. Asian American communal experience
         as a people of God becomes part of the “learned memory” that people transmit by “talking
         story” and incorporate into their being.[83]   
      

      
      In teaching practical theology, one of the first lessons is that context shapes practices.
         However, practices do not merely bear the stamp of context. Many Asian American practical
         theologies show that creative practices allow Asian American Christians to negotiate
         multiple, contested contexts. Asian Americans fabricate their own unique festivals,
         rituals, and stories of faith that give meaning to experiences of translocality, hybridity,
         and in-betweenness.
      

      
      Interdisciplinary Conversation Partners

      
      The creativity of Asian American practical theologies is nourished by multiple, interdisciplinary
         conversation partners, which reveal new facets of the subject matter. To one degree
         or another, Asian American practical theologies draw on Asian American studies, a
         field that is informed by diverse other fields such as psychology, ethnic studies,
         history, religious studies, and theology. The field of Asian American studies critically
         illumines dynamics of power, privilege, and race. When Asian American practical theologies
         draw on this field, they reveal how power, privilege, and race shape and are reflected
         in lived religion and the very ways the academy approaches them. Asian American practical
         theologies creatively combine Asian American studies with a variety of other interdisciplinary
         partners to give voice to marginalized perspectives. Every subdiscipline of practical
         theology has its own set of cognate disciplines to which it turns. In addition, theologians
         who are not trained in practical theology bring their own disciplines to the mix.
         
      

      
      Areas of Current and Future Research

      
      The creativity of Asian American practical theologies is fed by capturing and critically
         reflecting on the multiple shades, textures, and shapes of Asian American Christian
         practices of faith and what they mean for theology. This calls for more focused work
         on particular Asian American Christian communities, especially those representing
         South and Southeast Asian traditions. In many cases, practical theology lags behind
         religious studies in understanding lesser-known Asian American Christian communities.
         Further theological reflection is needed to clarify the transnational identities and
         the theological, political, and ethical commitments of Asian Americans as they are
         lived out in faith. 
      

      
      The creativity of Asian American practical theologies would also be nurtured by further
         research about the hybridity of Asian American Christian spiritualities. The first
         generation of Asian American theologians worked strenuously to legitimize Asian American
         perspectives of Christian theology. They prepared the way for future theologians to
         explore how Asian American Christians negotiate multiple cultural and religious identities
         in their practices of faith and what they reveal about their lived theology. Ultimately,
         this could lead to creative contributions, as the reality of amphibolous faith critiques
         exclusivist theology and the ways in which the inherited legacy of colonialism has
         been complicit with it. Practical theological work on Asian American Christian spiritualities
         could lead to a greater sensitivity toward the complex, inner dialogue of religions
         that takes place within believers.
      

      
      Asian American practical theologies could also cultivate their creative capacities
         by more fully exploring aesthetic dimensions of cultural identity, faith formation,
         and practical theological methods. Asian American churches tend to adopt uncritically
         the aesthetics of the dominant culture.[84]   This reflects internalized colonialist assumptions that immigrants must give up
         their ancestral culture and spirituality in order to embrace Christian faith. Greer
         Anne Wenh-In Ng suggests that Asian festivals and Asianized liturgies can help to
         nurture both Asian and Christian identities in American and Canadian churches.[85]   In reimagining Asian North American worship, Russell Yee asks, “[W]hat if going
         to church on Sunday included worship with movement developed from traditional Cambodian
         dance? . . . What if the Lord’s Table were set and served in a recognizably Cambodian
         way: a low table on a woven mat (approached with shoes off, of course) perhaps with
         sticky rice for Christ’s body and papaya juice for his blood?”[86]   In my own work, I have explored how Japanese aesthetics, artifacts, and gardening
         practices are being used at a Japanese American church in Sacramento, California,
         to reflect on what it means to be Japanese American Christians. The rich art and cultures
         of Asia are deep wellsprings for creative ministry both within Asian American churches
         and beyond. Practical theology has yet to reflect fully on the ethics and theological
         implications of retrieving Asian aesthetics and culture for doing theology. 
      

      
      Except for the few trained in practical theology, Asian American theologians have
         yet to clarify how they would define practice or context and what distinguishes practical
         theology from theology in general. This discussion has been more highly developed
         among white colleagues than Asian Americans.[87]   Notions of practice and context have been taken for granted partly because contextual
         analysis and pragmatic reflection come naturally to Asian American theologians. 
      

      
      In the in-between space that Asian Americans inhabit, racism and other forms of oppression
         thwart creativity, yet critical creativity is the brightest hope for transformation.[88]   In the end, the creativity of Asian American practical theologies pushes forward
         as much as possible. They continually test the willingness of church and academy to
         shift toward more life-giving possibilities, draw from the riches of their creative
         stores, and show promising pathways that can lead the way. The creative work of Asian
         American practical theologies is never accomplished alone. Human creativity for justice
         and liberation participates in the transformative work of the Holy Spirit, which is
         both creative and redemptive. There is no project more sacred.
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      Historical Context

      
      All theology is contextual theology. I have not always been convinced of that. I remember
         talking to a friend who visited me from the United States a few weeks after I arrived
         to study theology at the Pontifical Gregorian University in Rome in the late sixties.
         My friend was talking excitedly about how he had discovered Black theology, developed
         by the pioneer Black theologian James Cone.[1]   “Black theology?” I said, “There’s no such thing as Black theology! There’s only
         theology!”—meaning, of course, the kind of theology I was learning as a seminary student
         in Rome.
      

      
      That idea changed, however, a few months later when I was sharing on the readings
         on one of the Sundays in Advent. I remember talking about how Advent bids us imagine
         the world before Christ as a world in darkness, and how Christ is the rising sun.
         Imagine my surprise when one of the people at the Mass, from India, said that that
         image for Christ was not relevant to him at all. In India, he said, the sun is an
         enemy. The idea is not to welcome the sun, but to escape from it, to keep out of its
         burning and exhausting heat. What I had said went against his experience. One had
         to use different images in India for Advent to make sense.
      

      
      It is to that moment that I trace my “conversion” to contextual theology. Like St.
         Paul in the Acts of the Apostles (9:18), it was as if scales fell from my eyes, and
         I saw everything differently. I realized that the theology I was learning in Rome
         was only one kind of theology, deeply rooted in European, Western culture, shaped
         by Greek thought and the Roman genius for order and law. Almost in a flash I realized
         that there really is no such thing as “theology” as such. For better or for worse,
         there is only contextual theology. 
      

      
      This has always been so, I realized. In the Judeo-Christian tradition, every book
         in the Old and New Testaments was written or finally edited in a particular context,
         whether that context was the period of Israel’s monarchy, the Exile, the oppression
         of Antiochus, the Matthean community in Syria, or a letter of Paul occasioned by a
         crisis in the Corinthian church.[2]   In the history of Christianity, theology has always been articulated out of the
         experience and practice of the church. Justin and Origen employed Hellenistic philosophy
         to communicate the gospel to educated people of their day.[3]   The identity of Jesus as truly God and truly human was developed within a crucible
         of misunderstandings, heresies, and intuitions. Eucharistic presence came to be explained
         as transubstantiation in the context of a debate between Platonism that gave priority
         to the spiritual and invisible, and a more earthy northern European realism.[4]   Thomas Aquinas wrote his great summae in dialogue with the newly discovered philosophy of Aristotle, together with Jewish
         and Muslim thought.[5]   Roman Catholic ecclesiology was forged after the Council of Trent in the polemical
         atmosphere of the Counter-Reformation.[6]   Papal primacy reached its apex in the nineteenth century in the wake of Napoleonic
         persecution and near extinction.[7]   Karl Rahner found the existentialism of Martin Heidegger helpful to articulate
         Christian meaning after the horrors of the Second World War.[8]   
      

      
      In our own time, however, as theology has embraced the “turn to the subject”[9]   characteristic of modernity, and has struggled with postmodern identities, theological
         thinking and practice have become more self-conscious of their contextual nature.
         Already in the first half of the twentieth century missiologists wrote about the need
         to “adapt” Christianity to African and Asian cultures. In the first volume of his
         Systematic Theology, Paul Tillich sketched out a “method of correlation” in which human questions set
         the agenda of theology.[10]   Papal documents began to talk about how Christianity could “purify” local cultures.
         Anthropologist Louis J. Luzbetak in the early 1960s started to develop what he called
         a “missionary anthropology,”[11]   and there began to appear efforts of “indigenous” theology. In the late 1960s,
         theologians in Europe began to speak about “political theology,” and Latin Americans
         began to articulate a “theology of liberation,” defined famously by Gustavo Gutiérrez
         as “critical reflection on Christian praxis in the light of the Word.”[12]   In 1969, quite independent of Latin American influence, James Cone published A Black Theology of Liberation,[13]   a theology rooted in the experience of the Civil Rights Movement in the United
         States through the 1950s and in the Black Power Movement of the 1960s. 
      

      
      In 1973, Taiwanese Presbyterian theologian Shoki Coe spoke about the need to move
         beyond “indigenization” and develop what he called a “contextualized theology.” For
         Coe, contextual theology differs from “indigenization” in that it not only includes
         a reflection on culture, but, as he said, “presses beyond” culture to include movements
         in history and experiences of various peoples on the margins of society.[14]   In this way contextual theology could include both reflections on the mutual interaction
         between the Christian tradition and culture, as well as the struggles of the poor
         and marginalized for dignity and basic rights. In 1975 the term “liberation” appeared
         for the first time in an official papal document, Paul VI’s Evangelii Nuntiandi, and in 1979 the term “inculturation” made its first appearance in John Paul II’s
         Catechesi Tradendae.[15]   Protestants and Evangelical Christians tended to use the term “contextualization”;
         Catholics tended to use the term “inculturation.”[16]   
      

      
      The importance of inculturation or contextualization is basically taken for granted
         today. Inspired by Latin American liberation theology, Black liberation theologies
         appeared in Africa, feminist theologies, Asian theologies of liberation, queer theology,
         Aboriginal theology, Native American theology, and many others. There have also emerged
         theologies that focus on cultural identity, such as U.S. Latino/a theology, Asian
         theologies, African theologies, Caribbean theologies, Asian American theologies, and
         many others.[17]   
      

      
      The full impact of contextual theology, however, has yet to have impact on many theologians
         who see themselves doing “mainstream” theology in Europe, North America, Australia,
         and New Zealand. These theologians—like I once thought as a young theology student
         in Rome—fail to see the pervading influence of their own (usually White) context and
         the position of power from which they theologize. Such a perspective is not easy to
         eradicate. While John Paul II was committed to the project of inculturation, however
         cautiously, Benedict XVI expressed much hesitation in this regard, insisting that
         much of Western theology as it has developed in dialogue with Greek philosophical
         thought is absolutely normative.[18]  
      

      
      The central importance of the contextual nature of theology has emerged as the result
         of several “external factors”—a general dissatisfaction in many places and among many
         peoples with the traditional, Western approaches to theology; a growing awareness
         that such approaches are not just irrelevant, but oppressive; the rise of nationalism
         after the demise of colonization; the renaissance of local religions; and the relatively
         recent “empirical” notion of culture over and against “classicist” understandings.[19]   These factors have, in turn, opened up perspectives within the Christian tradition
         itself which point to deep theological reasons for an approach to theologizing that
         has become self-conscious of the need to root such activity within particular contexts.
         
      

      
      The first of these theological perspectives is the radical incarnational nature of
         Christianity itself. In God’s deepest nature, Christianity recognizes a movement to
         identify completely with the material world of creation and human nature. As the Second
         Vatican Council’s document on revelation beautifully puts it, God “out of the abundance
         of love speaks to women and men as friends . . . and lives among them . . . so that
         God may invite and take them into relationship with Godself.”[20]   God, in other words, in order to communicate effectively with humanity, becomes
         part of the cosmos itself and takes on human flesh. 
      

      
      Second, an understanding of the contextual nature of theological reflection is rooted
         in the sacramental nature of Christianity. Christians continue to encounter the incarnate
         God in the concrete things of this world: bread and wine for communing, oil for anointing,
         water for cleansing, gestures of forgiveness, and commissioning. Such sacraments are
         concentrated ritual moments that point to the sacramentality and sacredness of the
         whole of life. God can be revealed to women and men in the experiences of their life,
         in their struggles for meaning and justice, in their sexual identity, in their cultures
         and cultural practices.
      

      
      Third, Christians discover the “theological imperative” of contextualizing theology
         in the church’s catholicity. Rather than understanding catholicity as mere universality,
         catholicity is a rich reality of recognizing the identity of the local as the concrete
         form of Christian expression, one that is in a dynamic relationship with all other
         local expressions of Christianity that mutually challenge and enrich one another.
         A catholic church encourages the local; and the local is expanded and deepened by
         its communion with the universal. Context is part of the very structure of Christianity
         itself.
      

      
      Finally, and underlying these three perspectives is the Trinitarian nature of God:
         a communion of distinct persons whose distinctiveness arises out of their relatedness
         and giftedness to each other. Such perfect unity-in-diversity overflows into creation
         as the presence of the Spirit and the concrete flesh and humanity of the Word at work
         for salvation in the midst of the human context, its cultures, its events, its sufferings,
         and its joys. As David Cunningham points out, Christian faith in God as Trinity opens
         up a vista of God’s “marks” (what Augustine called “vestigia”) in the world’s events, in human experience and cultures, and in the natural world.[21]   Christian theologians are called to do theology contextually because God is present
         and acts contextually.[22]   
      

      
      Contextual theology is a way of doing theology that takes seriously both the experience
         of the past (the record of divine revelation in the Scriptures and the tradition of
         the Christian people) and the experience of the present (what might be called the
         “context” in which present-day Christians live, work, and minister). By context I
         mean several things: situations that women and men experience, either personally (a
         death in the family, giving birth to a child) or socially (the tragedy of September
         11, 2001, the landing of “Curiosity” on Mars, the ecological crisis); a person’s or
         a community’s “social location” (gender, economic status, generational identity);
         a particular culture (a symbol system that gives order and meaning to life, a hybrid
         national or ethnic identity); and social change within particular situations or cultures
         (the technological revolution, an economic boom or downturn).[23]  
      

      
      Theologizing contextually takes place when an individual theologian or a group of
         theologians reflect on the mutual relationship between these experiences and allow
         them to explain, illuminate, challenge, or critique each other. The conviction behind
         theologizing contextually is that the message and practice of Christianity has to
         illumine and be illumined by every aspect of human life. Contextual theologians are
         convinced that theology is not just about knowledge; it is about life, about living,
         and about faithful practice of the gospel.
      

      
      Contextual theologians understand that theology involves not so much content (although
         it certainly has content) as process. The aim of theology is not to work out a system
         that is enduring so much as to meet everyday experiences with faith—and to express
         that faith in terms of everyday experience. Theology is an ongoing process. It is
         the habitus of praying Christians, of reflective ministers, and believing communities.
      

      
      Contextual theology serves evangelization. Its purpose is not so much to make the
         gospel message understandable or reasonable within a particular context as it is to
         move people in a particular context to deeper faith and to equip ministers more faithfully
         and effectively to preach the gospel. Contextualizing theology is not a watering down
         of the gospel or an attempt to find a lowest common denominator that will make the
         gospel message and the challenge of Christian practice acceptable. It is rather a
         search for the best way to invest the gospel with its full power in a particular situation.
         Along these lines, U.S. Methodist anthropologist Darrell Whiteman urges that we must
         do contextual theology in such a way that if someone rejects the gospel, they do so
         for the right reasons.[24]  
      

      
      Contextual theology also serves pluralism. It points to the fact that there is never
         one way to understand the gospel or to practice Christianity. It points to the fact
         as well that Christian theology can learn from the best in any particular context—any
         experience, any culture, any social location, any movement in history, any religious
         system. It is a witness to the deep catholicity of the church.
      

      
      Key Features and Representative Figures

      
      In contextual theology, experience plays a key role. Contextual theology recognizes
         that the scriptures, though certainly normative for Christian theologizing, are the
         record of God’s revelation as experienced in the history of Israel, in the life and
         ministry of Jesus of Nazareth, and in the earliest years of the Christian church.
         In the same way, Christians committed to contextual theologizing realize that the
         received doctrinal tradition comes as the result of Christians through the ages in
         various contexts who have reflected on their experience in light of the scriptures
         and of Christian tradition. Contextual theology involves what the authors of scripture
         and Christians of the past did: reflecting on their experience in the light of their
         faith, in dialogue with inherited wisdom. As early twentieth-century theologian John
         Oman said so wisely, theological authorities do not so much lend us their flames as
         kindle our own.[25]   Theology, wrote Karl Barth, “does not ask what the apostles and prophets said,
         but what we ought to say on the basis of the apostles and prophets.”[26]   Going in a markedly different direction than Barth, contextual theology emphasizes
         that experience is the ultimate norm for the adequacy of a contextual theological
         expression. A true expression of contextual theology is ultimately what makes sense,
         what resonates with both the tradition and the context, not the mere verbal conformity
         to a scriptural or doctrinal expression.
      

      
      In contextual theologizing, the professional theologian has no monopoly on the process.
         In many ways ordinary Christians make the best contextual theologians. Filipino theologian
         Leonardo Mercado speaks of professional theologians as “midwives” whose task is not
         so much to create theology but to “bring to birth” the theology expressed in ordinary
         life as well as in ordinary conversations and group discussions.[27]   An amazing example of contextual theologizing by ordinary people is recorded in
         the several volumes published by Ernesto Cardenal, entitled The Gospel in Solentiname,[28]   in which the inhabitants of a small island off the coast of Nicaragua discuss the
         meaning of weekly scripture readings. For these Nicaraguan peasants, the gospel was
         no set of rules or lists of facts; under the leadership of Cardenal, they recognized
         it as a rule of life, a guide to the daily practice of Christian living.
      

      
      Every outstanding theologian of the past has been a contextual theologian. Let me
         provide a few illustrations. Justin Martyr’s notion of the semina verbi remains foundational to the contextual enterprise, since it recognizes God’s grace
         and presence in ordinary life.[29]   The anonymous author of the Heliand in eighth-century Saxony presented a brilliant understanding of the gospel within
         the warrior culture of his place and time.[30]   The Jesus Sutras of eighth-century China represent a fascinating interchange between Christian and
         Buddhist thought.[31]   Closer to our own day, Karl Barth wrote his epoch-making Epistle to the Romans in the context of the cultural breakdown of the First World War. 
      

      
      More recently, Louis J. Luzbetak was one of the early pioneers of contextual theology.
         His 1963 book The Church and Cultures: An Applied Anthropology for the Religious Worker is a classic in the field. After it went out of print by the original publisher it
         went through multiple printings by the evangelical William Carey Library. Luzbetak
         attempted a revision of this work in the early 1980s, but so much had changed in the
         field that he had to write a totally new work, published as The Church and Cultures: New Perspectives in Missiological Anthropology. While in his first work his ideas scarcely went beyond the idea of “adaptation”
         or “translation,” his later work goes beyond such hesitant steps of correlating Christian
         faith and human culture.[32]   I have already mentioned the Taiwanese theologian and churchman Shoki Coe. His
         intervention at the 1972 General Assembly of the World Council of Churches in Nairobi
         gave a name to contextual theology and set its early agenda.[33]   
      

      
      Gustavo Gutiérrez’s A Theology of Liberation defined liberation theology as “critical reflection on praxis in the light of the
         Word.”[34]   He emphasized that the theology of liberation was not just about new content; it
         was a new way of doing theology that started with theologians’ active commitment to
         justice and identification with the poor. A few years later in Dar Es Salaam, Tanzania,
         Filipina theologian Virginia Fabella and Chilean theologian Sergio Torres inaugurated
         the Ecumenical Association of Third World Theologians (EATWOT). The edited volumes
         of several EATWOT gatherings by these two theologians contributed mightily to contextual
         theology in the 1970s and 1980s.[35]  
      

      
      Robert J. Schreiter published his groundbreaking Constructing Local Theologies in 1985, a rich, complex work that offered a “map” of constructing a local, contextual
         theology with multiple steps.[36]   Schreiter’s book discussed important and thorny issues like criteria for genuine
         contextual expression, the nature of tradition as a “history of local theologies,”
         and the phenomenon of “double belonging.” Three other important works dealing with
         “inculturation” or contextual theology appeared in the late 1980s and early 1990s.
         British missionary and anthropologist Aylward Shorter published Toward a Theology of Inculturation in 1988,[37]   in which he traced the history and basic principles of doing theology contextually.
         Before and after this work, Shorter published studies in which he wrestled with how
         to make sense of the Christian faith in the light of the experience and culture of
         Africa. New Zealand anthropologist and theologian Gerald Arbuckle published in 1990
         his practical A Handbook of Inculturation, in which he offered important definitions of culture and inculturation and outlined
         the process of inculturation in several steps. I published the first edition of Models of Contextual Theology in 1992. I outlined there five models for contextual theology: translation, anthropological,
         praxis, synthetic, and transcendental models. In a revised edition published in 2002,
         I added a sixth model—the counter-cultural.[38]  
      

      
      Contextual theologians work in many locations around the world. In Asia, Raimondo
         Panikkar, Sri Lankan Alois Pieris, Filipinos José de Mesa and Mary John Mananzan;
         in Africa, Tanzanian Laurenti Magesa, Ghanaian Kwame Bediako, Teresa Okure; in Latin
         America, Diego Irrarazaval, Fernando Díaz, Ivone Gebara, Maria Clara Bingemer, and
         Manuel Marzal; in Oceania, Neil Darragh, Jione Havea, and Jenny Te Paa. In the United
         States, leading Asian American theologians are Peter C. Phan and Hyun Kyun Chung,
         and Jonathan Y. Tan has written an excellent overview in Introducing Asian Theologies;[39]   major Latino/a theologians include Roberto Goizueta, the late Alex García, Orlando
         O. Espín, and Jeannette Rodríguez; a Native American theologian who has made an impact
         is George “Tink” Tinker; and key Black theologians include James H. Cone, Shawn Copeland,
         and Bryan Massingale. Several of the women named above are also major feminist theologians.
         Others, to name only a few, are Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza (German American), Janet
         Soskice (Canadian working in Britain), Elizabeth A. Johnson (U.S. American), Mercy
         Amba Odoyoye (Ghana), and Kwok Pui Lan (Chinese American).[40]  
      

      
      Norms and Sources of Authority

      
      Since human experience plays such a central role in contextual theologizing, a major
         issue is precisely the criteria by which a contextual expression or practice is recognized
         as both adequate to the context and appropriate to the Christian tradition.[41]   This is no mere theoretical question for me. In the years since I have published
         my Models of Contextual Theology I have been more than once—in classes and lectures—accused of being a “postmodern
         relativist.” This accusation I cannot accept. Orthodoxy is important to me. It matters
         whether an expression captures a true understanding of God, or church, or sacraments.
         Naturally, when I say “true” I do not mean completely. No language can ever completely
         express the realities of love, acceptance, protection, and inclusion arising from
         knowing God, living in the church, and participating in the sacraments. Language can,
         however, point us in the right space and direction. In addition, the implications
         for practice that emerge from our language are immense. What Elizabeth Johnson says
         of an understanding of God is true in a wider sense: “the symbol of God functions.”[42]   
      

      
      At the same time, orthodoxy as such does not have much meaning by itself. It must
         be adequate to a context. According to Charles Kraft, a theology perceived as irrelevant
         is indeed irrelevant.[43]  A mere verbal or conceptual correspondence to the scriptures (even though they form
         the norma normans non normata) or to the doctrinal tradition is in no way adequate since these norms themselves,
         as I have argued above, are products of experience and, as such, are contextually
         conditioned. Thomas Aquinas taught how all speech about God (the modus significandi) points not to itself, but beyond itself to the meaning (the res significata) it tries to express: the mystery of God.[44]   Both scriptural and doctrinal formulations are ultimately “fingers pointing to
         the moon.”[45]   The question becomes how a particular contextual expression or practice conforms
         to the truth to which they point. 
      

      
      I conclude that there is really no way to be absolutely certain that a particular
         contextual expression or practice fully expresses orthodoxy. Instead, we must aim
         at what John Henry Newman affirmed when he reflected on the role of the “illative
         sense” in his “method of converging probabilities.” Reflecting on the act of faith,
         Newman suggested that, at a certain point when a number of arguments have been made,
         it becomes more reasonable to take the risk of faith than to remain a skeptic. For
         Newman, no one reason may be overpoweringly convincing; but like the threads that
         make up a strong rope or the links that make a sturdy chain, arguments in themselves
         unconvincing can converge to make the judgment of faith a reasonable act.[46]   
      

      
      Newman’s thought leads me to suggest that there is no single criterion for certainty
         in contextual theology. There may be a number that could make judgments of appropriateness
         and adequacy reasonable. This entails engagement in a constant dialogue of contextual
         theologians with one another both within and outside of their context, of contextual
         theologians with the believing community in an effort to discern the sensus fidei that resides in the community, and of contextual theologians with the sources of
         wisdom in the scriptures and Christian tradition. Doing contextual theology always
         involves both dialogue and humility.
      

      
      Among works that offer criteria that might be used to help reach a “virtually unconditioned
         judgment,” Robert Schreiter’s Constructing Local Theologies has proved most insightful.[47]   These criteria are, briefly, the criterion of coherence (does a particular expression
         or practice “cohere” with the rest of the Christian message?); the criterion of prayer
         (can a person or a community bring this expression or practice to honest prayer?);
         the criterion of orthopraxis (does a particular expression lead to just, peaceful,
         truly prophetic, or loving action? Does a particular practice lead to harmony, peace,
         or the establishment of truth?); the criterion of openness (is a particular expression
         or practice open to the wider church—including its Magisterium—for critique?); and
         the criterion of strength (does a particular expression or practice challenge or enlighten
         other expressions of theology or Christian practices?). In addition to Schreiter’s
         five criteria, I have also found a powerful criterion in an adaptation of Rosemary
         Radford Ruether’s “critical feminist principle.” In her groundbreaking book, Sexism and God-Talk, Ruether proposes that, negatively, if an expression or practice in any way diminishes
         women, it cannot be true, since the Judaeo-Christian scriptures and the Christian
         tradition has as its center the flourishing of the human person. To put this positively,
         any expression or practice that promotes the flourishing of women, that gives them
         genuine life and dignity, must be something that conforms to the truth at Christianity’s
         heart.[48]   My own adaptation of Ruether’s powerful criterion for theological truth speaks
         of a “critical cosmic principle.” In a way that I think that Ruether would fully agree, I would say that
         whatever in a contextual theology goes against the flourishing of the entire cosmos—the
         flourishing of humanity, the care of the earth, the humility that comes with understanding
         humanity’s place in the vast universe—does not have the ring of truth about it. On
         the other hand, anything that does promote full cosmic flourishing cannot but be true.
         Of course, the constant personal and communal discernment is whether the result of
         an expression or practice truly promotes flourishing. But that is theology’s and the
         church’s ongoing task.
      

      
      To these criteria I could add two more. First, I suggest that we might speak about
         a criterion of “reception.” How is a particular expression or practice accepted or
         “received” both inside and outside of the believing community? Even though many bishops
         in the fourth century did not “receive” the Nicene formula of homoousios, the ordinary Christians of the day, John Henry Newman argued, did indeed receive
         it, and even protested when the bishops did not.[49]   On perhaps a more superficial level, at the Catholic Eucharist, many U.S. Americans
         seem to have “received” the practice of holding hands at the time of the Lord’s Prayer
         at Eucharist, and shaking hands and embracing each other at the time of the sign of
         peace. Asians, on the other hand, have not received this practice, and feel more comfortable
         not holding hands and bowing to one another at the sign of peace. 
      

      
      Second, I would urge a criterion of robustness. With this criterion one asks how useful
         an expression or practice is in stimulating new understandings in various theological
         disciplines. For example, the classical expressions of liberation theology possess
         a robustness that has inspired many other kinds of liberation theologies. It has also
         inspired new ways of thinking about systematic theology, liturgy, and preaching, and
         has even influenced the way that theology itself is conceived. 
      

      
      While none of these criteria convinces by itself, when a theologian or a community
         reflects on a particular contextual expression or practice through the lens of these
         several criteria taken together, they can begin to get an idea of the true worth of
         such an expression or practice really. 
      

      
      Views of the Theory-Practice Relationship

      
      Every practical theology is a contextual theology, but not every contextual theology
         is a practical theology. In practical theology one begins from an experience or a
         practice. A minister might experience some kind of failure in his or her ministry
         and reflect with a group why his or her answer or action did not “work,” or why, despite
         the seeming failure, she or he as a minister did indeed do the right thing. Further
         reflection, alone or with a group, results in a more effective practice, or a more
         faithful response, or a confirmation that an action was a proper one. In some cases
         contextual theologizing may reflect on how, in Chinese culture, for example, the Holy
         Spirit might be understood as Qi (the power at the core of the universe). This may
         lead to a new practice of prayer, or a new practice of listening for the Spirit in
         nature or in life.
      

      
      Of the six models that I propose in Models of Contextual Theology, the only one that is completely a practical theology is the “praxis model.” Based
         on the idea that the best knowledge is achieved by doing and that by conforming our
         actions to what we know we open ourselves up for deeper and wider knowledge (and therefore
         more faithful and effective practice), this model makes use of a “pastoral circle”
         with the goal of “savvy action” or “reflected-upon practice.” In my early thinking
         about this model, I spoke of it as the “liberation model,” because it uses the method
         of liberation theology: act, analyze, read scripture and tradition in the light of
         one’s experience and analysis, then formulate an intelligent and faithful response
         or action. This model has the most explicit resonance with practical theology. From
         another perspective, however, every model of contextual theology can be connected
         to practice and theological reflection in relation to practice. This is true, in relation
         to the more practical disciplines like preaching, liturgy, or pastoral care. One might
         very well conceive, for example, of employing the translation model as one prepares
         a homily in a context in which one is not an “insider.” Or one might employ a more
         synthetic model in preparing a liturgy in a parish in which the leader knows the people
         well, and has served in this context for years. 
      

      
      One can also argue that all theology—particularly systematic theology—seeks a practical
         outcome.[50]   An adequate systematic theology of the Trinity, David Cunningham argues, is a theology
         that results in a “Trinitarian practice,” since faith is stirred to imitate the Trinity’s
         work in the world and to participate in the divine mission.[51]   Tanzanian bishop Christopher Maluleke insists that Trinitarian faith is not just
         about knowing; it is also about imitating and doing.[52]   Theologians might use any of the models of contextual theology to inspire women
         and men in particular contexts to participate in Trinitarian practice.
      

      
      Role of and Approach to Contexts

      
      For contextual theology, a context functions as a dialogue partner—together with scripture
         and tradition—in articulating a particular explanation of the faith, working out a
         certain practice, or making sense of a particular experience in the light of faith.
         However, as I have argued in my Models of Contextual Theology, how theologians approach a context very much depends on their basic theological
         orientation and, in particular, their theology of revelation. For example, those who
         employ the “translation model” see a context as basically good and that the unchanging
         truths of revelation can be expressed in terms of that context. For those who have
         a much more optimistic view of human experience and context, it is precisely in experience
         and context that revelation occurs and so they employ what I call an “anthropological
         model” of contextual theology. A “praxis model” would understand revelation as God
         working in the midst of history, calling women and men to embody and assist God in
         revealing Godself and in constructing a world in which all creation flourishes. A
         more “synthetic model” would try to combine all three previous understandings of revelation,
         convinced that revelation occurs in a dialogue with contexts other than one’s own.
         The “transcendental model” recognizes the importance of human authenticity, and works
         at expressing one’s faith and practicing one’s Christianity as authentically as possible
         as a particular cultural subject, confident that God reveals Godself in the depths
         of the human heart. A person who practices a more “counter-cultural model” will recognize
         the importance of context in terms of the way human beings are shaped morally and
         religiously, but would insist that such a function leads women and men away from God.
         Because of this, God’s revelation in scripture and the doctrinal tradition offers
         an alternative vision of the world to which Christians need to conform both in thought
         and in deed.
      

      
      Which approach to contextual theology a theologian or a group will employ depends,
         however, not on the superiority of one model over the other. As such, each approach
         to context and contextual theology is valid. It is the context that determines the
         ultimate appropriateness and even validity of a particular approach. Discerning the
         most appropriate approach can make a huge difference in the way a religious truth
         or practice is understood. In a situation in which one knows or has appropriated little
         of the context, the translation model might be the most appropriate. In a situation
         of a highly secularized context, a more counter-cultural strategy might be the proper
         one to choose. Imagine, however, the oppressive kind of theology that would be developed
         if one employed such a counter-cultural approach in a context where culture or social
         location has been regularly disparaged. Imagine how superficial theologizing in an
         oppressed situation would be if an anthropological model is chosen over a more committed
         praxis model. Discernment, listening, openness to the context is the first theological
         act. It depends on context.
      

      
      Interdisciplinary Conversation Partners

      
      What I have said above in terms of the theory-praxis relationship points to the fact
         that contextual theology relates to many, if not all, the distinct theological disciplines.
         This is so because doing theology contextually is not a discipline, but a perspective
         and a method. In many ways, systematic theology has always been a discipline that
         reflected the context in which a particular theology was developed, be it the Hellenistic
         culture of Origen, the context in which Aristotle was newly rediscovered in the time
         of Aquinas, the turn to the subjective that marked Luther’s quest to experience God’s
         grace more clearly, or today’s efforts by African theologians to construct an ecclesiology
         rooted in the experience of the extended family. While we need to be wary of a simplistic
         “situation ethic,” there is no doubt that theological ethics is shaped by developments
         and thought forms that frame what Charles Taylor calls a “social imaginary.”[53]   There were times when owning slaves was simply accepted, and slaves were urged
         to obey their masters (Eph 6:5). In the same letter to the Ephesians, wives were advised
         to be subject to their husbands (Eph 5:22). Today the sinfulness of ecological devastation
         is coming to the fore in ways that we have not realized in previous ages. Pope John
         Paul II in 2001 called for an “ecological conversion.”[54]  
      

      
      Obviously, a contextual theology needs to be operative in the more “practical disciplines,”
         like pastoral theology, preaching, and liturgical studies. A good pastor needs to
         know her or his congregation, what it is struggling with, and what the things are
         it can justly celebrate. I often tell my students that my own experience of doing
         contextual theology happens most often when I preach in a particular church in Oak
         Park, a suburb of Chicago, where I have served for ten years as regular presider and
         pastoral worker. 
      

      
      Church historians have recently pointed to the contextual nature of church history,
         and the need to acknowledge those contexts in the writing of and teaching of history.
         Justo González, for example, shows how Western views of church history have privileged
         the Reformation as the great moment of change in the church in the sixteenth century.
         He argues that from a more global understanding of church history the evangelization
         of the Americas will actually be more important for future centuries than the struggles
         in northern Europe at the same time. Depending on one’s point of view and context,
         the act of interpretation that is the writing of history will take a particular shape,
         emphasizing some things and ignoring others.[55]  
      

      
      The Bible is a collection of contextual theologies in itself, and so one aspect of
         biblical studies has to do with investigating the context and the resulting theology
         that a specific author, editor, or community has developed. Over the past decades,
         scholars have developed contextual approaches to biblical interpretation, based on
         cultural identity or a particular social location. For example, one particularly ambitious
         project of contextual exegesis is a sixty-volume commentary being written by a group
         of feminist theologians and edited by feminist biblical scholar Barbara Reid.[56]   
      

      
      Contextual theology, however, like many other aspects of practical theology, engages
         in conversation with many outside the disciplines that are strictly theological. Knowledge
         of the social sciences—particularly cultural anthropology and sociology—are valuable
         conversation partners with those who do theology with an awareness of its contextual
         nature. History, linguistics, art, literature, the physical and biological sciences,
         and philosophy can also contribute perspectives to illuminating, explaining, or critiquing
         a particular context—depending, of course, on what a particular context requires.
         
      

      
      Areas of Current and Future Research

      
      One burning issue in regard to contextual theologizing is a clearer development of
         criteria by which theologians and communities can affirm or reject a particular expression
         or practice. I have proposed a number of criteria in an earlier section of this chapter,
         but more reflection needs to be done in this area.
      

      
      Another area that demands more reflection regards the relationship between contextual
         theology and practical theology. I have suggested above that while every practical
         theology is a contextual theology, all contextual theologies are not necessarily practical
         theologies. Nevertheless, the fact that experience plays such an important role in
         contextual theologies might point to a closer link between the perspectives of contextual
         theology and of practical theology.
      

      
      A third and final area that needs further reflection is a deeper understanding of
         context itself. I have suggested in this chapter and elsewhere[57]   that context might be understood as comprising individual and social experience,
         social location, culture, and social change. Might there be other ways to speak of
         context? Can we understand culture—particularly in its postmodern manifestations—more
         deeply?[58]   
      

      
      There is no doubt that contextual theology will change radically the way theology
         is done. It certainly has changed the way I do theology. It is not a “safe theology,”
         for there is always the danger that it might slip into an inappropriate syncretism
         or betray the tradition for the sake of easy relevance or novelty. As Andrew Walls
         points out, good theology needs to be a theology that takes risks.[59]   Good theology always needs to be humble, aware that no theology can say it all,
         and that contexts are ever changing.
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      Attending to the empirical is an important element of contemporary practical theology.
         Of all the fields of theology, practical theology gives the most attention to studying
         and engaging the present context directly. It seeks to learn from the present context,
         as well as to guide and even transform the present context. Practical theology, thus,
         takes human experience very seriously. It strives to understand the experience of
         individuals and particular communities. It sometimes seeks to understand the experience
         of a single individual in great depth, exploring his or her story in a pastoral counseling
         relationship. Sometimes, it focuses on a particular religious community and explores
         a single practice like worship in the context of a group’s religious culture, with
         an eye to making worship more meaningful. At other times, it attempts to chart broad
         trends in contemporary life, like the experience of lapsed Christians or the impact
         of religious faith on people’s attitudes toward human rights. 
      

      
      As these examples indicate, what is meant by the empirical in practical theology is
         quite broad and flexible. Perhaps most simply, it can be described as “disciplined
         attention to some form of contemporary human experience with the intent of learning
         something new.” It encompasses insights emerging in the midst of practices like pastoral
         counseling, interreligious dialogue, spiritual direction, and community development,
         as well research using methods of the social sciences. 
      

      
      Attending to human experience in both reflective practice and scientific research
         is a distinctive orientation of this field. It seeks to understand the present context
         in its richness and depth, especially human actions and practices, and to reflect
         on these actions and practices theologically in order to learn from them and to shape
         them toward desired moral and theological ends. While this orientation is widely shared
         by practical theologians today, different trajectories have emerged in the field in
         recent decades. These trajectories attend to the empirical in diverse ways. Before
         turning to these trajectories, it is helpful to place the contemporary discussion
         against a historical backdrop. 
      

      
      Historical Context

      
      Prior to modernity, the empirical was often viewed in the context of practical arts
         like rhetoric, teaching, and medicine in which learning from experience was deemed
         important. The very concept of the empirical derives from the Latin, empiricus, which refers to a physician who gains skill through experience. The Latin reflects
         a cluster of terms in ancient Greek, empeiria, meaning “experience,” and empeiros, meaning one who gains skill in (en) trial or experimentation (peira). 
      

      
      Aristotle’s description of phronesis in the Nicomachean Ethics represents one of the most important premodern frameworks in which attention to the
         empirical in this sense is developed.[1]   In Aristotle’s view, phronesis, or practical moral reasoning, deals with human actions in changing contexts. It
         attends to the particularities of situations and the most effective means of accomplishing
         moral ends in light of these particularities. Phronesis, thus, includes reflection on and learning from experience, as well as reflection
         on the moral ends that best serve human well-being. Over time, Aristotle believed,
         practitioners of phronesis can acquire wisdom. 
      

      
      In addition to his ethics, Aristotle also described the way phronesis is involved in the art of rhetoric.[2]   He defined rhetoric as the ability in any particular case to determine the available
         means of persuasion. The ideal rhetorician was a good person who could speak well.
         A good person, Aristotle argued, is concerned with the moral purpose of public discourse.
         Rhetoric is not just about winning an argument and certainly is not about persuading
         others to accept a position that the speaker knows is not true or will have a pernicious
         effect on the hearers. Rhetoricians, thus, must reflect on the moral ends their rhetoric
         serves. But they also must learn how to speak well. They must attend to the particularities
         of audience, setting, and occasion. They must master the methods and skills of good
         performance, which will allow them to speak effectively in different kinds of situations.
         In short, rhetoric is a form of phronesis. It brings together reflection on moral ends and attention to particularities. It
         attends to the empirical as part of moral reasoning in the context of a practical
         art.
      

      
      Aristotle’s depiction of the empirical in the context of phronesis was not the only framework available in premodern Western culture. Plato, Aristotle’s
         teacher, for example, depicted human experience of empirical reality in his famous
         allegory of the cave.[3]   Human beings are like prisoners in a cave who can only see shadows on the wall
         created by a fire. They must turn away from the shadows if they are to learn the eternal
         ideas of reality. Arguably, Plato exerted much greater influence on theology than
         Aristotle as the Christian tradition took shape. This made it difficult for theologians
         to appreciate the concept of phronesis in their understanding of ethics and practical arts like preaching, spiritual guidance,
         pastoral care, and catechesis. Indeed, the recovery of Aristotle’s understanding of
         phronesis in contemporary moral philosophy and Christian ethics has influenced recent developments
         in practical theology.
      

      
      With the rise of modern science, the meaning of the empirical changed. Initially,
         it was closely associated with the inductive approaches championed by Francis Bacon
         and David Hume.[4]   Only knowledge established empirically met the standards of science. This meant
         that it was based on evidence derived from observation or experimentation and worked
         inductively to form general conclusions and laws. Such knowledge was thought to be
         objective and based on reality, in contrast to the beliefs of tradition and religion,
         which could not be established on empirical grounds.
      

      
      In many ways, modern science was paradigmatic of this understanding of the empirical
         throughout this period. It gradually established rules of observation and experimentation
         yielding data that could be built up inductively into natural laws. The success of
         modern science resulted in the spread of this understanding of the empirical across
         modern culture. Indeed, empirical knowing through science became the dominant epistemology
         of modernity. It was seen as the linchpin of scientific progress, engendering confidence
         in “modern man’s” ability to unlock the secrets of the natural and human worlds and
         to usher in a new age of prosperity, well-being, and freedom.
      

      
      This understanding of the empirical was called into question during the second half
         of the twentieth century. A more skeptical attitude toward empirical science is a
         central part of the shift to postmodernity. While scientific and technological innovations
         continue at an unprecedented rate and impact virtually every area of life, belief
         in science as the key to human progress has been questioned.
      

      
      Ulrich Beck describes this skeptical attitude toward science as the emergence of “risk
         society,” societies characterized by the widespread awareness that science has given
         rise to technologies and social patterns that place the entire planet at risk.[5]   From weapons of mass destruction to the consumption of the earth’s resources to
         climate change to elimination of biodiversity, science has unleashed forces that threaten
         the well-being of the world. While postmoderns may marvel at advances in genetic research,
         for example, they simultaneously worry about the genetic manipulation of crops and
         human embryos. Every scientific advance seems to create a new risk. 
      

      
      Three important intellectual critiques of empirical research within the program of
         modern science emerged during the second half of the twentieth century, leading to
         new understandings of the empirical: the ideal of “objective” knowledge was challenged;
         the primacy of the empirical in the construction of knowledge was called into question;
         and the modern separation of “facts” and “values” in scientific work was criticized.[6]   These challenges came from many sources and only a few are noted here.
      

      
      From Objectivity to Reflexivity—As we have seen, an important part of modern science’s portrait of the empirical
         was the belief that knowledge based on empirical research is objective. This meant
         that the discovery of “facts” through empirical research yields knowledge that corresponds
         to reality and can be replicated by other researchers using the same procedures. This
         ideal of objectivity has been called into question from a variety of perspectives,
         including philosophical hermeneutics, poststructuralist philosophies, and theories
         of feminism. Today, it is widely acknowledged that empirical research is influenced
         by the standpoint the researcher brings to empirical investigation. 
      

      
      In the philosophy of science, this shift was articulated initially by Thomas Kuhn
         in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions.[7]   Kuhn argued that the history of science reveals that empirical investigation always
         takes place in paradigms. These are a matrix of assumptions, methods, and research
         tools that influence the way research takes place and the standards by which its findings
         are evaluated. Kuhn described scientific change as taking place through paradigm shifts
         in which a new matrix of assumptions replaces old ones. 
      

      
      Today, Kuhn’s insight has been broadened to include competing paradigms within a particular
         field that exist side by side.[8]   In contemporary psychology, for example, a variety of paradigms are present, including
         psychoanalysis, cognitive psychology, neuroscience, evolutionary psychology, and feminist
         psychology, to name but a few. In light of this intellectual pluralism, the ideal
         of scientific objectivity in empirical research has been replaced by a commitment
         to reflexivity. Researchers must offer an account of the assumptions, methods, and
         research tools that shape their research and the findings they construct. They strive
         for reflexivity, not objectivity.
      

      
      From the Inductive Fallacy to Dialectical Inquiry—As we have seen, a key dimension of modern science’s portrait of the empirical was
         the belief that knowledge is constructed inductively. The starting point is observation
         and experimentation that yield “facts.” These facts serve as the foundation of scientific
         reasoning, which develops them inductively into laws and generalizable conclusions.
         Today, it is widely acknowledged that scientific process is much more complex. It
         involves the dialectical interplay of theory, research, new theory, and further research.
         Empirical data is shaped by theory, and theory is shaped by research. 
      

      
      This can be illustrated in how suicide is explained. The sociologist Émile Durkheim
         wrote a famous book in which he shared his research on people committing suicide.[9]   He argued that people are more likely to commit suicide when they are not well
         integrated into society, leaving them isolated and lonely and experiencing what Durkheim
         called ennui. 
      

      
      In contrast, contemporary neuroscientists approach suicide from a different theoretical
         perspective. They theorize that people with mental illnesses, like bipolar disorder
         and major depression, have disorders of the brain.[10]   The suicide rate among persons experiencing these disorders is higher than the
         general population. In neuroscience, this is not viewed as caused by a failure to
         integrate people into society. Rather, disorders of the brain like depression result
         in prolonged feelings of sadness, anxiety, and immobility, which, in turn, may impact
         their desire to work and to relate to other people. This illustrates the importance
         of theory in empirical research. Theory shapes empirical investigation—what is studied,
         how it is studied, and the findings that emerge. The interplay of theory, research,
         new theory, and further research is dialectical. Empirical data developed inductively
         into theory is not an accurate depiction of scientific practice.
      

      
      From Scientific Neutrality to Engaged Investigation—Closely related to the ideal of objectivity in modern science was the belief that
         empirical researchers should be neutral. They must bracket out their personal and
         professional “values” and approach empirical research in an impartial way. The separation
         of facts and values has been challenged from a number of directions and only two are
         mentioned here. 
      

      
      One challenge came from the members of the Frankfurt school of critical social theory,
         who drew on and reconstructed the thinking of Karl Marx.[11]   They argued that many large-scale empirical studies of sociology simply take the
         present state of society for granted. They lack a critical theory of society that
         would allow them to conceptualize social disorders and inequalities in light of what
         society might be or become. A critical social theory cannot be established or “proved”
         on the basis of empirical research alone. It rests on values and beliefs about human
         nature and human flourishing that are derived from philosophy, ethics, cultural studies,
         and other fields that include but go beyond empirical research.
      

      
      Jürgen Habermas, for example, developed a theory of communicative action that portrays
         the lifeworld and civil society as being “colonized” by the technical rationality
         of the marketplace.[12]   He argues that this subverts the potential of modern democratic life, which is
         committed to the ideal of free, open, and fair communication among parties who are
         impacted by particular decisions and policies. Habermas further describes an “ideal
         speech situation” in which free and open communication takes place. This serves as
         a “counter-factual” ideal that can help people critique and reform the communicative
         patterns and power dynamics of the communities to which they belong. He challenges
         readers to face up to the “unfinished task of modernity,” the task of freeing the
         democratizing and humanizing potentials of modern life that have not yet been achieved.
         
      

      
      Habermas and critical social theorists make no pretense of scientific neutrality.
         They realize that facts and values are interrelated in empirical research. They are
         committed to and engaged in social transformation, which shapes the subjects they
         investigate, the research tools they use, and the uses of their findings.
      

      
      A second challenge to the separation of facts and values has come from the increased
         importance of qualitative research in the social sciences. As recently as the 1960s,
         qualitative research was viewed by mainstream social scientists as overly subjective
         and “soft” because researchers could not maintain the kind of neutrality then associated
         with quantitative research. Today, qualitative research is widely accepted as a legitimate
         and important approach to empirical research. Indeed, the gold standard of large-scale
         social science research projects is mixed methods research, which combines quantitative
         and qualitative approaches.[13]  
      

      
      One of the first fields to make extensive use of qualitative research was cultural
         anthropology. From the very beginning, anthropologists made fieldwork central, spending
         significant time with a person or community—sometimes, living with them for several
         years—in order to understand their actions and practices from the inside. Case studies
         and ethnographies were standard ways of focusing the researcher’s fieldwork and writing
         it up. Anthropologists, moreover, were some of the first to acknowledge that qualitative
         research involves a twofold hermeneutic. The researcher strives to interpret the language,
         symbols, and practices of a particular person or community. And the researcher also
         interprets himself or herself in the act of interpreting others. 
      

      
      When facts and values are viewed as clearly separated in scientific practice, the
         participation of the researcher in the construction of data is seen as a liability.
         There is no way for anthropologists to disentangle themselves from the complexities
         of the interpretive process. Anthropologists have responded that this, in fact, is
         the case. They inevitably are active participants in the construction of their data
         and interpretations. But this does not eliminate standards of good qualitative research,
         like timely record keeping, gathering information from various sources using different
         research methods, sharing interpretations with those being investigated or peers,
         and coding and analyzing data with procedures accepted in the field. The self-implication
         of the researcher in empirical research, however, does rule out the idea that he or
         she can be a kind of neutral, third party whose values, beliefs, emotions, and professional
         experience must be bracketed out. Facts and values can never be fully teased apart.
         Qualitative research, anthropologists contend, reveals what is true of all research.
         It is located in a particular standpoint, with certain assumptions, interests, values,
         and methods. This understanding of the empirical is an important marker of the shift
         from a modern to a postmodern understanding of science.
      

      
      In the United States, congregational studies played a key role in mediating these
         new understandings of empirical research to practical theology. The early work of
         James Hopewell, Carl Dudley, Jackson Carroll, and William McKinney and the later contributions
         of Nancy Ammerman enticed many practical theologians to study empirically the cultures
         of congregations and their contexts with an eye to enhancing pastoral leadership.[14]   Pastors and lay leaders were given tools with which to investigate their own communities.
         Academic practical theologians built on the research approaches of congregational
         studies to develop case studies and to investigate important leadership practices
         like preaching.[15]   This was an important development in practical theology, reinvigorating interest
         in empirical research in ways that were closely related to ministry and impacted congregational
         practice.
      

      
      Key Features and Representative Figures

      
      This brief historical overview makes it clear that what is meant by the empirical
         has changed across the centuries. Recent decades have seen an important shift in attitudes
         and orientations toward science and empirical research. This has influenced practical
         theology in two important ways. First, contemporary practical theology participates
         fully in the intellectual pluralism of postmodern culture. Different trajectories
         of practical theology have emerged, and we will explore several of these below. These
         trajectories are like paradigms in Thomas Kuhn’s sense. They work with different assumptions,
         methods, and goals. Second, the various trajectories of contemporary practical theology
         work with very different orientations toward the empirical and human experience. Some,
         for example, view them as sources of new theological insight. Others view them as
         important in understanding the present context but as less important than scripture
         or tradition in building a theological framework. We begin by describing these trajectories
         briefly and, then, unpack some of their various assumptions and ways of working.
      

      
      The Hermeneutical Trajectory of Practical Theology—This trajectory includes practical theologians like James Fowler, Charles Gerkin,
         Don Browning, Johannes van der Ven, Friedrich Schweitzer, and Martina Kumlehn.[16]   While there are important differences between these people, all view practical
         theology as a hermeneutical activity, reflecting the influence of prominent figures
         in philosophical hermeneutics like Hans-Georg Gadamer and Paul Ricoeur and, more recently,
         new developments in cultural hermeneutics, semiotics, and aesthetics. 
      

      
      The Transforming Praxis Trajectory of Practical Theology—Representatives of this trajectory include Elaine Graham, Mary McClintock Fulkerson,
         Zöe Bennett Moore, James Poling, Thomas Beaudoin, Joyce Ann Mercer, Thomas Groome,
         Katherine Turpin, Rebecca Chopp, and many others.[17]   Its roots extend to liberation theology, which approached the empirical along the
         lines of critical social theory with roots in Marxism.[18]   Human experience is taken seriously in the context of liberating praxis, as persons
         struggling against structural and personal oppression seek new ways of understanding
         the present context in light of God’s call for freedom and justice. 
      

      
      Since the 1990s, a shift has taken place in this trajectory of practical theology.
         While retaining a commitment to transforming praxis and locating the empirical within
         such praxis, some practical theologians have replaced the Marxist perspectives of
         liberation theology with those of poststructuralist philosophers and social scientists
         like Michel Foucault, Pierre Bourdieu, and Michel de Certeau.[19]   The older perspectives of Marxism seem too totalizing, relying on a comprehensive
         and universal account of history to explain the structural dynamics of many different
         social contexts. Poststructuralism turns this on its head, taking seriously the postmodern
         insight that knowledge is rooted in particular standpoints and works best by first
         analyzing the regimes of power, discourses, and everyday practices of its own context.
         This contributes to a process in which the standpoints of others involved in social
         transformation are engaged. Elaine Graham’s Transforming Practice represents one of the clearest examples of this shift.[20]   
      

      
      The Neo-Aristotelian Trajectory of Practical Theology—The Neo-Aristotelian trajectory of practical theology has developed primarily in
         an American context. It includes people like Craig Dykstra, Dorothy Bass, Dianna Butler
         Bass, Kenda Creasy Dean, and many of the contributors to For Life Abundant.[21]   This trajectory is deeply influenced by the recovery of Aristotle in contemporary
         moral philosophy, especially in the writings of Alasdair MacIntyre.[22]   MacIntyre seeks to recover Aristotle’s theory of virtue and character, arguing
         that virtues are acquired through participation in the practices and moral vision
         of particular religious and moral communities. He is critical of modernity, for he
         believes it has eroded the capacity of such communities to shape the character of
         their members and fostered an individualistic, utilitarian moral outlook.
      

      
      The Confessional Trajectory of Practical Theology—This trajectory gives primary attention to confessing the faith. Confession here
         does not refer to belief in doctrinal confessions or dogma. It points to the ways
         the church is gathered, built up, and sent to give witness to the gospel in a particular
         time and place. In addition to confession, this trajectory also uses terms and phrases
         like mission, witness, and performing the gospel to describe the nature and purpose
         of the church. Representatives include Ray Anderson, James Loder, John Swinton, Harriet
         Mowat, Deborah van Deusen Hunsinger, and Andrew Root.[23]   All of these figures develop their understanding of practical theology in dialogue
         with prominent theologians in the neo-orthodox movement of the middle part of the
         twentieth century, like Karl Barth and Dietrich Bonhoeffer. They also engage more
         recent theologians like Eber­hard Jüngel, John Webster, and Stanley Hauerwas, who
         build on the insights of neo-orthodoxy.
      

      
      One of the most frequent charges brought against neo-orthodox theology is that it
         fails to take seriously human experience and the natural and social sciences. If this
         is the case, then there is little or no room for the empirical in this trajectory
         of practical theology. Early representatives of this trajectory, like Eduard Thurneysen
         and James Smart, appeared to give credence to this criticism.[24]   More recent representatives, however, are quite explicit that the empirical plays
         an important role in their understanding of practical theology in the form of empirical
         research and reflection on human experience in the context of practice. One of the
         clearest statements of this approach is found in John Swinton and Harriet Mowat’s
         Practical Theology and Qualitative Research, which engages the theology of Karl Barth.[25]  
      

      
      Norms and Sources of Authority

      
      Obviously, the authority given to experience and empirical research varies greatly
         across these four trajectories. One way of describing these differences is to indicate
         the relative weight each ascribes to experience, scripture, tradition, and reason,
         a framework that many theologians use to articulate the four most important sources
         of authority in theology.[26]   In our discussion, we view the empirical as a form of human experience.
      

      
      The Hermeneutical Trajectory—This trajectory views theology as an interpretive activity that brings into conversation
         these four traditional sources of theological authority. All of these sources are
         viewed as equally important, and none can be reduced to the other. The overarching
         goal of theological hermeneutics is to enable contemporary Christians to interpret
         their faith in ways that are meaningful and relevant to the world in which they live.
         This goes beyond merely transmitting the theological understanding of the past as
         embodied in scripture and tradition. But it also involves more than merely accommodating
         the faith to present experience or the insights of contemporary reason. Interpreting
         the faith must take all of these sources of authority seriously, bringing them into
         a fruitful dialogue. The empirical, thus, is an important source of authority in this
         trajectory, and its representatives draw on the research of social scientists, as
         well as carrying out empirical research themselves.
      

      
      The Transforming Praxis Trajectory—The members of this trajectory grant special authority to transforming practice,
         the struggle to embody God’s call for liberation from structures of sin and oppression.
         This involves critical engagement of present structures of oppression and the attempt
         to embody new forms of community that anticipate social change. The traditional sources
         of authority are reconfigured within this commitment to transforming praxis.
      

      
      In many ways, the role of “base communities” in liberation theology provides the most
         compelling example of the way norms and sources of authority function in the context
         of transforming praxis. Base communities are groups of people who gather together
         on a regular basis to read scripture, worship God, and to discern God’s involvement
         in their struggle for dignity and freedom. They do not merely repeat traditional dogmatic
         interpretations of scripture or follow traditional practices of the past. Rather,
         they interpret scripture and tradition within the praxis of their struggle for freedom.
         What insights from the Bible contribute to this struggle? What traditions prove supportive
         and life-giving? Theological reason follows as a kind of second step, gathering up,
         reflecting on, and communicating the wisdom, new insights, and practices that emerge
         from the concrete struggle to embody God’s call for liberation. 
      

      
      The empirical, thus, is an important source of authority in this trajectory. But it
         is not primarily conceptualized as empirical research. Rather, it is disciplined attention
         to human experience as it takes shape in the midst of transforming praxis. In feminist
         practical theology, this takes the form of attention to women’s experience in the
         struggle to critique and move beyond patriarchy. In black theology, it takes the form
         of attention to the experience of the African American church in its struggle against
         the history of slavery and racism. Experience in the context of the struggle for liberation
         is an important source of theological authority, impacting the ways scripture, tradition,
         and reason are engaged. 
      

      
      The Neo-Aristotelian Trajectory—Practical theologians influenced by the recovery of Aristotle view the norms and
         sources of authority in theology in a wide variety of ways. In part, this is due to
         the fact that Roman Catholics and Protestants of various theological perspectives
         have drawn on the resurgence of interest in Aristotle. Here, we focus on the special
         authority this trajectory grants practices, which shape, embody, and transform human
         experience. This is, perhaps, best expressed in Craig Dykstra’s dictum that practices
         carry “epistemic weight.”[27]   By practices, he means socially shared, tradition-bearing activities in which the
         members of a religious or moral community participate on an ongoing basis. Such practices
         shape the way people know. Participants in Christian communities with robust practices,
         for example, know the world differently than those who are not. Their experience is
         shaped by participation in practices of worship, confession and forgiveness, spiritual
         guidance, preaching and teaching, and diaconal service of the world. 
      

      
      Practice-shaped experience represents an empirical source of theological knowledge
         in this trajectory. It is a primary authority in the Christian life, as well as in
         Christian practical theology. As such, it brings together the authority of experience
         and Christian tradition in complex ways. It is not an uncritical affirmation of tradition,
         for vital contemporary practices are life-giving and meet deep human needs in present
         contexts. But present experience is shaped by the traditions of practice that a community
         embodies. It is the dialectical interplay of experience and tradition that is authoritative
         in this trajectory.
      

      
      The Confessional Trajectory—Perhaps, the clearest recent statement of norms and authorities in this trajectory
         is offered by Swinton and Mowat in Practical Theology and Qualitative Research. They argue that practical theology should give priority to scripture and tradition,
         which mediate God’s self-revelation. Scripture tells the story of God’s creation and
         redemptive actions toward the world, which culminate in Jesus Christ. Christian faith
         is an acknowledgment of God’s reconciliation of the world in Christ and it seeks to
         respond in obedience by confessing and giving witness to the gospel in a particular
         time and place. Swinton and Mowat characterize this as “performing” the gospel in
         particular situations.[28]   By performance, they mean that scripture is like the script of a drama. Until it
         is performed—acted out and embodied in real life—then it is only words on a page.
         Tradition has important but secondary authority in relation to scripture, providing
         normative examples of ways the gospel has been performed in the past.
      

      
      In order to perform the gospel faithfully, Christian communities must understand and
         respond to the situations in which they find themselves. It is here that the empirical
         is an authoritative source of theological understanding. Swinton and Mowat give special
         attention to qualitative research providing congregations understanding of the problems
         and possibilities of the particular situations they face. They are clear that such
         research is not a source of revelation, however. As they put it, “Practical theology
         takes human experience seriously. . . . Taking human experience seriously does not
         imply that experience is a source of revelation. . . . Human experience is a ‘place’
         where the gospel is grounded, embodied, interpreted and lived out.”[29]   In this example of the confessional trajectory, thus, scripture is granted preeminent
         authority, followed by tradition. Experience and reason are dimensions of situational
         analysis and, thus, play an important but secondary role in practical theology.
      

      
      Views of the Theory-Practice Relationship

      
      In the preceding section, it has become clear that different trajectories of practical
         theology approach the empirical in very different ways, conceptualizing it diversely
         and granting it varied weight as a source of theological authority. This continues
         to be the case in their understandings of the theory-practice relationship, which
         both shapes and is shaped by their approach to the empirical.
      

      
      The Hermeneutical Trajectory—Hermeneutical practical theologians work with a dynamic understanding of the theory-practice
         relationship. Many conceptualize this along the lines of a practice-theory-practice
         model.[30]   The starting point is meaningful human action and practice in the present. When
         this becomes problematic in a particular context and the faith is no longer able to
         address contemporary problems at the personal, ecclesial, or societal levels, then
         new theological thinking is set in motion. Ideally, this leads to new forms of Christian
         practice. Then the process begins again. The goal of hermeneutical practical theology
         is not to articulate and apply timeless truths. It is to offer a timely interpretation
         of the Christian faith that is relevant and meaningful to the world today. 
      

      
      Empirical research plays an important role in this relationship between theory and
         practice. It provides an accurate understanding of present practice, especially new
         problems and challenges of present practice. This allows practical theologians to
         develop theoretical and practical proposals that are solidly grounded in empirical
         research on social trends that are shaping the contemporary church and society.
      

      
      The Transforming Praxis Trajectory—The emphasis of this trajectory on transforming praxis shapes its general approach
         to the theory-practice relationship. Theology is viewed as grounded in transforming
         praxis and seeking to contribute to transforming praxis leading to social change.
         Perhaps, the clearest example of this understanding, which highlights the role of
         the empirical, is embodied in feminist practical theology. Like theological feminism
         generally, feminist practical theologians give special attention to women’s experience
         that is shaped by the struggle against patriarchy. This is a primary, empirical source
         of theological construction. New theological understandings of God, the atonement,
         and sexuality emerge out of critical reflection on women’s experience—granting a constructive
         role to the empirical in the interplay of theory and practice quite similar to liberation
         theology. Rebecca Chopp’s writings represent one of the strongest links between liberation
         theology and North American feminism, explicitly describing the importance of disciplined
         attention to women’s experience in the context of transformation praxis.[31]  
      

      
      The Neo-Aristotelian Trajectory—Members of this trajectory, often, draw on Aristotle’s understanding of phronesis to describe their understanding of the theory-praxis relationship. This is especially
         evident in For Life Abundant.[32]   Many of the contributors to this volume explore the interaction of reflection and
         experience among those who are learning to lead the practices of the church. This
         includes gaining sensitivity to the particularities of context, reflection on the
         theological ends of a practice, and acquiring the virtues, expertise, and skills needed
         to lead congregational practices in ways that are life giving. Disciplined attention
         to human experience in which something new is learned, thus, takes place in the context
         of learning how to perform and lead practices effectively and wisely. In other words,
         the empirical is a part of phronesis, wise judgment that emerges from disciplined attention to human experience in the
         context of practice over time.
      

      
      The Confessional Trajectory—On the surface, this trajectory appears to work with a deductive and ecclesio-centric
         understanding of the theory-practice relationship. Theological theories are first
         derived from scripture and doctrinal theology and, then, applied to practice. In the
         case of Swinton and Mowat, however, the theory-practice relationship is approached
         in a more dynamic fashion. Practical theology, they argue, is not about applying theory
         derived from revelation to church practice. Scripture points to God’s creation and
         redemption of the entire world. Thus, the situation to which practical theology attends
         is the practices of the church in interaction with the practices of the world. Qualitative
         research in practical theology investigates the church in the world. Furthermore,
         Swinton and Mowat explicitly advocate working with a hermeneutic of suspicion in empirical
         investigation. An important part of the story that scripture tells is the reality
         of human sin and evil. Research should strive to “complexify” the church’s understandings
         of particular situations, moving beyond surface meanings to uncover social dynamics
         that contribute to human suffering, oppression, and injustice. They include examples
         of action and advocacy research that works in this way, serving the church’s confession
         of and participation in God’s redemptive actions toward a broken world in particular
         situations. Confessing or, in their words, “performing” the gospel involves engagement
         and investigation of present practice, bringing theory and practice into a dynamic,
         ongoing relationship.
      

      
      Roles and Approach to Contexts

      
      In the foregoing discussion, it has become apparent that all of the trajectories of
         practical theology described above are committed to understanding the present context.
         If the primary subject matter of biblical studies is scripture and dogmatic theology,
         church doctrine, then contemporary practical theology gives special priority to investigating,
         understanding, and reforming the present context of the Christian life. This is one
         of the motivating forces behind practical theology’s attention to the empirical. Disciplined
         attention to human experience provides access to the contemporary context. As we would
         expect, however, how the context is approached varies considerably from trajectory
         to trajectory.
      

      
      The hermeneutical trajectory seeks to understand the contemporary context through
         empirical research, structured along the lines of social science. Don Browning, for
         example, studied the changing forms and cultural ideals of the postmodern family.
         Johannes van der Ven carried out research on moral formation and the impact of faith
         on attitudes toward human rights. Empirical research is viewed as essential to practical
         theology’s understanding of the contextual problems and possibilities of contemporary
         Christians and sets in motion a process of theological interpretation that strives
         to keep the faith relevant and alive. In contrast, the transforming praxis trajectory
         approaches the present context with a precommitment to changing this context in the
         direction of certain ethical and theological ideals. Empirical research may contribute
         to understanding and changing the contemporary context, but its role is constrained
         by a precommitment to transforming praxis. The neo-Aristotelian trajectory, likewise,
         is most interested in empirical research on the contemporary context as it throws
         light on the practices of faith communities. It too brings a precommitment to investigating
         and changing the present context as it is relevant to forming communities of life-giving
         Christian practices. The confessional trajectory engages the contemporary context
         as a kind of stage on which the gospel is performed. Empirical research on this context
         provides insight into the particularities of a scene or act, but it does not determine
         the script of the play, which is found in Christian scripture as it witnesses to revelation.
      

      
      Interdisciplinary Conversation Partners

      
      The Hermeneutical Trajectory—This trajectory’s commitment to interpreting the faith in ways that are meaningful
         and relevant in the contemporary world leads hermeneutical practical theologians to
         take very seriously the dialogue between theology and the intellectual resources of
         contemporary culture, including philosophy, the natural and social sciences, and the
         humanities. Broadly speaking, they work with a correlational model of interdisciplinary
         dialogue in which practical theology enters into a conversation with intellectual
         currents that are reshaping contemporary understandings of human nature, the evolution
         of the universe, human development, and other areas. These dialogue partners raise
         questions and answers that are related to the questions and answers of contemporary
         theology.
      

      
      The Transforming Praxis Trajectory—This trajectory engages interdisciplinary dialogue partners who offer a critical perspective
         on contemporary social structures, especially structures that are oppressive. What
         is particularly interesting about this dialogue is the fact that interdisciplinary
         work is not primarily conceptualized as an abstract conversation between academic disciplines.
         Rather, Christian groups working for liberating social change enter into alliances
         with non-Christian groups working toward the same goals, such as labor unions, gay
         and lesbian advocacy groups, feminist political advocacy groups, and, in extreme cases,
         revolutionary movements. The real dialogue between Christianity and culture is the
         mutual learning across these groups as they work together to achieve common goals,
         not an academic interdisciplinary dialogue. This is sometimes described as a praxis
         correlational approach to interdisciplinary work, pointing to the importance of transforming
         praxis.[33]   Dialogue with critical theories takes place in the context of the struggle for
         social change. 
      

      
      The Neo-Aristotelian Trajectory—This trajectory has not developed a clear model of interdisciplinary work, though
         its representatives engage a variety of dialogue partners in philosophy and the social
         sciences. Its representatives are open to learning from the findings of empirical
         research, as well as using the methods of such research to carry out their own empirical
         work. Examples of the latter are Diana Butler Bass’s The Practicing Congregation and Aana Marie Vigen and Chris Scharen’s Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics.[34]   They are especially open to methods of qualitative research like ethnography and
         case study, which enable practical theologians to explore the practices and culture
         of particular congregations in great depth.
      

      
      The Confessional Trajectory—This trajectory is committed to giving priority to theology in interdisciplinary
         dialogue, which reflects its view that the knowledge given to faith in revelation
         is unique. One way of describing the priority of theology that does not preclude dialogue
         with philosophy and social science is with a stratified model of reality.[35]   Different fields focus on different levels of reality. Neuroscience, for examples,
         focuses on the biology and cognitive activities of the brain; psychology focuses on
         the individual psyche, and sociology on social structures of societies. Each field
         has its own subject matter and methods appropriate to the level of reality is seeks
         to understand. By analogy, theology focuses on God’s self-disclosure in Jesus Christ,
         as witnessed to by scripture. This subject matter is not to be confused with other
         subject matters located at different levels of reality, which are appropriately engaged
         by practical theology as long as their special focus is kept in mind.
      

      
      
      Areas of Current and Future Research

      
      In this chapter, I have examined some of the ways the empirical is engaged in different
         trajectories of contemporary practical theology. Practical theology participates fully
         in the intellectual pluralism found in virtually every discipline today. This pluralism
         challenges the field to consider how these diverse perspectives engage each other,
         as well as the question of truth. It is all too easy for contemporary practical theologians
         to stake out a position within a particular trajectory and to only engage others who
         share their own point of view. It also is easy to work with an implicit commitment
         to a relativistic view of truth in which the assumptions and commitments of each trajectory
         are affirmed as equally valid. Is there a way to affirm pluralism beyond relativism?
         These are difficult and complex issues, and I can only hint at possible directions
         here. 
      

      
      As I reflect on my own life, I realize that at various points I have identified with
         each of the four trajectories outlined in this chapter. As a divinity school student
         at Harvard, studying with visiting scholars Juan Luis Segundo and Rosemary Reuther,
         I found transforming praxis the most compelling way of thinking about practical theology.
         After serving as a pastor for a number of years and then becoming a doctoral student
         at Emory University to work with Jim Fowler, I identified with the insights of hermeneutical
         practical theology. Years later, while writing a book on confirmation, I was persuaded
         that confirmation is best viewed as a corporate practice as then described in neo-Aristotelianism.
         Today, I would locate myself in the trajectory of confessional practical theology,
         which takes human experience very seriously but does not confuse it with theological
         reflection on revelation.
      

      
      While this intellectual journey is uniquely my own, it also says something about the
         inherent power and persuasiveness of each of the trajectories described in this chapter.
         I am unwilling today to identify any them as untruthful or, perhaps better, as an
         inadequate approach to Christian practical theology. Does that leave me and others
         committed to intellectual pluralism with a relativistic view of truth? This question
         is worth thinking about in the future. To me, the challenge is discerning the ways
         my own theological commitments—those that I find truthful—open me to the importance
         of other points of view. 
      

      
      In my case, this involves a critical appreciation of the Reformed tradition. A hallmark
         of this tradition is the affirmation of the infinite qualitative distinction between
         God and humanity, Creator and created, and an understanding of sin as the propensity
         to put something human in God’s place, the creation of an idol. Unfortunately, this
         theological perspective, often, has resulted in doctrinal and educational perspectives
         that affirm a determinant set of beliefs and practices that are Reformed, that is,
         are true, and rule out other perspectives that are not grounded in the Bible as interpreted
         by Reformed theologians. 
      

      
      The contemporary pluralistic, ecumenical, and postmodern context challenges me to
         think about the implications of Reformed theology differently. A commitment to the
         transcendence and sovereignty of God, who is to be distinguished from creation, is
         a way of protecting us from the idolatry of turning one perspective into the God’s-eye
         view—the false step of confusing a human and quite limited perspective with that of
         God. It also is a marker of complexity. The God’s-eye view encompasses the wisdom
         and insights that are partially captured by many different human perspectives—even
         the diverse trajectories of contemporary practical theology.
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      Any conversation about practical theology pushes into the thin air of definitions.
         Practical theologians talk and talk about practical theology, constructing methods,
         offering pedagogical perspectives, and seeking curricular changes, but so often when
         challenged with the definition of this field they are fighting for, they have a hard
         time saying what practical theology actually is. Much like the often-cited definition
         of pornography, practical theologians assure their inquisitors that “you know practical
         theology when you see it.” It could be that many struggle with a definition of practical
         theology because of a lack of precision in thought, people too busy or impatient in
         doing to really reflect deeply. Or it could be that what makes practical theology
         so hard to define is that it has no clear and conclusive center. The field is too
         dynamic, too much in flux and motion to allow for its capture in a comprehensive definition.
      

      
      If any of these things can be said about defining the term practical theology, they can just as easily be said about defining evangelical. As a matter of fact, if there are two concepts most often thrown around theological
         seminaries without students or faculty really being able to define them, they are
         practical theology and evangelicalism.
      

      
      Evangelical as a term has its origins in the European Reformation. But these origins are of little
         help in defining what being “evangelical” is in the North American context and thereby
         adds layers of confusion. For instance, my school, Luther Seminary, is the largest
         seminary in the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America. Yet, this denomination (that has evangelical in its name) is not considered an “evangelical” institution in America by sociologists
         of religion. The use of the term evangelical in the name of a school’s denomination is meant to mean “evangelical” in reference
         to its history and identity in the Protestant European Reformation. If this isn’t
         confusing enough, it would also be true to say, that while the Evangelical Lutheran
         Church in America is not an “evangelical” denomination, one could say that there are
         “evangelicals” in the non-evangelical Evangelical Lutheran Church in America. While
         the denomination is not “evangelical,” some individual members and pastors are. Sometimes
         there are enough “evangelicals” in these congregations with enough power to lead them
         to break with the denomination when highly conflicted issues arise, as in the case
         of the ordination of homosexuals.
      

      
      If it is hard to pin down the center of practical theology, deciding which subdisciplines
         are included and whether one is a practical theologian if one only writes about, for
         instance, education, then evangelical is nearly impossible to define. Evangelicalism is a movement that has existed in
         America with no center since its very inception.[1]  This all makes my task in this chapter nearly impossible. Without a conclusive definition
         to practical theology, and without a center to evangelical I am left with a myriad of options in articulating an evangelical practical theology.
      

      
      With that said, decisions must be made, because while it is hard to specify what evangelical
         practical theology is, I do think there is such a thing. In other words, there have
         been a number of “evangelicals” who have in the last decade and a half written specifically
         about practical theology. In this chapter I focus on five of them: Rob Banks, Mark
         Lau Branson, Chap Clark and Kara Powell, and Ray S. Anderson.
      

      
      The discerning reader will notice that each of these five perspectives, while stretching
         from the late 1990s until today, has its origin at Fuller Theological Seminary. Their
         positions are distinct and far from derivative of each other, and yet there are some
         central evangelical commitments that mobilize each one. To identify evangelical practical
         theology I explore each of their projects, arguing that if any has been paradigmatic
         for the rest, it is Ray S. Anderson’s perspective of a practical theology of Christopraxis.
         For this reason, I give special attention to Anderson, explicating in some depth his
         method and its implications.
      

      
      I also discuss Anderson’s work in depth because he was the teacher who introduced
         me to practical theology. Growing up in a conservative Lutheran community, Ray Anderson
         helped me to see practical theology as a vital way of connecting my evangelical commitments
         concerning a God who acts in people’s lives to significant and disciplined theological
         reflection. Practical theology as a deeply reflective enterprise helped me to honor
         the practical experiences that I and others had of divine action without disconnecting
         these experiences from thoughtful analysis. While I affirm many of the commitments
         central to evangelical practical theology, I will not shy away from critical comment
         in relation to Anderson and the other evangelical practical theologians I named. Even
         when critical, I remain appreciative of their attention to divine action, mission,
         and the authority of the biblical text. These same commitments may readily be found
         in my own work.
      

      
      There is something about Fuller Seminary’s place in the history of the evangelical
         movement that allowed it to be a zone for evangelical constructions, pastoral formation,
         and doctoral education in practical theology. Therefore, the first step of this chapter
         must be toward a historical articulation of evangelicalism, Fuller Seminary, and that
         institution’s relation to practical theology.
      

      
      Historical Context

      
      George Marsden, the Notre Dame historian known as one of the essential interpreters
         of evangelicalism, has explained—perhaps with tongue in cheek—that the best way to
         define an evangelical is someone who likes Billy Graham.[2]  Marsden, while half-joking, uses this statement to illustrate that American evangelicalism
         has no central ecclesiological or creedal tradition. It is not a denomination, but
         a movement. As a movement, it has mainly revolved around entrepreneurial personalities.
         Because it has been a movement and not a theological tradition, it has also been open
         to a number of coalitions that can be included under the banner of evangelicalism.
         From Pentecostalism to conservative Calvinism to perfectionistic Wesleyanism, many
         can be labeled evangelical. Like a vine wrapping around trees in a forest, evangelicalism
         has held together many distinct theological traditions, sometimes for reasons of social
         engagement. This openness as a movement to multiple theological traditions and identifications
         should not keep us from remembering that it was initially theological issues that
         galvanized these disparate groups into a shared identity. In large measure, this continues
         to be the case today.
      

      
      Shared theological commitments signal that though evangelicalism has always been porous
         and pluralistic (albeit in a narrow sense biblically and theologically), there has
         continued to be a group of true-blue evangelicals who share certain key theological
         commitments. This group established Fuller Seminary and includes many whose education
         stretches back to Wheaton College. This group is known as the “neo” or “new” evangelicals.
      

      
      Fundamentalism

      
      The neo-evangelicals were the children of the fundamentalists and heirs of the war
         that raged between fundamentalists and modernists in the 1920s. The crux of that battle
         for the fundamentalists was the Bible and what they saw as the modernists’ willingness
         to both use literary and historical methods to interpret it and to appropriate growing
         university-based sciences such as psychology, anthropology, and evolutionary theory
         in order to (re)interpret it. The fundamentalists found such approaches to the interpretation
         of scripture to be an offense to “old-time religion.” Bolstered by cultural heroes
         like William Jennings Bryan (prosecutor in the Scopes trial), and Princeton Theological
         Seminary theologians like John Gresham Machen, they made a case for time-tested, traditional
         biblical truth. Much to their shock and dismay, every victory (like the Scopes trial)
         came with confusing defeat (like the loss of the northeastern denominations to the
         modernists).[3]  These confusing defeats led to a strategic decision to withdraw from cultural engagement,
         bolstered by the new theological position of dispensationalism that contended that
         a rapture of true believers (that is, the fundamentalists) was soon coming.
      

      
      With the strategy of separatism mobilizing them, fundamentalists no longer trusted
         the mainstream Protestant institutions of the day. Because institutions like schools
         and universities had gone modernist, they were no longer perceived to be fit for their
         children. In response, and with great entrepreneurial spirit, fundamentalists created
         their own Bible schools like Westmont, Gordon, and Wheaton.
      

      
      Strengthened by dispensationalism and still smarting from the cultural beatings over
         the Bible, these schools focused on two essential disciplines: biblical studies and
         theology (especially as apologetics).[4]  These priorities arose from the perceived need to defend traditional faith from
         attack by the broader culture. These foci allowed for both the deepening and the defense
         of old-time religion. For decades after the 1920s and the battle over the Bible, fundamentalists
         and their evangelical offspring would continue an uneasy stance toward modernist perspectives
         on biblical interpretation and reinterpretations of traditional Christian doctrine.
      

      
      One of practical theology’s central emphases is interdisciplinary dialogue. This was
         ruled out of bounds for early twentieth-century fundamentalists and evangelicals.
         The methodology of liberal Protestant educators like George Albert Coe or Sophia Fahs—particularly
         with their melding of theological perspectives and social science perspectives—was
         simply anathema to fundamentalists and evangelicals. To use such methods was a sure
         sign that you were not a Bible-believing Christian. While practical theology gave
         attention to social sciences, in evangelical Bible colleges the focus was more on
         how both to defend the Bible and to convert others than on human phenomena that opened
         up to theological significance. Anthropology or psychology in conversation with Bible
         and theology were simply not allowed. It may, then, be fair to say that in the first
         half of the twentieth century practical theology was solely a mainline and Protestant
         liberal activity.
      

      
      The Neo-Evangelicals 

      
      After the Second World War, many things began to change within fundamentalism. Many
         of the young men whose fundamentalist parents sent them to Bible colleges actually
         received good educations, making them viable candidates for further graduate studies
         and even PhDs at places like Boston University and Harvard. As these young men were
         coming of age—many taking the track from home fundamentalist church to Wheaton to
         BU and Harvard—the larger culture, mostly due to the Cold War and Communist atheism,
         began to look more favorably on God-fearing conservatives.[5]  
      

      
      Significant postwar cultural change, coupled with the academic success of some young,
         powerful men, led the children of fundamentalism to reinvent themselves as neo- (or
         new) evangelicals. They remained committed, especially early on, to the fundamentalist
         theological perspective, but jettisoned their separatist ideology.[6]  Coupled with the new cultural popularity of neo-evangelical leader Billy Graham,
         these young men were ready to do intellectually what Graham was doing in the broader
         culture.[7]  They would receive the platform to do so through the financial support of the fundamentalist
         radio preacher Charles Fuller and the vision of the eldest of the young cohort, Harold
         Ockenga. Ockenga was the pastor of the large and powerful Park Street Church in Boston,
         a church renowned for its commitment to mission. According to historian of evangelicalism
         Marsden, “In the first ten years under Ockenga’s ministry, beginning in 1936, Park
         Street’s yearly missionary budget rose from less than $2,500 to close to $90,000,
         far surpassing the church’s expenditures for everything else.”[8]  Ockenga became the first president of the National Association of Evangelicals and
         served as a mentor to many of the burgeoning young intellectuals who attended his
         church.[9]  He convinced Charles Fuller that what their movement needed was not another separatist
         Bible college, but a true evangelical intellectual center,[10]  or a new “Princeton of the West” that would uphold the conservative old-time religion
         and not succumb to modernism.[11]  
      

      
      The New School

      
      In 1947 the new school—eventually named Fuller Theological Seminary—was founded in
         Pasadena, California, drawing the best young faculty to the sunny palm tree heaven
         that promised to be an intellectual beacon on a hill where evangelical faith could
         be defended and prosper. Carl Henry, Harold Lindsell, and William Carnell (who was
         branded as the most remarkably gifted of the young scholars, and therefore called
         “the evangelical Paul Tillich”) stood as the jewels of the faculty those first few
         years.
      

      
      When the doors opened to the new school there was no faculty member in any discipline
         of practical theology and simply no language of practical theology. The curriculum
         focused, like the old Bible schools, on conservative biblical hermeneutics and apologetics.[12]  Where class or conversation turned to philosophical theology there was suspicion
         and even disdain for all post-Kantian Continental thought.[13]  It was believed that Kant had corrupted all European theology, leading American
         evangelicals to desire to cut it out completely. There was no need to surgically remove
         the Kantian influence from European theology, it all needed to go; hence, Schleiermacher
         and his conceptions of practical theology were discarded with the rest of European
         theology.
      

      
      It was not only the perceived intellectual corruption of Kant and European theology
         that led to discarding Schleiermacher and practical theology, but historical circumstances
         as well. The presence of practical theology in the European theological faculties
         was not something to which these early neo-evangelicals were exposed. The pipeline
         that led from Wheaton to Boston took on significantly more pull as animosities with
         Germany began to develop during the late 1930s and in the war years. This meant that
         the institution seeking to be the center of evangelical intellectual scholarship had
         little interaction with practical theology. Marsden makes this point:
      

      
         Characteristic of the faculty’s outlook in the early years was that filling positions
            in practical theology proved to be the lowest priority. Only after four years of makeshift
            measures did they permanently fill the homiletics position with the addition in 1951
            of Clarence Roddy, an effective and experienced Baptist preacher from New England,
            recently of Eastern Baptist Seminary in Philadelphia.[14]  
         

      

      Into the 1960s professors of preaching and education made their homes at Fuller, but
         their perspectives and classes were mostly characterized by applied theology. The
         job of those in the practical field was to give shape to the outworking of the biblical
         hermeneutic and apologetics given in Bible and theology classes.[15]  
      

      
      Even as the mainline Protestant theological world in America turned in what could
         be seen by evangelicals as a more sympathetic direction toward neo-orthodoxy, these
         evangelicals wanted nothing to do with it. They actually contended that Barth and
         Brunner were more dangerous than liberal Protestants because they were wolves in sheep’s
         clothing. Even as moderates like the Canadian Presbyterian practical theologian James
         Smart drew practical theology beyond its liberal overindulgence in the human sciences,
         evangelicals were closed to what he and others like him offered.
      

      
      The New Day

      
      By the end of the 1960s and into the early 1970s, things were beginning to change
         for evangelicals in a major way. For the previous decade, Fuller had not only departed
         from its more fundamentalist history—moving in the direction of ordaining woman and
         even recalibrating its view of scripture from “inerrant” to “infallible”—but was also
         expanding in interesting ways. In the late 1970s, Fuller Seminary started a School
         of Psychology to join the School of Theology. With these two schools in place, Fuller
         quickly added the School of World Mission. These new schools by their nature forced
         Fuller Seminary (and in some sense evangelicalism) into fresh dialogue with the social
         sciences[16]—something evangelicalism had been able to ignore for decades.[17]  The School of Theology and the School of Psychology sought to do integrative work
         together, especially as Christian counseling became more central to the evangelical
         ethos. Even this stance toward psychological counseling came under the core evangelical
         commitment to mission and evangelism.
      

      
       One of the early professors from the School of Theology to begin this integrative
         work by teaching classes with professors in psychology was Ray S. Anderson. A systematician
         trained under Scottish theologian T. F. Torrance, Anderson blended a Barthian relational
         anthropology and a Torrance-inspired conception of science to do some of the most
         significant integration of theology and psychology in evangelicalism during that era.[18]  
      

      
       As the new integration of psychology and theology was occurring at Fuller, it is
         interesting to note that Don Browning, in a completely different context, was leading
         the reimagining of practical theology at the University of Chicago. Practical theology
         as a curricular heading had been loosely used in catalogs and faculty meetings at
         Fuller with little context or direction for some time.
      

      
      Key Features and Representative Figures

      
      Robert Banks

      
      In his book Reenvisioning Theological Education, Robert Banks laid out a framework for a practical theology that impacts theological
         training centers and the church as a whole. Banks, a native Australian, came to Fuller
         as professor of the ministry of the laity. Banks came with experience teaching in
         Australian theological institutions and had also been dynamically involved in the
         house church movement in his native country. These experiences gave him a strong commitment
         to a “practice-theory-practice” understanding of theological education.[19]  This focus was for intellectual purposes and, in true evangelical spirit, for formation.
         The whole of theological education should be for faith formation and such formation
         can only happen where experience leads to theological reflection and then back again
         to action.[20]  Laypeople especially had rich experiences that they (and academics) could reflect
         upon. Ministry as formation was a classroom of reflection. Banks used this practice-theory-practice
         perspective to show how communities of faith held within themselves deep theological
         reflection. He contended that these communities had as much to offer professional
         theological education as it offered these communities.
      

      
      Banks’s work with a practice-theory-practice perspective, adding his focus on the
         laity, was mostly synthesizing others’ perspectives for his evangelical audience.[21]  While holding a significant commitment to a practice-to-theory perspective, Banks
         implemented two central evangelical commitments (norms) in his project. As a trained
         biblical scholar, Banks began the second part of Reenvisioning Theological Education with “The Relevance of a Biblical Starting Point.” Banks used sixty pages to articulate
         what formation for ministry is from a biblical perspective, continuing with a practice-to-theory
         commitment and showing how this perspective rests in the cradle of biblical theology.[22]  Throughout he repeated often how the Bible must be that which norms any process
         of reflection on practice. This, of course, makes a practice-to-theory perspective
         more complicated, as the normativity of the Bible rests over it—but this is a central
         commitment of so-called evangelical practical theology (something only Ray Anderson
         tried to escape).
      

      
      The biblical text is the central norm for Banks, and it is central because it is the
         Bible that mediates revelation by the Spirit. His understanding of revelation did
         not exclude other forms of knowledge. Rather, turning to a perspective of general
         revelation allowed Banks to have a place for the social sciences to speak of truth,
         though this truth is always provisional and conditioned by specific revelation (known
         through the Bible).[23]  
      

      
      It would be unfair to claim only the Bible as a norm for Banks as an evangelical practical
         theologian. Being ahead of his time by at least a decade, Banks also asserted that
         mission (or a missional impulse) must be the practice that is reflected upon. Joining
         God in mission as determined through the Bible and led by the Holy Spirit also norms
         reflection. He states, “Theological education is a dimension of mission and has a
         vital missiological content; it is an aspect of the teaching ministry of the church
         involving specialized testimony to the kingdom.”[24]  
      

      
      Mission is given shape through the biblical text. It is through mission (that is,
         through offering the “evangel” or Gospel message) that practice and theology are held
         together. Banks believed that the best way to teach for theological formation is to
         teach as doing mission. In other words, the theological classroom is the cooperation
         of teachers and students in doing mission and evangelism.[25]  The context, then, in evangelical practical theology, is active engagement in mission.
         Banks is no old-school fundamentalist or aggressive evangelical. In mission, the context
         must always be respected and seen in light of God’s continued activity with it. Nevertheless
         the context is to be engaged with a biblical mandate for mission. Banks continued
         the central evangelical thrust explored in the history above in relation to practical
         theology. As biblical scholar, turned practical theologian, scripture and mission
         are central to his project.
      

      
      Mark Lau Branson, Kara Powell, and Chap Clark

      
      The themes of scripture and mission are central also to two other similar projects
         in evangelical practical theology. Mark Lau Branson, in some ways, though not intimately
         connected to the guild of practical theology, nevertheless most clearly operates in
         ways congruent with it. Branson has done significant empirical work in exploring the
         transitions of a small ethnic church in Southern California.[26]  His book Churches, Cultures and Leadership: A Practical Theology of Congregations and Ethnicities, coauthored with Juan F. Martinez, most clearly gives expression to evangelical practical
         theology. The authors explore how the voice of ethnic congregations can be heard through
         a practical theological method, connecting context and scripture. Their strategy is
         very similar to youth ministry thinkers Kara Powell and Chap Clark in their book Deep Ministry in a Shallow World. Powell and Clark seek to provide a framework for a particular issue of ministry
         and do so by mobilizing an evangelical model of practical theology that holds together
         experience, context, and norm of scripture. Like Branson, Powell and Clark use a hermeneutic
         circle to discuss a process of reflection that places experience and scripture in
         discourse, leading to mission practices. For both projects, practical theology is
         used to form direct actions in ministry. Powell and Clark assert that one of the reasons
         for turning to practical theology in their popular ministry book is for its use in
         engendering “deeper” forms of human practice.[27]  Branson concurs; locating practical theology in the local community, he sees it
         as a catalyst for more significant forms of human action. He states, “We believe we
         are invited into new ways of discovery, imagination and discernment—this movement
         into deeper reflection for better (more excellent) forms of direct ministry is what
         they mean by ‘practical theology.’”[28] 
      

      
      Branson has been most directly involved in the missional church movement, making it
         the second lens of his Churches, Cultures and Leadership. Powell, who did her doctoral work with Banks, sees all of youth ministry as for
         the sake of mission. Practical theology allows for significant help in this missional,
         evangelical focus, leading to deeper forms of evangelism and formation of young people.
      

      
      While Branson and Powell and Clark share this missional engagement, they also differ
         in some key ways. The difference centers on the locale of their primary audience of
         study. While Branson is more appreciative contextually, Powell and Clark are more
         prophetic. Both equally engage issues of race and justice (realities not stereotypically
         assumed of evangelicals). Powell and Clark see culture as a more hostile place; Branson,
         by contrast, willingly engages deeply (even to the point of providing lists of movies
         that illustrate the chapters’ points in Churches, Cultures and Leadership). Even with this appreciation, Branson seems to stay in line with a larger evangelical
         conception of context. Like the heirs of neo-evangelicalism, Branson as well as Powell
         and Clark do not want a strategy of withdrawal from culture, nor do they want a position
         of accommodation with it. Rather, with mission and evangelism as the central commitments
         of their projects, they seek to engage culture in the direction of biblically guided
         conversion or transformation.
      

      
      Branson and Powell and Clark reveal their greatest similarities and depth in relation
         to their shared views of the theory-practice relationship. Both projects begin with
         a chapter on practical theology focusing on two similar but distinct hermeneutical
         circles that provide a process of reflection through practice into theory and back
         out to practice itself.
      

      
      Branson begins his presentation of this hermeneutical model by defining praxis in
         reference to Paulo Freire.[29]  He does not engage Freire’s view of praxis for its political conscientization, but
         for Freire’s conception of knowledge as arising from the practice of the learner and
         not the theory of the teacher.[30]  This allows Branson to give five steps to his practical theology. The first three
         are: naming and describing a current praxis in the church; analyzing praxis in context
         using resources of one’s culture; and study of and reflection on scripture, theology,
         and Christian history.
      

      
      Branson places the distinctly theological movement at step three, inspired oddly at
         this moment by more correlationalist, non-evangelical perspectives. Recognizing that
         this placement works much better for the practice-to-theory perspective he wishes
         to use, he nevertheless must deal with the evangelical commitment to the centrality
         of the Bible.[31]  Branson solves this problem by starting the chapter with a biblical perspective
         that asserts the Bible as authoritative. It is this authority that motivates a community
         to want to enter into this process of practice-to-theory reflection. The Bible shapes
         the community. While the Bible does not appear again until step three, it has set
         the terms for the process and for the constitution of the community itself. Branson
         sees this connected to a kind of missional ecclesiology that attends to the mission Dei (the idea that churches have a mission but exist to participate in the mission of
         God in the world). The final two steps involve recalling and discussing stories from
         the church and discerning new action.
      

      
      The Powell and Clark hermeneutical model is similar.[32]  Like Branson, they begin with reflection on the current praxis of the church, summarizing
         this step in the question “Now?” In other words, by “What is happening now?” they
         intend this in a descriptive manner and push it into the theological, exploring what
         “Now” is God doing in this place. The discernment of this “Now” from the divine side
         rests in the priority and authority of scripture. From the human side, “Now” is determined
         in reflection on subjective experiences of the individual or the community who enters
         this practical theological hermeneutic. Such experiences are not free flowing, due
         to the authority of the biblical text.[33]  Feeling where God is present, having an experience that seems “holy,” “transcendent,”
         or just “significant” seems to be the criteria.[34]  
      

      
      Step two involves exploration of the New. Here, as in Branson’s second step, the social
         sciences come into play along with history. Scripture and experience continue to play
         central roles in this step. Ultimately, the goal in this step is to reflect on new
         insights (from the science or arts) that will impact future praxis.
      

      
      Step three uniquely asks “Who?” It asks those in discernment of future praxis to look
         at exemplars, people doing successful ministry. Powell and Clark steer clear of the
         danger of assuming the biggest and most exciting ministries are the best, yet as good
         evangelicals this classical way of doing ministry (doing what is a successful model
         at another church) is affirmed in this step.[35]  This leads to the final step, which asks “How?” moving out into “deeper” forms of
         ministry with young people.
      

      
      All of the perspectives discussed above have revealed a number of traits that I would
         call endemic to evangelical practical theology. They include the central norm of scripture,
         the thrust toward mission and evangelism, and a strong commitment to the continued,
         active presence of God.[36]  It is this final commitment that is the center of Ray S. Anderson’s project.
      

      
      Ray S. Anderson

      
      As mentioned above, the three other key projects in evangelical practical theology
         either quote or lean heavily on the work of Ray Anderson. It may be fair to say that
         Ray Anderson is the sole evangelical to write extensively on practical theology.[37]  There are many ways in his project that Anderson is working from deeply held evangelical
         commitments. In other ways, his project in practical theology provides a way to critique
         evangelical theology and ministry directly. This makes my treatment of Anderson both
         fair in touching on the themes of his work and yet also shallow with respect to its
         depth.
      

      
      The central theme of Anderson’s practical theology is the assertion that practical
         theology is Christopraxis.[38]  What Anderson means by this term is that practical theology involves reflection
         on the continuing ministry of Jesus Christ in the world.[39]  This is practical theology’s central focus.[40]  This object is pure subject; its subject is the being of God. In asserting this,
         Anderson critiques many evangelical perspectives that hold that God is easily captured
         in epistemological frameworks—that God can be known, and known obviously through the
         Bible. For Anderson, God in Jesus Christ is a subject of action, not merely a source
         of knowledge. This action is the revealing of God’s being in the action of ministry.
         Christopraxis is the assertion that God is first and foremost a minister, revealing
         God’s self (revelation) for the sake of union with humanity (reconciliation).
      

      
      Because God is first and foremost a minister and not a theologian, then theology as
         reflection on God’s action should serve ministry. Ministry conditions theology, not
         the reverse. For different reasons, Anderson, like Browning, contends that all theology
         is practical.[41]  Theology is not practical because of the structure of human knowledge; it is practical
         because of the condition of God’s being (which, in turn, is the becoming of God in
         the event of ministry itself). Anderson used a powerful dialogue with biblical narratives—particularly
         in relation to Moses and the Exodus—to show that encounter with God’s act reveals
         God’s being. Further, when encountering God’s being, one is called not into theory,
         but praxis. Anderson is not concerned with people’s ideas about God necessarily, but
         with how God encounters people in and through ministry.[42]  From the event of the bush that burns but is not consumed, Moses encounters God
         as the “I am who is becoming.”[43]  Therefore, to participate in God’s being is to be called into the praxis of ministry.
         Anderson reminded his readers that even if one holds to Moses as the author of the
         Torah (which most evangelicals do), then it must be remembered that Moses only wrote
         it (theory) after experiencing and participating in God’s ministerial act by going
         to Egypt. To participate in the being of God is to join God by entering into God’s
         ministry. For Anderson, God’s ministry is God’s mission to humanity.[44]  Congruent with the larger evangelical ethos, Anderson placed mission as central
         to his perspective. Unlike evangelical practical theologians, this mission is richly
         articulated through reflection on divine action.
      

      
      The central source of authority for practical theology for Anderson is not the Bible.
         He denied the centrality of the Bible for practical theology. He did this in a completely
         evangelical manner while holding more deeply and richly to his evangelical commitments.
         Moving the Bible from the center of his practical theological perspective, Anderson
         placed Christopraxis (the action of Christ) in its place. The living Jesus as resurrected
         Lord is the voice of authority for practical theology and the life of the church.
         Jesus is encountered not primarily through reading the Bible, but through the experience
         of Christian community itself. While moving the Bible out of the center, Anderson
         nevertheless put something essentially evangelical in its place: a personal and active
         God who can be experienced by human agents. This means that what mobilizes practical
         theology and conditions it is the confession of the acting Jesus. Anderson, then,
         avoided using Jesus as a stale model (the imitatio Christi), for which he critiqued evangelicalism. Instead, Anderson pushed deeper into participatio Christi: how human practice, with its form, draws us into ontological union with God. To
         summarize, Anderson made the contemporaneous work of Christ his sole source of authority
         that conditions the operations of practice to theory to practice.
      

      
      Anderson’s Christopraxis leads to more questions than answers. How does one go about
         judging whether something is an instance of Christopraxis? Anderson admitted to having
         moved the Bible from the center of practical theology, but not to doing away with
         the Bible as an authoritative source for practical theology. Anderson asserted that
         practical theologians and Christian communities must discern Christopraxis with the
         end in mind. To illustrate this, Anderson used the ordination of woman and the biblical
         example of Peter with Cornelius (Acts 10) as case studies.[45]  In these cases, Anderson explored how God in Jesus continues in ministry preparing
         the church not to be the church of the first century (a common evangelical trap) but
         the church of the current century.[46]  The opening of the gospel to the Gentiles and ordaining of women have historical
         precedence against them, he explained, but Christopraxis does not bend a knee to the
         past. It seeks the future, discerning how such theological innovations are embedded
         in deep eschatological visions that are grounded in personal, relational encounters
         with God, who brings life out of death. This is the act of God, but an act that is
         embedded in praxis. Using the story of the demoniac in Mark 5, Anderson asserts that
         the miracle is not only the healing of the man, but the putting of the man back into
         community, into co-humanity. “How was it,” Anderson asks, “that this man received
         his clothes? It was from the community that excluded him which now embraces him.”
         Anderson asserts that it was just as much a miracle that the man was sent back into
         his community as that his demons were gone. This is the fullness of the eschatological
         and the practical level of Christopraxis; it is sharing in social relationships with
         others to the depth that their death is shared for the sake of life.
      

      
      Anderson kept Christopraxis from being weighted down by the Bible and, in so doing,
         offered a radical critique of evangelical tradition. His critique allowed his perspective
         to develop with creativity and possibility with reference to God’s eschatological
         preference—the continued working of God toward God’s desired end for creation and
         humanity. Anderson knew that though the Bible could not be his foundational center,
         he had to tie Christopraxis to something or his position would have floated away to
         its demise. Anderson asserted that in every new movement of Christopraxis that pushes
         the church toward the final century, there nevertheless is a biblical antecedent.[47]  The Bible becomes a tool used to second, and therefore justify, that an action taken
         in ministry is an instance of Christopraxis. Anderson asserted that for every theological
         innovation there is, as far as he could tell, a biblical antecedent. From Acts 10,
         comes the Jerusalem council and its biblical antecedent of Joel. This shows that God’s
         provisional historical precedence continually gives way to God’s eschatology preference,
         toward God’s working for the restoration of all creation.
      

      
      A major shortcoming of Anderson’s project is the lack of true interdisciplinarity,
         or even rich dialogue, with contextual perspectives. Anderson valued case studies
         and concrete ministerial experiences, but there he gave little evidence of direct
         wrestling with contextual perspectives outside of anecdotal examples in pastoral ministry.[48]  This does not mean that Anderson had a lack of appreciation for context. Anderson’s
         contextual engagement was framed by his philosophical and theological comment to personalism.[49]  Since the beginning of his work, Anderson had been impacted equally by Karl Barth,
         Dietrich Bonhoeffer, and the Scottish philosopher John MacMurray. Particularly through
         the last two, Anderson imagined his practical theology as directed to the world while
         presenting an ecclesiology with a missional trajectory. Unlike the larger evangelical
         perspective, his missional trajectory aimed for the sharing of personhood, not conversion.
         Anderson saw the context as for friendship, as a mystery of encounter with the presence
         of God (Christopraxis).
      

      
      Throughout the discussion of the key figures, I have tried to explicate each person’s
         “norms and sources of authority,” “view of theory-practice relationship,” and “approach
         to context.” I have taken up these themes inside each of these individual’s projects.
         Below, as a way of summary, I’ll seek to draw out the commonalities (as much as this
         is possible) of evangelical practical theology through these three themes.
      

      
      Norms and Sources of Authority

      
      In Banks, Branson, and Powell and Clark, there is a deep desire to make room for the
         authority of scripture; this seems to be a common shared norm for evangelical practical
         theology. Unlike some other forms of practical theology, evangelical practical theology
         must contend with the identity marker of the centrality of the Bible. The social sciences
         and forms of philosophy must be used to support and not stand against the commitment
         to the Bible. In both the Branson and Powell and Clark hermeneutical circles of practical
         theology there was great effort made to always return to the authority of the Bible.
         At times this felt cumbersome as these approaches tried to offer dynamic models of
         action, drawing from other perspectives of practical theology that do not see the
         Bible in the same normative light as these evangelical approaches.
      

      
       It was only Anderson that sought a more robust method that allowed him to hold to
         the importance and even authority of scripture, but to do so in a way that made it
         a tool for practical theological discernment and not as destination. Anderson’s Christopraxis
         approach allowed him to herald that the norm of practical theology is not the Bible but the ministering of the living Christ. It is the Bible that is needed to discern the action of the living Christ that the
         Spirit calls us to join in the world. The Bible then, for Anderson, remains a central
         norm, not as a destination, as it appears in the other approaches to which to conform,
         but as a tool to move into practical theological engagement.
      

      
       Yet, even with Anderson’s more theologically nimble approach it is clear that the
         Bible remains the central norm for evangelical practical theology. But to understand
         why is to turn to the summary of “view of theory-practice relationship” and “approaches
         to context.”
      

      
      Views of the Theory-Practice Relationship

      
      The Bible is the central norm for evangelical practical theology, but it is central
         not as theory but as practice. And practice itself rests on a deep commitment to experience.
         North American evangelicalism has often rested on a deeply held commitment that people
         have distinct (and real) experiences of God through prayer, worship, and personal
         relationships. All the evangelical approaches explored above affirm the centrality
         of an encounter with God. It is these experiences that lead into theory construction
         that moves out into further practice. It is sometimes practice itself that opens up
         the possibility for such experience of God, for example, prayer. But these practices
         are meant to mediate the experience of the presence of God. Once experiencing this
         presence, the person or community is moved into reflection that produces new forms
         of practice and action. Practical theology has found a touchstone with some evangelicals
         because too often the move from experience to new practice and action has skipped
         reflection. All the evangelicals above have been drawn from their primary fields to
         practical theology because of its attention to reflection. They all have attended
         to a deep commitment to the encounter of divine action that must be normed by scripture,
         but it is the process of needed reflection inside these dynamic experiences that has
         turned them to practical theology. This is why Branson and Powell and Clark are intent
         on producing a diagram that unfolds a methodological movement toward reflection. Reflection
         is the draw of evangelicals to the offerings of practical theology, which has an openness
         to lived and embodied experience, but this lived and embodied experience is an encounter
         with divine action itself.
      

      
      And these experiences of God, which too often are not reflected upon, set the terms
         for their views of theory and practice relations. Evangelicalism is heavily centered
         on experience through practice; it is the movement toward theory as the process of
         making sense of such experiences that mobilizes the practice-theory engagement. All
         four of the evangelical practical theological projects we explored above had a significant
         place for experience, seeking ways for verification and reformed practice through
         the reflection on experience. Anderson has made the richest articulation of the connection
         between experience and reflection to practice through his Christopraxis approach.
         He contends that we experience divine action and must reflect on this lived and embodied
         experience that then leads us out into new practices of ministry, the coming of God’s
         presence to us in the first place to minister to us. Then, it could be said that for
         evangelical practical theologians the theory-practice relationship is mobilized by
         a desire to participate in divine action.
      

      
      Role of and Approach to Contexts

      
      Historically what has galvanized the diverse groups under the umbrella of evangelical has been a shared interpretation of the larger American context. It has been the
         sense that the larger culture is hostile to the practice of Bible faith. This interpretation
         has led some to separate from culture. But for others there has been a resolve to
         engage the context with the hope of impacting it. Those in evangelicalism that have
         turned to practical theology have tended to be the latter. All of the projects I explored
         above sought to engage the larger cultural realities for the sake of mission. The
         context was one to embrace, not for itself but as a stage to bring forth the good
         news of the gospel. Context was affirmed as something worth engaging, but as such
         was in need of transforming. Most all of the projects examined above affirmed this
         commitment to some degree or another.
      

      
      Interdisciplinary Conversation Partners

      
      The practical theological renaissance of the 1980s came primarily from within practical
         theological subdisciplines. Don Browning wrote about pastoral theology before practical
         theology. James Fowler worked in religious education and ethics on the way to developing
         his explicit work in practical theology. Most practical theologians today, if only
         for institutional and pedagogical reasons, are connected to subdisciplines like pastoral
         care, preaching, and Christian education and move into practical theology through
         them. While some of these institutional and pedagogical concerns are the same in evangelicalism,
         the fertile ground of classic practical theological subdisciplines does not seem to
         function in the same way.
      

      
      While Fuller Seminary has subdisciplines of practical theology, scholarship and teaching
         in these areas has not generally led into practical theology per se. Ray Anderson,
         a trained systematician, continued to teach systematic theology across his career
         at Fuller. He taught systematic theology, though, with an uncompromising and unrelenting
         focus on ministry and practical theology. Robert Banks, a trained biblical scholar,
         focused mainly on mission and ecclesiology. Mark Lau Branson’s work can be seen as
         located in missiology, with a strong connection to congregational studies (which moves
         into practical theology).
      

      
       Practical theology in evangelicalism has not developed as the outgrowth of subdisciplines
         as much as a way of engaging in mission. It has come about as a way of turning theology
         to the practical operations of mission and evangelism. This has meant that evangelical
         practical theology has lacked constructive interdisciplinary models. It has recently
         focused on issues of empirical study, but there are few original articulations of
         how to relate the epistemologies of the social sciences to theology. The overriding
         concern is always to make theology more dynamic for mission. Because evangelical practical
         theologians have not come to practical theology from subdisciplines, they have generally
         not felt the need to articulate and use explicit interdisciplinary methods. This has
         made its relation to subdisciplines much weaker, but made its engagement with the
         practice of concrete congregations for new forms of praxis rich and inspired.
      

      
      Areas of Current and Future Research

      
      Evangelicals have never found a solid footing within the established guilds of practical
         theology. They have come to practical theology from across the other theological disciplines,
         entering it too episodically for it to be an academic home. This turning to practical
         theology has often been for direct help in constructing more reflective approaches
         to particular ministerial or pedagogical issues. I imagine that this will most likely
         continue. We will see interesting and diverse evangelicals turn to practical theology
         to help them construct perspective, models, and approaches for direct ministerial
         engagement. I personally have been working on a project, inspired by Ray Anderson,
         called Christopraxis: A Practical Theology of the Cross. While this project does not seek to be an “evangelical” practical theology, it nevertheless
         seeks to honor the evangelical experience—the experience of encountering the living
         presence of Christ. This project, then, will be congruent with some of the other commitments
         that I have laid out as marks of an evangelical practical theology in this chapter.
      

      
      The partnering of evangelical and practical theology has an odd history, and one that makes clear articulation of both perspectives hard
         to tease out. Evangelical engagement with practical theology has come almost completely
         from the neo-evangelical movement and primarily at its crown institution, Fuller Seminary.
         Beyond the work of Ray Anderson, even at Fuller Seminary, practical theology has not
         received the depth of methodological reflection that it should have in evangelical
         circles. Despite this, evangelical contributions have been significant, particularly
         their attention to mission and its place for the Bible. While both have been worked
         out in sometimes peculiar ways in evangelical practical theology, the uncompromising
         commitment to them is worthy of the reflection of others in the field at large. The
         commitments to mission and the authority of scripture also urge those outside of evangelicalism
         to attend to the commitment that these evangelical scholars make to discern the living,
         acting God in concrete situations of life. All the projects described focused on this
         commitment, with Anderson’s Christopraxis serving as the harbinger and tone setter.
      

      
      Evangelicals will have to continue to deepen these perspectives and do a better job
         of thinking through interdisciplinarity in the future. More broadly, practical theology
         as a whole could benefit from learning from the missional and the Bible focus of evangelical
         practical theologians. But, more important, practical theology as a whole could follow
         evangelicals in giving more attention, both pedagogically and methodologically, to
         the living presence of Christ in the world.
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                  to articulate the ontological space of God’s being through God’s action.
               

            

         

         
            44. Anderson explains this further, “This missiological dimension is crucial for practical
                  theology. It is the ongoing mission of God in the world and to the world that provides
                  the aims and the goals, tests the methods, and adds the necessary energy and vision
                  that guide the task of practical theology.” Anderson, The Shape of Practical Theology, 31.
               

            

         

         
            45. “This is a fine example of Christopraxis as a hermeneutical criterion. There was the
                  remembered teaching of Jesus, there was the mystical vision in which the Lord spoke
                  to him, but the interpretation actually came when Peter went to the house of Cornelius
                  and preached the gospel of Jesus to him. Only then, when the Spirit of Jesus came
                  upon the Gentile gathering with convincing power and effect, did Peter grasp the full
                  implications of the command of the Lord, and he baptized them in the name of Jesus
                  Christ (Acts 10:44–45). This event was a ‘preparing of the way of the Lord’ to the
                  Gentiles, an incredibly radical and difficult hermeneutical decision—but this is how
                  Christopraxis becomes a hermeneutical criterion.” Ibid., 82.
               

            

         

         
            46. “I suggest that these represent two theological paradigms, one oriented by first-century
                  Christianity and historical precedent, and the other oriented to eschatological precedence,
                  biblical antecedent and a vision for the ‘last century’ church.” Ibid., 110. Anderson
                  continues, “The first-century horizon, which is the occasion for the Scripture text
                  in the New Testament, cannot be fused with our contemporary horizon to make revelation
                  dependent on our self understanding (such as Rudolf Bultmann tended to do). This would
                  confuse hermeneutics with revealed truth itself. Nor should we attempt to push our
                  contemporary horizon back into the first century, for we cannot do this. We can only
                  create an abstraction of this first horizon that, if used as the sole criterion for
                  revealed truth, makes out of divine Logos an impersonal and abstract logos as a criterion
                  for the truth of God himself (such as Carl Henry tends to do).” Ibid., 88. Continuing
                  further, Anderson says, “But here too we have seen that historical precedent cannot
                  be a determinative criterion for validating the present and future work of Christ.
                  For he, as the living Lord, is the one who is the criterion himself. We have argued
                  that the resurrection of Jesus and his already present eschatological power in the
                  church is the criterion for interpreting the command of the Lord. If this is true,
                  does not the new work of Christ in the church today really suggest that Christ is
                  continuing to give gifts to his church and prepare it for his own coming? Ought we
                  not at least have a sense of fear and trembling about such a possibility instead of
                  appearing to be ‘dead certain’ when we may really be ‘dead wrong’?” Ibid., 94.
               

            

         

         
            47. This is what Anderson means by the ‘biblical antecedent, “The hermeneutics of practical
                  theology seeks what is normative in Jesus Christ, as the inspired source of the written
                  Word and the objective reality of Christ as the praxis of the Holy Spirit in the context
                  of ministry.” Ibid., 38.
               

            

         

         
            48. “The criterion for the praxis of the Spirit as discerned in the ministry Context is
                  not determined by cultural relevance or pragmatic expediency. It is the work of the
                  risen Jesus Christ that becomes the criterion in the praxis of the Holy Spirit. It
                  is this contemporary work (praxis) of Christ through the Holy Spirit that becomes
                  normative and calls the church into repentance, where it has imposed its own normative
                  and binding rules.” Ibid., 38.
               

            

         

         
            49. Anderson’s personalism can be seen in what he calls his “core social paradigm,” he
                  explains, “In Christian theology, the event of God’s incarnation in Jesus Christ is
                  understood as a social paradigm by which human nature and destiny are defined and
                  determined. A Christian anthropology does not begin with the ‘humanity of humankind’
                  seeking relationship with God. Rather, a Christian anthropology begins with the ‘humanity
                  of God’ as observed in the historical person Jesus Christ and with the social structure
                  of the new human community within which he is known.” Ibid., 253.
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      Feminist practical theology is a type of practical theological scholarship, teaching,
         and action that explores the intersections of gender, diverse women’s experiences,
         and lived religious practices as it seeks the flourishing of women. It often takes
         as its starting point the concrete struggles of women within a particular context—such
         as intimate partner violence against immigrant women, or working class women negotiating
         the demands of work and mothering—viewing these experiences in relation to Christian
         feminist theological claims that the gospel must be good news not only for generic
         “humankind,” but specifically for women. Recognizing that persons are always situated in social, political, and cultural contexts,
         feminist practical theology moves beyond a focus solely on individual persons, to
         critical reflection on practices of communities and society—particularly those that
         distort or resist the freedom of women. A central task concerns imagining alternative
         futures in which women together with others may flourish. Feminist practical theology
         thus works toward transformation of present injustice in light of these alternative
         visions.
      

      
      My own journey of embracing feminist practical theology began with experiences in
         my working-class, white, southern U.S. family and community, through which I became
         aware of the power of gender to structure relationships of inclusion and exclusion,
         of domination and subordination. I observed in church, for instance, that women in
         my small Presbyterian congregation did much of the labor and behind-the-scenes leadership
         in the church. These same women were not allowed to have their leadership formally
         authorized, because women could not at that time be ordained as elders in our congregation.
         When denominational and congregational norms changed, I was surprised when several
         families left the church rather than have women in their congregation be in public
         leadership roles as elected and ordained church officers—to do the work these women
         were already doing. In Bible studies around these events, I was first introduced to
         the feminist theological idea that Jesus as the “liberating Word of God” broke down
         barriers erected on the basis of gender difference.
      

      
      My movement toward feminist approaches to theology developed more fully during college
         and graduate school. As a religious studies major, I searched for theological perspectives
         that—in their accounts of human personhood, sin, suffering, and wholeness—could address
         the gender-based violence I and other women had experienced. I remember an undergraduate
         religion course when the few women in the course asked how the particular systematic
         theologian we were reading might address violence against women within his theology
         of human suffering. A male graduate student responded condescendingly, “The point
         of theology, ladies, is to inquire about God and to ask big questions about God’s dealings with us that are of concern to the whole of humanity. Theology is not about
         such small and mundane matters. God does not concern himself with your daily business.”
         His message was clear: human experiences and practices, particularly those of women,
         were not the concern of theologians like himself or of God. His comments reflected
         a radically different notion of Christian theology than my own understanding of it
         as a living and lived discourse in which the everyday lives of people intersect with
         the narrative of Jesus to challenge all forms of oppression.
      

      
      Fortunately, in the emerging voices of feminist theologians writing during the 1970s
         and early 1980s I found robust theological accounts of God’s reconciling love that
         addressed unjust power relations. These theologies critiqued gendered forms of suffering
         experienced by many women, along with the social structures in which violence against
         women is situated. They offered such critiques in light of eschatological visions
         of an alternative reality for women’s flourishing. At that time, few theologians,
         feminist or otherwise, used the nomenclature of practical theology. One notable exception,
         feminist theologian Letty M. Russell, as early as 1974 called her work “a form of
         practical theology.”[1]  Many more feminist theologians, however, explicitly utilized methodological approaches
         that would today be recognized as practical theology.
      

      
      Feminist practical theology’s transformational agenda, along with its privileging
         of contextual, embodied, lived religious experience over abstract, disinterested religious
         questions as the site for its theological work serves as a valuable resource for me.
         I want to participate in this way of engaging theology because it brings together
         thinking and “doing” theology in relation to everyday life. Feminist practical theology
         makes it possible to work across multiple contexts and to bridge the worlds of ecclesial,
         societal, and academic practice. It is practical theology insofar as it is centrally
         concerned with lived religious practices and it is feminist insofar as it arises out
         of the work of scholar-practitioners holding feminist commitments to addressing the
         needs and concerns of women, and as it works toward justice for and flourishing of
         women. It is theological insofar as it interrogates the coherence between religious
         beliefs and practices, seen through the worldview of faith. To adapt words from Serene
         Jones, feminist practical theology is “helping the church to reflect on its present-day
         witness and practice to see if it continues to be faithful to the revelation of God
         manifest in Scripture, tradition, and the ongoing life of the Christian community.”[2] 
      

      
      We live in a time of heightened awareness about the power of language to construct
         social reality. The current postmodern context for scholarship emphasizes difference
         and particularity, with consciousness of ways the language of dominant groups often
         functions to erase or assimilate others. Consequently, it can be difficult to find
         adequate language to talk about women. To speak in general terms about women risks
         collapsing differences between and among women from diverse contexts, with the use
         of the term “women” falsely essentializing particular notions of women’s identities,
         practices, or experiences as universal. The experience of being a white woman and
         that of being an Asian woman are, in several key ways, very different experiences
         of gender. The reverse side of this risk is to speak as if there are no shared realities
         among women of differing races and ethnicities, sexualities, or class identities,
         which then ignores the role of gender as a significant feature of identity.
      

      
      Given these risks, even speaking about “women” and “feminism” opens up several layers
         of complexity. Whose life realities are included and whose are not in the use of the
         term women’s experience? What about feminism? As a term historically arising out of the search for gender justice by a largely
         white, middle-class subgroup of women, it cannot adequately express the distinctive
         gender-related emancipatory movements of diverse women of color or of women from contexts
         of poverty or working-class communities. Many younger women today express alienation
         from the term because of associations with separatism or appearances of being hostile
         to men. Yet, to avoid this term altogether is to silence an important avenue of meaningful
         discourse about gendered realities and gender justice.
      

      
      Acknowledging such tensions, I adopt the practice of “strategic essentialism.”[3]  This approach to language about women and emancipatory gender movements asks whether,
         in a given situation, it is pragmatically helpful to speak of women or feminism in
         order to put forward a particular view, making such decisions contextually. In strategic
         essentialism, the conscious awareness of the risk of essentializing is temporarily
         embraced in a strategic manner as a way to move constructively where important matters
         are at stake, yet always with an eye to the potential unintended consequences of these
         choices.
      

      
      Important matters are at stake in the intersections between gender, lived religious
         practices, and women’s lives. Therefore, I choose to work out of an expansive understanding
         of women and of feminism that includes the possibility that some of the realities
         signified by these terms do cross boundaries of class, race and ethnicity, sexuality,
         and other particularities. As Letty Russell put it, “recognizing the overlapping qualities
         of social groupings allows a group to be both different and the same.”[4]  While I will include examples from womanist, mujerista, and other forms of gender-focused practical theology, I do not mean to subsume these
         perspectives under the rubric of feminism as if that were a wholly adequate nomenclature
         for them. At the same time, though, it is beyond the scope of this essay to give full
         treatment to all the varieties of woman-affirming practical theology. Since my social
         location as an Anglo-American woman from a transitional working-class background best
         situates me to speak from within Anglo-feminism, that is the primary lens I use. However,
         taking a clue from Russell, I trust that this perspective has “overlapping qualities”
         with the emancipatory movements of other women. I will engage feminist thought as
         both a grassroots political movement and an academic-intellectual framework that brings
         to practical theology a focus on gender justice and the material lives of different
         women—foci that often are absent from other approaches within practical theology.
      

      
      Historical Context

      
      Most writers concerned with historically situating the academic discipline of practical
         theology comment on its relative youth. Feminist practical theology is younger still,
         only fully arising during the 1990s as both a critical movement and an intellectual
         approach. Feminist scholarship existed in the decades prior to the 1990s, in practice-oriented
         fields such as religious education and pastoral care[5]  and among feminist theologians grounding their work in particular communities of
         practice.[6]  Pioneering scholars, supported by feminist theologies that emerged alongside other
         emancipatory theological movements during the 1960s and 1970s, began to focus attention
         on the particular practices, status, silence, and sufferings of women. These practice-oriented
         scholars working in the 1970s and 1980s could also lean upon nascent feminist scholarship
         in partner-disciplines such as psychology, educational philosophy, sociology, and
         social work, as they began to construct new perspectives on education, community organizing,
         and care in and for the churches and wider communities.
      

      
      The emergence of feminist practical theology as such, however, did not take place
         until the 1990s due to several factors. First, the practical theological discipline
         itself was still in the process of establishing its identity, solidifying methodologies,
         and gaining acceptance in the academy during the 1980s and 1990s. The history of feminist
         scholarship across theological disciplines has been one in which feminist voices emerged
         subsequent to that discipline’s formation and establishment—because feminism has functioned
         as a movement of protest or critique of an established perspective followed by advocacy
         and structural transformation.
      

      
      Within the traditional theological curriculum, practical theology offered significant
         points of alliance with the concerns of feminists. For example, practical theologians
         in general foreground living human persons and their experiences in context as starting
         points for theological inquiry. Their work is present and future oriented rather than
         focusing primarily upon the past. Practical theologians work toward transformation—a
         recognition that practical theological work takes place not merely for the sake of
         inquiry per se, but in order to make a difference in people’s lives and in the world.
         These are also feminist agendas. In its formative moments, practical theology as a
         discipline could be a container and an ally for many feminists’ interests. It was
         both practically and politically expedient for feminists to maximize points of convergence
         within practical theology rather than working to distinguish themselves from the rest
         of the discipline—a feature that participated in delaying the emergence of a self-consciously
         identified feminist practical theology.
      

      
      There is yet another factor. In order for a self-conscious feminist practical theology
         to emerge, there not only had to be a scholarship and literature identified as practical
         theology, but also a critical mass of scholars who were willing and able to engage
         publicly in feminist discourse. They had to understand themselves as practical theologians,
         often in addition to their scholarly identities in (sub)fields such as pastoral theology
         or care, homiletics, or religious education. They had to be credentialed as such within
         the academy. They also had to find employment in universities and seminaries that
         facilitated access to guilds and publishing houses that could position their work
         within a larger scholarly discourse. This critical mass of feminist scholars emerged
         in the 1990s when Bonnie Miller-McLemore, Kathleen Greider, and Pamela Couture completed
         their degrees and joined a few already-established senior women and pro-feminist men
         to swell the ranks of those in practical theology. The flurry of feminist practical
         theology writings published in the 1990s attests to this historically significant
         juncture when women gained access to the field in significant numbers.[7]  
      

      
      A critical mass of these women mattered greatly for the history and development of
         feminist practical theologies. Despite convergences between many of the concerns of
         feminist scholars with those represented within practical theology more generally
         as the discipline established itself during the 1980s, feminist scholars in practical
         theology faced a formidable history of structural gender exclusion. Practical theology’s
         historic roots as a male-centered and male-defined discipline in both church and academy
         are well documented.[8]  The Dutch feminist practical theologian Riet Bons-Storm speaks of how she “by accident
         . . . was a founding mother, along with eight founding fathers, of the International
         Association of Practical Theology” in 1991 when one of her male colleagues invited
         to be part of this gathering could not attend and asked her to go in his place.
      

      
      The gender boundary in practical theology found much earlier reinforcement in the
         turn taken in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries to narrow its subject
         matter to the tasks and work of the ordained male clergy, necessarily excluding women
         as the focus of practical theological work. Women were also excluded from scholarship
         in practical theology. Even when the discipline retrieved a broader scope of concern
         with religious experience and practices and broadened its scope beyond the work of
         the clergy, women’s gendered experiences and practices did not find a place as matters
         for scholarly attention by these (still largely male) practical theologians for quite
         some time. For most of its history, the field of practical theology functioned with
         implicit patriarchal assumptions in relation to power arrangements in both church
         and academy.
      

      
      Contemporary feminist practical theologians must address three complexities related
         to their identities. First, some scholars do not self-identify as practical theologians,
         but are doing what others would claim as feminist practical theological scholarship
         from within one of the so-called subdisciplines of practical theology such as religious
         education.[9]  Second, some of those engaged in practical theological work do not bring an explicitly
         named feminist perspective to their scholarship or express a feminist identity, but
         nevertheless they share many of the same themes, commitments, and proposals of those
         who name themselves feminist practical theologians. Third, some feminist scholars
         engaging in practice-focused theological scholarship work in contexts that work against
         their identification as practical theologians, as is the case, for example, with persons
         in cultural and ecclesial communities that devalue the work of practical theology,
         claiming the identity of practical theologian would be tantamount to self-erasure.
      

      
      Carmen Nanko-Fernandez comments on the relative absence of Latin@ (her symbolization
         to express both masculine and feminine forms of this word) scholars in practical theology.
         Given the already extant hierarchy among the disciplines in theology, in which practical
         theology can be treated as low-status work, she asserts that Latin@ scholars facing
         the interstructured oppressions of race, class, and gender identities often find it
         necessary to locate themselves within the so-called “hard” or “core” theological disciplines.
         This happens in spite of commitments held by these scholars to practical theological
         work at the intersections of the academy, the church, and the wider Latin@ community.[10]  
      

      
      Finally, a look at the field’s types of publications shows the historical movement.
         Early self-consciously feminist practical theologians’ published scholarship takes
         the form of collective anthologies of writing by several women around a shared theme
         that draws attention to the concerns of women and the absence of women’s experience
         in practical theological scholarship. For example, in 1991 in the United States Maxine
         Glaz and Jeanne Stevens-Moessner edited a volume focused on reshaping pastoral practice
         in light of women’s experiences of sexual abuse, depression, and domestic violence.[11]  In 1993, a group of British women practical theologians published a volume of essays
         reflecting on women’s lives from the standpoint of pastoral care.[12]  In 1995 at the meeting of the International Academy of Practical Theology, several
         women members grew frustrated at the lack of recognition by many academy members of
         feminist contributions to the field. They decided to create a volume that could “demonstrate
         a variety of practical theological perspectives,” all of which “include either an
         explicit or implicit critique of reigning, dominant models of practical theology.”[13]  By the mid- to late 1990s, feminist practical theologians were publishing many volumes,
         collectively and as single-authored books, explicitly identifying their work as feminist
         practical theology and making significant contributions to the discipline from this
         perspective.
      

      
      Key Features and Representative Figures

      
      Critique and Transformation

      
      Feminist practical theology constitutes a form of critical theory and practice oriented
         toward transformation, for which eschatological imagination is crucial. According
         to Rebecca Chopp, “Critical theory takes as its departure point the reality of oppression
         and suffering in society and attempts to both display the origin, function, and relations
         of structures that cause such oppression and to anticipate possibilities for change.”[14]  She names feminist theologies as practical theologies that do such work. In the
         case of feminist practical theology, the critique focuses specifically on identifying,
         analyzing, resisting, and transforming distortions and oppressions that oppose women’s
         flourishing. Feminist practical theology as a critical theory therefore takes as its
         starting point the identification of some situation in which women experience injustice,
         oppression, or suffering, or by interrogating places and positioning in which women’s
         subordination is masked by taken-for-granted cultural practices.
      

      
      For example, Nancy Pineda-Madrid begins with the ritualized killings of hundreds of
         women and girls in the 1990s in Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, naming these deaths as feminicide
         in which “the killers have consistently used women’s bodies to mark territory and
         demonstrate power.”[15]  Out of this concrete context of violence against Latinas’ bodies, Pineda-Madrid
         develops what she terms a “social suffering hermeneutic.” She lifts up practices of
         resistance engaged in by communities of women, particularly exploring the religious
         symbolism employed in women’s political activism to protest feminicide—protest marches
         evoking the biblical narrative of Exodus from slavery and the use of pink crosses
         to place the story of these present-day crucifixions in relation to the crucifixion
         of Jesus. These practices of resistance are transformative. Pineda-Madrid writes,
         “for the witness survivors of feminicide, the pink crosses signal a loud and public
         no to feminicide. . . . Even more, they signal that the witness survivors have not succumbed
         to hurling their anger and outrage violently against others, but have instead chosen
         to cry out against death and to cry out for life. They have chosen community. They have chosen to bring the crucified down from
         the cross.”[16]  
      

      
      Pineda-Madrid calls the social suffering hermeneutic of her practical theology “praxiological.”
         By this term she means “that the human experience of suffering (and all human experience)
         always already reflects practice” and at the same time is “interpreted” or theorized.[17]  She importantly illustrates that because feminist practical theology arises out
         of praxis, it is also a critical practice. This means that its modes of theorizing
         and of action perform the critical work of interrogating oppression and working to
         imagine and construct alternatives. Feminist practical theology is an emancipatory practice.
      

      
      Denise Ackermann, a feminist practical theologian writing from her South African context,
         offers another example. As a critical theology, she contends that feminist practical
         theology should incorporate its critiques of oppression in rethinking ecclesiology,
         making a difference in the structures and practices of churches. This emancipatory
         goal, shared with practical theologies more generally, takes a specific shape in relation
         to feminist practical theology, where its focus is on the flourishing of women. Feminist
         practical theology creates spaces to imagine new realities in which women together
         with others in their communities might thrive. Through this imaginative, eschatological
         practice, feminist practical theologians craft strategies for action and ways of “doing
         ministry” that work toward transformation from oppression. As Ackermann notes, “the
         nature of a feminist theology of praxis is essentially imaginative.”[18] 
      

      
      Embodied Practice and the Privileging of Women’s Experiences

      
      A second prominent characteristic of feminist practical theology is its focus on everyday,
         embodied experiences of women. Noting the history of exclusion of women’s lives and realities from theology, it
         lifts up the ordinary experiences of women as appropriate subject matter for theological
         reflection and as constitutive of theology itself. Accordingly, these theologies focus
         on the material realities of women’s lives—women’s poverty, parenting and childcare,
         preparing food, participating in the labor force, violence against women. In so doing,
         feminist practical theologians claim (either implicitly or explicitly) embodied practices
         of everyday life as theological. Furthermore, the focus of the work is not “the Autonomous
         Woman,” detached from context and community; rather, the focus is on their everyday
         life-worlds (which always includes context and community). By privileging the lives
         and bodies of women and working toward the flourishing of women, feminist practical
         theologies purport to attend as well to their contexts and communities as spaces of
         human flourishing more broadly.
      

      
      An example of this focus on the everyday lives of women as the subject of practical
         theology can be seen in Bonnie Miller-McLemore’s early work on maternal practices
         and the nurture of children. Her work helped locate and legitimate these two central
         life practices of women as appropriate subjects of practical theological inquiry.
         Miller-McLemore explores maternal experience and thinking, as she asks readers to
         consider what might be distinctive about the kinds of knowledge mothers have because
         of their embodied experiences of giving birth, lactating, and attending to children.[19]  She claims such knowledge as privileged theologically for what it may allow us to
         know about God, as well as for the ways such maternal practices form women’s own personhoods,
         also an embodiment of theology. More recent work claims the everyday chaos of childcare
         and family life as spiritual practice.[20]  By focusing attention on practices that have been ignored, or treated as insignificant,
         or even as deemed inappropriate for theology, Miller-McLemore exemplifies the feminist
         practical theological interest in placing women’s embodied practices at the center
         of theological inquiry.
      

      
      The dual emphasis on bodies and bodily practice in feminist practical theologies further
         situates these approaches within the larger feminist theological project of resistance
         to binary separation between the sacred and human experience. According to British
         feminist practical theologian Elaine Graham, embodiment points to the performative,
         incarnational nature of all theology, as “bodily practice is an agent and vehicle of divine disclosure.”[21]

      
      There is, of course, danger in privileging women’s experience and focusing on bodily
         reality, as it brings with it the possibility of reinscribing women into subject positions
         exclusively defined by their bodies—in particular by their reproductive capacities
         and by essentializing certain notions of female gender identity. Such approaches risk
         colluding in oppression by identifying women with their bodies set in opposition to
         higher realities of the intellect and spirit. Similarly, with the naming of gender
         distinctions comes the possibility of constructing frozen gender identities that circumscribe
         women’s agency. Canadian feminist religious educator Leona English, addressing uncritical
         appropriations of some feminist claims about how women learn and teach based on notions
         of “women’s ways of knowing,” articulates the danger of re-essentializing women as
         “care and connected learners” to the exclusion of the varieties of ways women know
         and learn.[22]  Nevertheless, feminist practical theologians persist in underscoring the connections
         between embodied human personhood and incarnation as an act of divine enfleshment.
      

      
      Problematizing Power, Seeking Solidarity

      
      Third, feminist practical theology concerns itself with interrogating power relations
         in personal and institutional arrangements but also in cultural forms and symbols,
         attending particularly to the effects of these relations on women. Underlying this
         concern is a commitment to solidarity with the vulnerable, and to the transformation
         of constructions of difference through power relations of domination and subordination.
         Feminist practical theology’s distinct interest lies in analyzing and addressing what
         Ackermann names “the asymmetry of power between women and men . . . uncovering gender
         as a powerful and pervasive force in the organizing of society.”[23]  For example, Riet Bons-Storm analyzes the silences of women in pastoral care in
         terms of gendered power imbalances, of which she says male pastors often lack awareness.
         These silences come about in response to the often implicit ways women’s voices and
         lives are devalued in society and in pastoral relationships when male-biased psychological
         theory and theology are used as norms to interpret women’s realities.[24] 
      

      
      There is no single theory of power used by feminist theologians. That said, feminist
         practical theologians’ analysis of practices in context involves a generally shared
         recognition that power is a feature of relationships, exercised at all levels of social
         life, and that unequal and unjust power relations create and perpetuate oppressive
         structures and institutions. Feminist practical theologians especially attend to the
         ways power relations are inscribed in bodily practices, language, and cultural symbols.
      

      
      Elaine Graham’s work on the “sexual politics of pastoral care” is a case in point.
         Graham, a British feminist practical theologian, frequently writes about the relationship
         between the church, its practices, and its wider societal and cultural contexts. She
         notes that just as is the case in other helping relationships, pastoral relationships
         are not politically neutral but are embedded with power dynamics. In pastoral care
         relationships in the church, however, these dynamics have enormous effects.[25]  Graham interrogates the power relations present in the ways male pastoral caregivers
         establish the parameters of need for women: “Vital areas of pastoral need for women—questions
         of abortion, contraception, child care, sexuality, violence and sexual abuse—only
         began to feature as legitimate pastoral concerns once women achieved greater visibility
         and entered positions of leadership in the churches. . . . [P]astoral care has served
         to police and limit the horizons of women.”[26]  What Graham accomplishes in this analysis is not simply to name the presence of
         power and its imbalance as a feature of an individual caregiving relationship that
         must be attended to by pastoral theologians; by reading the power relations between
         pastoral caregiver and female parishioner in its wider ecclesial and social contexts,
         she uncovers how the pastoral care relationship masks the power interests of male
         clergy.
      

      
      Another British feminist practical theologian, Heather Walton, takes up a question
         posed by Elaine Graham concerning what can be learned about the mechanisms of power
         exercised in a society by examining dominant cultural symbols, in this case, the cyborg.[27]  What is the gender of the cyborg? Exploring popular culture representations of what
         Graham expresses as the “post/human” in film (e.g., The Matrix, Terminator) and comic books, Walton contends that these cultural symbols tend to bring forward
         old arrangements of gendered power, with constructions of hyper-masculinity and male
         dominance that seem to confirm rather than challenge gender stereotypes. Nevertheless,
         Walton also looks with hope toward the possibility that these kinds of cultural symbols
         could be sites of transformed relations of difference.
      

      
      Accompanying Vulnerable Persons within and beyond the Walls of the Church

      
      A fourth feature of feminist practical theology is its commitment to solidarity with
         those who are vulnerable and marginalized, within the church, society, and the world.
         The central role given to the analysis of power means that feminist practical theology
         is inherently political and public. While this feature is broadly shared with other
         practical theologians, the distinctive feminist element can be seen in the way they
         analyze the systemic workings of power to reproduce and maintain women’s subordination,
         and that of other “nondominant” groups such as children, women and others of poor
         and working-class identities, and women of color.
      

      
      Pamela D. Couture’s work explores the situations of poor women and their children,
         lifting up the public policy dimensions of care for women and children as a practical
         theological concern. Looking at the growing gap between the wealthy and the poor in
         the United States, Couture describes the increasingly female face of poverty, with
         the rise of single-parent, female-headed households. She identifies the American value
         of self-sufficiency as playing a leading role in the rise of women’s poverty, as this
         value effectively blames impoverished women and children for their own vulnerability.
         Couture critiques the shaping effect this has on public policies pertaining to families,
         retrieving (from Martin Luther and John Wesley) a notion of interdependence as a more
         adequate value upon which to develop family policy. In a subsequent work, Couture
         expands the definition of children’s poverty to include material deprivation and the
         lack of adequate nurturing relationships and community, which she terms “the poverty
         of tenuous connections.”[28]  Arguing against the traditional clinical emphasis in pastoral care that looks at
         health in largely individualistic terms, Couture urges that “we will need to become
         as knowledgeable about public policies affecting the family and health as we are about
         the workings of various personality types.”[29]  
      

      
      Reimagining Knowledge

      
      Fifth, feminist practical theology interrogates the production of theological knowledge,
         including practices of research, writing, and teaching, in relation to commitments
         to participation, collaboration, and contributing to women’s flourishing. This theological
         framework expresses suspicion about decontextualized, supposedly objective forms of
         knowledge and its production. It listens for and legitimates silenced narratives and
         subaltern or subordinated forms of knowing. An example of how feminist practical theology
         reimagines the production of theological knowledge can be seen in their methodological
         commitments to conduct research and to write in a way that avoids reproducing oppressive
         power relations between researchers and their “subjects” or collaborators. These research
         methodologies include an expectation of reflexivity on the part of feminist researchers,
         correlated to the claim that there is no disinterested knowledge. Feminist practical
         theologians thus employ methods such as participatory action research or ethnographic
         practices designed to work against objectifying persons in the research context. Many
         value the opportunity to write for multiple audiences, including the church and other
         nonacademic, nonspecialist arenas, in addition to writing for the academy, and see
         such writing as a valuable and credible practice of theology. A key issue in feminist
         approaches to practical theology concerns the decentering of empiricism and notions
         of objectivity as the means of assessing authoritative discourse. Put differently,
         feminist practical theology problematizes the relationship between theory and practice,
         legitimating previously subordinated forms of knowing. My own work is illustrative. Welcoming Children is a feminist practical theology of childhood based on a year-long congregational
         study in three churches.[30]  The process of immersion in the lives of three congregations as a way to learn about
         religious practices of children and of congregations led me to write a different kind
         of book, one arising out of critical reflection from within the praxis of these communities.
         Children’s experiences in churches, and the church’s practices with children, do not
         often rise to the status of being sources for theological wisdom. The methods of congregational
         studies provided a means for me to listen to and bring forward an often discounted
         group of people in the church: children and their caregivers.
      

      
      The work of Dori Grenenko Baker also exemplifies the practice of authorizing silenced,
         marginalized women’s voices to participate in the production of theological knowledge
         with her method of “girlfriend theology.”[31]  Baker invites adolescent girls into story circles in which they share a narrative
         and participate in theological meaning making around the narratives of other girls
         in the circle. Girls speak from their own experiences, thoughts, and feelings; adult
         women act as “guides” to assist in drawing out theological connections. Baker’s privileging
         of the narratives of girls and the explicit assertion of these story circles as imaginative
         spaces for the construction of theology elevates the discourse of a group not ordinarily
         considered as producers of theological knowledge.
      

      
      Norms and Sources of Authority

      
      The foregoing outline of key features of feminist practical theology points to some
         distinctive norms and sources of authority. Sources are the legitimated “raw material”
         out of which theology is constructed, while norms are the standards used to evaluate
         the adequacy of these sources and the particular theological claims produced. Feminist
         theology represents a challenge to theology’s traditional triad of scripture, reason,
         and tradition as sole norms and sources. Pressing beyond the Wesleyan quadrilateral’s
         inclusion of experience as a fourth element, many feminist practical theologians claim
         a privileged role for experience, because of the ways the church’s traditions have
         perpetuated distorted understandings of God and human personhood that are harmful
         to women. As a corrective to these distortions, feminist practical theologians privilege
         the everyday lives and experiences of women as both sources and norms for theology.
         As Claire Wolfteich writes elsewhere in this volume, Latin@ and mujerista theologians such as Ada Maria Isasi-Diaz, Nancy Pineda-Madrid, and Carmen Nanko-Fernandez
         invoke the notion of lo cotidiano (“everyday life and experience”) as source and center of theologizing.[32]  In her work on the feminicide of Latinas in Ciudad Juárez, Nancy Pineda-Madrid asserts
         that it is not the experience of the women that operates as a theological norm for
         universal truth claims, but rather, context: “Claims to truth, meaning, and significance
         inevitably emerge out of a particular context. . . . What serves as a theological
         norm . . . is the contextual rootedness of all knowing.”[33] 
      

      
      Many feminist practical theologians employ some version of Rosemary Radford Ruether’s
         norm: “The critical principle of feminist theology is the promotion of the full humanity
         of women. . . . Theologically speaking, whatever diminishes or denies the full humanity
         of women must be presumed not to reflect the divine or an authentic relation to the
         divine.”[34]  Elaine Graham writes that tradition never speaks as the final and absolute authority
         for contemporary theological practice, but instead the lived experiences of persons
         and communities take precedence.[35]  Zoe Bennett Moore offers another example as she names resistance to violence against
         women as the dominant criterion upon which the efficacy of the Gospel is measured,
         along with what she calls the principle of performative justice: “We must be able
         to hold our theology in the presence of those 100 million women who are missing, and
         of the eight-year-old Asian girls who are wakened nightly in their rooms to attend
         to the demands of sex tourists.”[36]  
      

      
      Although feminists have been asserting alternative norms and sources to those posed
         in classic theological formulations for many decades, some traditional theologians
         continue to find radical the idea that women’s experience or context would operate
         normatively in relation to scripture (especially for Protestants) or tradition and
         the agisterium (for Roman Catholics). Feminist practical theologians vary in how they
         engage scripture or tradition as a norm in relation to that of experience. Some express
         concerns that if a particular group’s experience becomes normative, then too easily
         the blind spots of that group—for instance, the implicit racism of white privilege
         among Anglo women—create new distortions that simply replace the existing ones. Some
         practical theologians, along with persons from other disciplines such as postcolonial
         feminist theory,[37]  critique the failure to interrogate the notion of experience as a “pure” category
         set apart from the power-laden social forces that inscribe domination and subordination
         into even bodily experience. Feminist practical theologians thus vary in the ways
         they engage theological tradition and scripture as a norm and source for theology
         and in the role they give to experience, but on the whole, experience occupies a certain
         pride of place. Sources vary, but nearly all privilege the contexts and experiences
         of particular groups of women as source—thus recovering and revaluing women’s stories.
      

      
      While sharing with other forms of practical theology an inherently interdisciplinary
         orientation, feminist practical theologians frequently highlight “subaltern narratives”—stories
         and perspectives from below—as sources for theology. Since the focus on gender creates
         the need to theorize gender, these theologies make use of disciplines less typically
         appearing as conversation partners for traditional systematic theology, and even other
         forms of practical theology. Heather Walton and Marcella Althaus-Reid, for example,
         employ queer theory and feminist theory as resources for feminist practical theology.[38]  Womanist practical theologian Evelyn Parker uses the critical pedagogy theories
         of Beverly Gordon and Beverly Tatum to ground her work on emancipatory hope among
         African American teenagers. As she looks at the lives of mixed-race girls, Parker
         invokes a perspective from anthropology, critical race theory, and intersectionality
         as a means of interpreting the interstructuring of race, class, gender, and sexuality
         that are at work in what she names “the dishonoring of the bodies of dark skinned
         African descended women and girls,” whose bodies are desecrated by physical and social-psychological
         violence.[39] 
      

      
      Views of the Theory-Practice Relationship

      
      Feminist practical theology arises out of feminist praxis, the integrative process
         in which action and theory indwell and mutually shape one another. Its practitioners
         cannot work from a detached, disengaged position, but must actively bring lived experience,
         contexts, and bodies into the work of practice, analysis, theory production, and transformative
         action.
      

      
      In its positioning within the larger academy, practical theologians sometimes have
         been preoccupied with an apologetics for the priority of practice in relation to theory.
         Instead of getting caught up in arguments about whether theology begins in theory
         and moves toward practice, or vice versa, feminist practical theologians generally
         embrace the notion that there are multiple ways of engaging in this work, some of
         which give a more privileged location to belief, thought, and theory while others
         amplify the priority of practice, action, and lived experience, in the particular
         form their work takes. Commonly, feminist theologians seek to resolve this dilemma
         in methodological understandings of their work as emerging out of praxis. 
      

      
      At the same time that such multiple forms of feminist practical theology are at work,
         however, the centrality of practice operates across these diverse forms as a critique
         of other forms of theology that assume that if we only get our thinking straightened
         out, then right action necessarily will follow. In other words, these feminist approaches
         challenge the notion that theology can be equated with belief or thinking alone. They
         also question perspectives in which either beliefs or practices appear to be excised
         from the political, cultural, and social contexts in which they take shape. Denise
         Ackermann, naming the “theory-praxis problem” as central for feminist practical theology,
         suggests that in practical theology, theory is important but ought to be regarded
         as provisional.[40]  Such a viewpoint represents a continuation of feminist practical theology’s lack
         of confidence in the notion of objective knowledge. In fact, the very idea that all
         knowing is from a subject position and cultural or communal context, and that all
         knowing is “interested,” disrupts the traditional theory-practice relationship within
         the academy’s legitimation of objective theory as a superior form of knowledge.
      

      
      Role of and Approach to Context

      
      Feminist practical theologians join those employing other approaches to practical
         theology in affirming that all theology is contextual. Rejecting attempts to speak
         from a “God’s-eye” view about the Divine, they recognize that theological discourse
         arises out of particular contexts. Feminist practical theologians commonly manifest
         this understanding in their ways of doing theology in part by identifying their own
         contexts in their work.
      

      
      Emphasizing contexts foregrounds the social and communal elements of these theologies.
         For example, within pastoral theology and pastoral care, Miller-McLemore challenges
         the tendency to view persons as autonomous individuals in isolation from contexts
         and communities. Attention to the social dimensions of personhood finds expression
         in her claim that the focus of pastoral practice must be the “living human web” and not merely the solo individual termed the “living human document” in the annals
         of pastoral care literature.[41]  
      

      
      Context is significant to feminist practical theology in yet another way. Many practitioners
         of this approach have some form of ongoing engagement within communities of faith.
         This connection to faith communities as contexts for some women’s religious practice
         is not without a critical edge: feminist practical theologians protest against injustices
         and critique structures in the churches that sponsor women’s subordination. They also
         recognize, however, that oppression may not be women’s sole experience of a faith
         community, in which oppression and resistance can operate together. This multiplicity
         shapes what some refer to as a “profoundly ambivalent relationship between the discipline
         and the institutional church”[42]  among feminist practical theologians.
      

      
      Interestingly, however, in the emerging field of congregational studies, there has
         been little specifically feminist work using this approach to the study of religious
         contexts. Noting this gap, Woodhead and colleagues are critical of feminists’ lack
         of engagement with congregational contexts as venues for researching the lived religious
         experiences of women: “Though feminist theologians have long insisted that theology
         should arise from women’s as well as men’s experience it is only recently that academic
         theologians like Fulkerson have interpreted this to mean that they should actually
         listen to women’s voices within Christian congregations.”[43]  Ellen Clark-King’s congregational study of working-class churchwomen’s God-imagery,
         Fulkerson’s study of disabled persons in a multiracial congregation, and my own feminist
         practical theology of childhood, all based upon congregational studies methods of
         research, constitute exceptions.[44]  
      

      
      Interdisciplinary Conversation Partners

      
      Feminist practical theologians take a pragmatic approach to the question of other
         disciplines with which they will be in conversation. That which is helpful to the
         work is welcome in the conversation. Like other practical theological approaches,
         the work is inherently interdisciplinary. The foregrounding of gender in feminist
         approaches means that the various disciplines engaged in gender studies become primary
         conversation partners (for example, women’s studies, feminist theory, and queer theory).
         Likewise, feminist approaches within traditional disciplines such as philosophy, sociology,
         psychology, anthropology, political science, and education that help to theorize gender
         and engage in feminist analysis from their various disciplinary perspectives become
         central resources. Feminist practical theologians also work closely in conversation
         with scholars in other disciplines within the theological and religious studies curricula,
         such as biblical studies, ethics, and systematic theology, based on their own theological
         and institutional positioning and the particular usefulness of these partners to the
         work at hand.
      

      
      Areas of Current and Future Research

      
      The current face of feminist practical theology is strongly defined by research on
         bodily practice and embodiment. One future direction that continues this trajectory
         yet shifts its terrain involves the disruption of uninterrogated heteronormativity
         in relation to the types of bodies addressed by feminist practical theological research.
         In particular, identity categories such as intersexuality and transsexuality that
         challenge binary depictions of gender have not been the subject of much feminist practical
         theological attention. Similarly, questions about how virtual realities and bodies
         relate to and revise current notions of embodiment constitute an emerging conversation
         and an important area of further research.
      

      
      Practical theologians continue to ponder the religious identity of the discipline
         and the possibilities for expanding multifaith conversations. Even more important
         is the need for research that explores practices of interfaith relations, multiple
         religious belonging, and conflict transformation in contexts of religious conflict.
         All of these areas hold particular significance for feminist practical theology because
         of the ways constructions of female gender often mark the differences in religious
         practices across faith groups.
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      A radio show I tune into from time to time features interviews with up-and-coming
         singer-songwriters. Asked what first inspired their passion for making music, many
         of these musicians cite key mentors in teenage years, but others describe challenges
         they faced in childhood or young adulthood, and explain that making music emerged
         as a way of making sense of their lives in such times. Maybe something similar happens
         in the making of a theologian. Dilemmas of childhood or young adulthood prompt us
         to ask questions. Sometimes these very questions set us on journeys that turn into
         a life-work, and traces of the questions we faced in formative years may still surface
         in the teaching and writing we do years later. At least, this has been true for me.
      

      
      I learned and embraced my Christian faith in the evangelical wing of what was once
         called “mainline” Protestantism. We worshiped twice on Sundays and sometimes on Wednesday
         nights. Sunday school teachers taught us to sing our way through the sixty-six books
         of the Bible, the twelve sons of Jacob, and the twelve disciples of Jesus. Memorizing
         scripture was a core form of catechesis; at summer camp I memorized whole chapters
         of the Bible at a time.
      

      
      My growing aspirations to serve Christ and the church were encouraged at the church
         of my childhood, but one thing was always clear: at my church, the path to ordained
         ministry was closed to women. Sunday school teachers applauded my intellectual curiosity
         but steered me toward missionary teaching or nursing. Perhaps, they said, I would
         marry a pastor someday.
      

      
      In my teens, I accepted my church’s teaching on this subject. Occasionally, though,
         I attended other churches with friends. There I discovered that other communities
         read scripture less literally than mine did. This heightened my curiosity about certain
         tensions in my own community’s way of interpreting key texts about the place of women
         in the church. We took for granted that the prohibition in 2 Timothy chapter two against
         women teaching men was timelessly binding; yet we also seemed to take for granted
         that other prohibitions in the same context (for example, no jewelry for women and
         no braided hair) were culture-dependent and simply “represented” a concern for female
         modesty. While I never thought specifically about interpretation theory and certainly
         had never heard the word “hermeneutics,” my curiosity grew about the different reading
         strategies my community used. So began my lasting interest in interpretation. 
      

      
      Human beings are nonstop interpreters. A mother interprets the cries of her infant,
         an investor interprets minute-to-minute market data, and millions of cell phone users
         interpret incoming texts and e-mail, deciding what to read and what to ignore. The
         cultures we grow up in shape the way we interpret our world. Interpreting texts, even
         sacred texts, is only a special case of what human beings do all the time.[1]   Reading is an interpretive process, and the cultures we inhabit, including the
         subcultures that are our faith communities, shape how we read texts, from the daily
         newspaper to the latest novel to scripture. The culturally shaped assumptions we bring
         to any act of reading, reinforced in daily practices and conversations, are like the
         air we breathe: they seem like “givens” of human experience, not socially shaped choices.
         For example, if we grow up, as I did, in a community that lives out in many ways the
         assumption that women and men do not have equal access to church leadership, this
         will shape our way of making sense of scripture on this subject. 
      

      
      Modern hermeneutics, or interpretation theory, is the study of the human experience
         of interpretation. Hermeneutical theory has had a profound impact in Christian theology
         in the past century, including practical theology. In a way, the impact of hermeneutics
         on practical theology is intensified, since practical theologians focus on the shared
         practices of Christian communities, including practices like the interpretation of
         Scripture in pulpit and pew. In turn, a community’s habits in biblical interpretation
         shape many other core practices. In fact, many of the practices on which practical
         theologians focus are explicitly interpretive—practices like preaching, providing or receiving counsel, or discerning
         how to lead a community through conflict. Each of these actions is a lived interpretation
         of faith. If a practical theologian wants to understand the interpretive practices
         she is observing, and how these both shape, and have been shaped, by the social context
         where they are taking place, she will turn to the field of hermeneutics for theoretical
         approaches that can help her. Thinking critically about the activity of interpretation
         is not something that practical theologians can take or leave; it is part and parcel
         of every effort to understand the way communities of faith function, both internally
         and in relation to the cultures in which they are embedded. 
      

      
      Understanding the origins and development of hermeneutical theory is a first step
         toward grasping the role it has played and continues to play in Protestant practical
         theology. In the chapter’s next section I review how hermeneutical theory emerged
         from its beginnings in classical Greece to become what it is in the twenty-first century,
         a body of theory about the human process of interpretation. Next, I look at how twentieth-century
         developments in practical theology had the effect of strengthening practical theologians’
         interest in hermeneutics. The chapter’s third section may be most important for understanding
         how integral to practical theology hermeneutics has become. There, I sketch diverse
         ways that practical theologians today are weaving interpretation theory into their
         work. Finally, I explore the way a scholar’s hermeneutical commitments can affect
         four key dimensions of practical theology: sources and norms; the relationship between
         theory and practice; how theological and social-scientific insights are coordinated;
         and the manner in which social context is engaged.
      

      
      This chapter focuses in particular on Protestant practical theology. In retrospect,
         I realize that the rethinking of my received tradition that I did as a teenager was
         a characteristically “Protestant” thing to do. Bracketing some of the dominant theological
         teachings of the church of their day, preachers and teachers of the fifteenth and
         sixteenth centuries re-read Scripture in confidence that the Spirit still speaks to
         those who read with faith and humility. It is worth remembering that the Protestant
         Reformation was guided not only by the watchwords sola gratia, sola fides, sola Scriptura (grace alone, faith alone, Scripture alone), but emerged, as well, amid cries of “ad fontes!” (“to the sources”). The Reformers were well trained in the discipline of philology,
         the study of ancient texts. Hermeneutics, in its early form, was a subdiscipline of
         philology—specifically, sets of guidelines for interpreting different classes of obscure
         texts, including Greek and Arabic classics and the Hebrew, Greek, and Latin texts
         of scripture. From these beginnings, hermeneutics became what it is today: critical
         reflection on the interpretive nature of all human experience. 
      

      
      Historical Context

      
      The Story of Hermeneutics: An Overview

      
      We trace the roots of modern hermeneutics to the Greek classical period, roughly the
         late sixth to late fourth century BCE, when hermeneia referred to methods for properly interpreting ancient texts, especially the poems
         of Homer, which originated several centuries earlier.[2]   In later centuries, Jewish, Christian, and Muslim scholars also developed hermeneutical
         rules to guide interpretation of their ancient texts, particularly sacred scriptures.
      

      
      Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768–1834) was among the first to suggest general hermeneutical
         procedures for interpreting all types of written texts.[3]   Schleiermacher’s “general hermeneutics” included two complementary tasks. First,
         “grammatical” interpretation required applying reliable tools for studying the building
         blocks of the text. This included establishing the meaning of words and attending
         to matters of syntax, genre, and style. Equally indispensable, argued Schleiermacher,
         was “psychological” interpretation—grasping intent of the author. Schleiermacher was
         famous for declaring that the interpreter should strive to understand the text better
         than the author himself.
      

      
      Two generations after Schleiermacher, Wilhelm Dilthey (1833–1911) took up Schleiermacher’s
         hermeneutics in the pursuit of his own project. Dilthey wanted to establish a “scientific”
         method for the human sciences distinct from the empirical method appropriate to the
         natural sciences. While he never truly succeeded in that quest, Dilthey made a lasting
         contribution to the hermeneutical tradition: he insisted that texts have to be read
         with historical consciousness. This meant, among other things, taking into account
         the historical “life situations” to which any text refers.[4]   
      

      
      Into the early twentieth century, hermeneutics retained this historical emphasis.
         In biblical studies, the historical-critical movement gained traction. Investigating
         the historical setting that gave rise to a text—as well as its functions and subsequent
         redactions—became primary clues to meaning. Today, historical-critical sensibilities
         still play a significant role in biblical interpretation.
      

      
      At about the midpoint of the twentieth century, however, hermeneutical thought took
         a decisive turn. A single event broadened the field of hermeneutics dramatically,
         shifting its focus away from text interpretation to the much larger claim that all
         human existence is inescapably interpretive and interpreted existence. The pivotal
         event was the publication of the masterwork of philosopher Martin Heidegger (1889–1976),
         Zein und Zeit (Being and Time).[5]   Heidegger argued that human beings are not born as blank sensing machines confronted
         with objective sense impressions, but that we are born into an already-interpreted
         world that we grasp through our own interpretive activity. Human beings have no direct
         access to “reality as such”; instead, we are “thrown” into the world mediated to us
         by the communities into which we are born. We become conscious amid a social matrix
         that already “has” its world in a particular way. We inherit our culture’s predispositions
         and way of engaging the world. Understanding is not a matter of interpreting pure
         empirical experience; rather, we move from interpretation to interpretation.
      

      
      Heidegger’s philosophy triggered a sea change in hermeneutical thought. A student
         and eventual colleague of Heidegger’s, Hans Georg Gadamer (1900–2002), took up Heidegger’s
         central ideas to posit a general theory of hermeneutics.[6]   In Truth and Method, first published in German in 1960, Gadamer insisted that the proper concern of hermeneutics
         is not methods for text interpretation, but the core process of human understanding
         itself. Gadamer proposed that coming to understand any phenomenon is a gradual, dialogical
         process of acquiring deeper insight through listening and questioning, literally or
         metaphorically. Interpretation is the meeting of two “horizons” of meaning, that of
         the interpreter and that mediated to the questioner by the artwork, text, practice,
         or conversation he or she seeks to understand. Understanding, argued Gadamer, requires
         humility and openness toward the subject matter, rather than an attitude of methodological
         domination or mastery. He used such metaphors as conversation or playing a game to
         describe the back-and-forth that leads to a “fusion” of these horizons in a new event
         of understanding.
      

      
      Another leading figure in twentieth-century hermeneutics is Paul Ricoeur (1913–2005).
         Ricoeur both agreed and disagreed with Gadamer. With Gadamer, Ricoeur described the
         process of coming to understand any phenomenon as a back-and-forth, dialectical movement;
         however, unlike Gadamer, Ricoeur recognized an essential place for method, or tools
         of analysis.[7]   Gadamer, in his concern to underscore humble submission to the text or artwork
         instead of mastery, resisted associating critical method with interpretation. In contrast,
         Ricoeur described the interpretive process as a hermeneutical “arc.” One begins with
         an initial “hunch,” or guess, about the text or phenomenon to be understood. Next,
         methods of critical investigation and assessment come into play to test the reliability
         of the initial hunch. Testing leads to revised understanding.[8]   In some contexts, Ricoeur has referred to this revised understanding as the “second
         naïveté.”[9]   This becomes the new point of departure for ongoing interpretation. Ricoeur’s critical
         hermeneutics explicitly recognizes that both the horizons of understanding that we
         inherit, as well as those mediated to us by texts or other phenomena, may be distorted
         by various political and social interests, interests that only critical inquiry can
         reveal.[10]  
      

      
      None of these thinkers—Heidegger, Gadamer, or Ricoeur—believed that the process of
         interpretation leads to absolute knowledge or truth; interpretation is always open-ended
         and subject to revision. Ricoeur especially emphasized the plurivocity of texts, the
         idea that any text may quite properly yield multiple possible meanings.[11]   Further, contrary to the Romantic hermeneutics of Schleiermacher, Ricoeur argued
         that an author’s intended meaning cannot control the possible meanings of a text.
         A text’s range of possible meanings is not infinite, given its particular grammatical
         structure; but where, why, and how it is read can generate different meanings for
         different readers and circumstances. Fundamentally, said Ricoeur, the function of
         any text is to “propose a world” to the reader and invite her to inhabit it. By “inhabiting”
         the text’s world, the reader sees the contemporary world and even herself in a fresh
         way.[12]  
      

      
      A fourth twentieth-century theorist of special interest to practical theologians is
         Jürgen Habermas (1929–). Habermas’s work is difficult to summarize; it is complex
         and constantly under development.[13]   One aspect of Habermas’s work that has interested practical theologians particularly
         is his theory of “communicative action.” Habermas posits a form of fair, accessible
         public discourse where participants representing varied interests and social locations
         participate in public conversation for the sake of strategic changes in praxis. Habermas
         calls for a model of discourse in which full inclusion, noncoercive participation,
         and equal access are guaranteed to all participants in public discourse, and all come
         to the table prepared to defend publicly accessible claims.[14]   This model has interested practical theologians oriented toward strategic social
         change.
      

      
      The work of Ricoeur and Habermas can be regarded as transitional, leading us from
         the mid-twentieth-century philosophical-linguistic turn of Heidegger and Gadamer toward
         a diverse array of interpretation theories by the late twentieth century. 
      

      
      Hermeneutics in a Postmodern Key

      
      A primary characteristic that marks the turn from modern to postmodern hermeneutical
         theory is the concern of postmodern thinkers to reflect critically on the way that
         both the construction of texts, as well as interpretations of those texts, can be
         distorted by the vested interests of authors and interpreters. In other words, what
         a text appears to present as normative or “the way things are” may in fact be a version
         of reality that benefits certain powerful agents in society who wish to maintain their
         prerogatives. This has led to the postmodern interpretive principle of approaching
         texts with a “hermeneutic of suspicion”—that is, with alertness to the possible distortions
         embedded in texts, and in interpretations or applications of those texts.[15]   
      

      
      Liberation hermeneutics, first developed as an approach to biblical interpretation,
         has become a hermeneutical stance characteristic of many late twentieth- and early
         twenty-first-century theologians, including many practical theologians. Liberation
         hermeneutics proceeds on the assumption that the interests of the privileged—whether
         privilege derives from gender, ethnicity, class, wealth, or a combination of these—are
         inscribed into a religious community’s texts and social practices. These systematic
         distortions protect the prerogatives of the dominant, creating unjustly subjugated
         populations (women, persons of different ethnicity, or those of lesser class or wealth).
         In a theological context, this can mean that religious texts and practices, which
         appear on the surface to convey unassailable truth, work to sustain the social status
         quo. Liberation hermeneutical approaches distrust the purported “objectivity” of textual
         claims, including religious ones.[16]  
      

      
      Liberation hermeneutics has both deconstructive and reconstructive aspects. Such a
         hermeneutics seeks, first, to unmask vested interest. The work of liberation does
         not stop there. Feminist, black, and queer hermeneutics often supplement strategies
         of suspicion with strategies of retrieval, seeking to claim and reconstruct liberating
         elements in scripture and tradition that can empower those on the margins for self-determination
         and dignity. The interpreter herself is not exempt from the critical gaze: she must
         inquire into her own vested interests in privilege, which easily distort one’s vision
         and one’s conclusions.
      

      
      A second family of approaches that privileges a hermeneutics of suspicion is postmodern
         discourse theory. Discourse theory, which draws on multiple disciplines including
         sociology, political theory, history, and literary theory attends to the many ways
         human beings generate and establish meaning, including not only texts and practices
         but institutions, legal codes, symbolism, and even the arrangement of space. All of
         these are “discursive” in that they are constructions that convey meaning and legitimate
         values. 
      

      
      At the “macro” level, culture itself can be thought of as a web of interrelated discourses
         that, functioning together, construct and reinforce certain beliefs and behaviors
         around gender, race, and sexual orientation. French sociologist Michel Foucault (1926–1984)
         argued that dominant cultural discourses do not just happen to be there; they are
         strategic deployments of social, political, and economic power. In other words, the
         values and interests of the powerful are kept in place by “regimes of truth”—an interweaving
         of practices and narratives that are mutually self-sustaining.[17]   For example, slavery in the American South was kept in place by multiple, overlapping
         practices and narratives relating gender and race, economics and politics to religious
         ideas about a divinely established order. This “regime of truth” assigned America’s
         black population a less-than-human status.
      

      
      Today, the boundaries between social philosophy, history, discourse theory, and hermeneutical
         theory are fluid. Thus, to critically assess and revise religious practices, contemporary
         practical theologians often weave together elements of two or more of these fields,
         in concert with theological resources. 
      

      
      Twentieth-Century Practical Theology in Conversation with Hermeneutical Theory

      
      Twentieth-century developments in hermeneutical theory have had far-reaching impact
         in Protestant practical theology. Yet this might not have been the case were it not
         for some key developments in practical theology itself in roughly the same period.
         These developments had the effect of opening lines of lively conversation between
         hermeneutics and practical theology. 
      

      
      Friedrich Schleiermacher, an important figure in the story of hermeneutics as we have
         seen, also plays a key role in the story of practical theology. His Brief Outline of the Study of Theology makes a case for the inclusion of practical theology among the theological “sciences”
         within German universities. In a threefold arrangement of the theological fields,
         Schleiermacher envisioned practical theology as the “crown”—yet, practical theology’s
         primary role is to bring to bear the fruits of other theological disciplines in the
         church’s life through ministerial practice—that is, the work of the professional clergy.
         
      

      
      By the 1950s and 1960s, practical theologians in the United States were beginning
         to criticize Schleiermacher’s model. The clerical paradigm of ministry failed to reflect
         newer understandings of ministry as the work of the people. The notion that practical
         theology can generate only technique rather than original theological insights left
         practical theology in a second-tier position in the academy. Some began to argue that
         the study of practices themselves does, in fact, produce new knowledge—knowledge,
         in fact, that can instigate revised readings of scripture and tradition.
      

      
      Such ideas resonated well with the writings of Gadamer, Ricoeur, Habermas, and others.
         A collection of essays edited by Don S. Browning, Practical Theology, gives evidence that hermeneutical theory was shaping these revisionary initiatives.
         Catholic theologian David Tracy, whose work has had widespread impact in both Catholic
         and Protestant practical theology, saw practical theology as that form of hermeneutical
         theology that seeks “mutually critical correlations between the meaning and truth
         of an interpretation of the Christian fact and the meaning and truth of an interpretation
         of the contemporary situation.”[18]   Dennis McCann, another contributor to that collection of essays, took seriously
         both critical theory and liberation theologies in his work, although he also argues
         that the critical pressure of God’s as-yet-unrealized eschatological future, derived
         from scripture, norms present praxis. Leander Keck writes that “hermeneutics has come
         to the fore as a primary task, indeed mode, of theological work” and characterizes
         the process of interpreting a text in Gadamerian terms as dialogue leading to understanding.[19]  
      

      
      Not all practical theologians have embraced a hermeneutical model of human existence.
         Some practical theologians are wary of the open-ended, provisional view of human knowledge
         (including religious knowledge) that it implies. Confident that wise biblical interpretation
         can and does produce sufficient and objective knowledge of God and the human situation,
         they prefer to limit the role of hermeneutics in practical theology to biblical interpretation.
         The work of practical theology is to translate and apply biblically grounded truths
         to human situations without prejudice or distortion. One example of this approach
         is the “biblical counseling movement” which had its beginnings in the work of Jay
         Adams. The foundational premise of this school of thought is that “the Bible is the
         sufficient foundation and guiding authority of counseling.”[20]   In other words, the foundational premises sufficient for all theological knowledge
         and practice are contained completely, without remainder, and in an unchanging way,
         within the limits of the canon of the Old and New Testaments of the Christian Scriptures.
         A second generation of practitioners in this tradition is somewhat more interdisciplinary,
         acknowledging the legitimate role of psycho-social diagnostic insights to guide a
         counselor’s application of biblical truth. 
      

      
      Key Features and Representative Figures

      
      Hermeneutical theory nearly always has some role to play in a practical theologian’s
         work, although not all foreground hermeneutics as a primary structuring influence
         on their thought. Some who do include Don S. Browning, Rebecca Chopp, Elaine Graham,
         Gerben Heitink, Dale P. Andrews, Donald Capps, Susan Dunlap, John McClure, Hans Pieterse,
         and Nancy L. Gross.[21]   Others, like Deborah van Deusen Hunsinger, make hermeneutical judgments that are
         more implicit, yet no less decisive for their practical-theological approach.[22]   
      

      
      In the section to follow, I examine the role of hermeneutics in three distinct types
         of practical theological projects. First, Don S. Browning and Elaine Graham have proposed
         comprehensive new models for practical theology as a unified discipline. Second, Dale
         Andrews is also interested in practical theology in the broad sense—but for a specific
         socio-ecclesial context, in this case, African American churches in North America.
         Finally, Susan Dunlap and Deborah van Deusen Hunsinger are pastoral theologians who
         have crafted hermeneutically distinctive approaches for a particular practice—in the
         case of these scholars, pastoral counseling. By examining each of these in turn, we
         will get a sense of some ways that practical theologians today are putting hermeneutical
         theory to work.
      

      
      Don S. Browning

      
      The work of Don S. Browning (1934–2010) has had wide impact in practical theology
         for over four decades. Toward the end of his career, Browning studied families closely;
         but as an example of the way hermeneutical theory can be woven into constructive practical
         theology, his book Fundamental Practical Theology: Descriptive and Strategic Proposals is instructive. Browning took as a starting point something very close to David Tracy’s
         definition of practical theology cited earlier. Practical theology sets up a correlation
         between two bodies of interpretation: on one hand, an interpretation of the theory
         and praxis of Christian faith and on the other, an interpretation of theory and praxis
         of the human “situation.” Notice that neither Christian faith nor human experience
         or theory and praxis are taken as objectively “given”; both are inevitably “interpreted.”
         Further, each resource—Christian tradition and human experience—can influence the
         other. Study of a social practice such as divorce could impact the way a scholar interprets
         scripture. 
      

      
      Browning drew on Gadamer to describe the revisable type of knowledge that practical-theological
         reflection yields. Neither objectivity nor certitude is possible or necessary, although
         norms will be developed out of the interpretive dialogue, which is always provisional
         and open to revision.   Browning emphasized Gadamer’s point that “application” is
         the driving force of all inquiry. For practical theology this rules out a two-step
         process that “applies” abstract universals to a situation: “Application to practice
         is not an act that follows understanding. It guides the interpretive process from
         the beginning.” For practical theology specifically, notes Browning, “Gadamer’s theory
         of understanding . . . breaks down the theory-to-practice model in the humanities
         and theology . . . [and] in the social sciences as well.” Practices themselves are
         theory laden, and theory is practice driven.[23]  
      

      
      Ricoeur’s dialectical model of hermeneutics helped Browning describe the relation
         between insights from theological sources and the fruits of social-scientific research.
         Just as Ricoeur’s hermeneutical “arc” leads from an initial hunch about meaning, through
         critical methods of analysis, and then to better understanding, so practical theologians
         work dialectically, drawing on the root narratives of the religious tradition and
         at the same time on insights from social-scientific research to understand any human
         situation. Browning cited Ricoeur’s theory of narrative meaning to remind us that
         the stories of a religious tradition, both the canonical ones and those communities
         tell (like confessions), are tensive and metaphorical, not literal, in the meaning
         they convey. In yet another hermeneutical move, Browning took up the communicative
         action paradigm of Jürgen Habermas to propose that practical theology can only bring
         about significant and lasting social change by learning to engage in public reasoning
         about human well-being. 
      

      
      Elaine L. Graham

      
      Like Browning, Elaine L. Graham is interested in rethinking practical theology as
         a whole. A researcher in social and pastoral theology at the University of Chester
         affiliated with the Anglican communion, Graham reimagines pastoral theology (by which
         she means the entire range of fields that comprise practical theology) for a postmodern
         world marked by pluralism and a loss of moral consensus. In Transforming Practice: Pastoral Theology in an Age of Uncertainty, Graham argues that practical theology must take situated praxis itself as both its
         point of departure and its goal. Only this local, concrete, embodied starting point
         is sufficient to launch the kind of radical questioning of monolithic and totalizing
         traditions that will truly be liberative in a world of pluralism. 
      

      
      Graham takes the inherently hermeneutical nature of human experience as a given. Since
         we live our lives in particular local, historical contexts, Graham believes practical
         theologians need to pay attention to what local, situated praxis can teach about human
         thriving and change instead of relying on purportedly universal theological ideas
         to guide the human future. She commends a critically revised version of Charles V.
         Gerkin’s narrative hermeneutics for developing local visions of change.[24]   Graham worries, however, that narrative theorists like Gerkin and Stanley M. Hauerwas
         tend to assume that Christianity is undergirded by a univocal and monolithic narrative.
         Hauerwas, says Graham, “over-simplifies the actual construction of the biblical tradition”
         and fails to take seriously the messy process that produced it.[25]   In Graham’s model, biblical stories interweave with the stories communities and
         individuals tell, stories that emerge from faith-driven praxis. Feminist-critical
         methods of interpretation guide Graham’s reading of scripture and theological traditions.
         While norms for future action are informed by these textual resources, ultimately
         praxis-guiding norms arise from a critical hermeneutics of praxis itself.
      

      
      Dale P. Andrews

      
      In Practical Theology for Black Churches Dale P. Andrews seeks to reconstruct practical theology for the black church context.
         Practical theologians for the black churches in North America today, observes Andrews,
         must face two growing gaps. First, they must acknowledge the divide between, on one
         hand, the pastor-centered folk paradigm of ministry in historically black churches,
         sometimes referred to as the “refuge” paradigm, and, on the other, the “prophetic”
         paradigm that drives black academic theology. These two ecclesiological paradigms
         rarely interact.[26]   Second, practical theologians must take more seriously the growing distance between
         the church and two significant black demographics: black urban youth and the growing
         black middle class.
      

      
      Andrews reminds us that while ecclesiology in predominantly white churches is grounded
         in doctrinal formulae, black churches’ self-understanding emerged in the era of chattel
         slavery in the United States. Birthed in the chains of slavery, the black church functioned
         as spiritual, emotional, and (later) economic “refuge” for an enslaved population.
         Black academic theology, however, tends to see continuance of the “refuge” paradigm
         as irrelevant and insufficient to contemporary issues. Black theology sponsors a politically
         oriented “prophetic” paradigm for black Christianity informed by critical theory and
         liberation social analysis. Yet this vision has not been articulated in a way that
         connects with people in the pews.[27]  
      

      
      Neither paradigm is addressing the critical problem of black alienation from black
         churches. The black middle class, largely shaped by the “liberal individualism” of
         white America, does not see the church as a galvanizing force for its aspirations.
         Black urban youth find themselves mired in the social, educational, economic, and
         political deprivations of neighborhoods victimized by public neglect, on one hand,
         and, on the other, by “shadow” institutions like drug networks and gangs. Black practical
         theology, argues Andrews, must be guided by a new paradigm, one that has immediate
         relevance to the demographics that are drifting away from the church. Andrews constructs
         a “faith-identity formation” paradigm that joins peoplehood (a strong sense of the
         distinctive historical and communal roots of black identity) with personhood (a strong
         sense of the goal-directed self). Such a model for human flourishing can reconnect
         both the black middle class and disengaged urban youth with the redemptive, transformational
         vision of black churches. 
      

      
      Like Graham, Andrews turns to a critically revised version of Gerkin’s narrative hermeneutics
         to envision new practices for the black church. Andrews expands Gerkin’s model, thinking
         in terms of communal rather than individual narratives, and a more complex understanding
         of the biblical witness.[28]   
      

      
      The black churches’ deep tradition of communal “re-narration” or present experience
         using biblical metaphors holds promise for today, says Andrews. Black leaders and
         congregations together can reframe experience, whether of the growing black middle
         class or urban youth, “coauthoring the liberating story in the life of the church
         and God’s people.”[29]   
      

      
      Susan J. Dunlap and Deborah van Deusen Hunsinger: Hermeneutics for Pastoral Care

      
      Susan J. Dunlap wrote Counseling Depressed Women propelled by a concern that standard treatments for depression in women, combining
         pharmacological therapies with pastoral counseling, was failing to take into account
         the sociocultural context of women’s lives, and thus was failing to empower women
         to deal with that context’s potentially damaging messages.[30]   A client struggling with depression steps out of her counselor’s office into a
         world where powerful cultural norms and media messages often reinforce negative attitudes
         toward women’s competency, feelings, and bodies. A depressed woman may have few tools
         for resisting media portrayals of women as childish or needy, vulnerable to violence,
         and lacking in self-determination. 
      

      
      Dunlap argues that depressed women need a therapeutic approach that equips them to
         discern and resist these negative cultural messages. Dunlap draws on three bodies
         of theory to reconstruct pastoral work with women suffering from depression. First,
         the critical discourse hermeneutics of Michel Foucault provides analytical tools to
         understand how cultural practices and messages, overt or covert, can warp women’s
         assessment of themselves.[31]   Second, cognitive therapy stresses the importance of critical thinking to help
         clients construct new ways of understanding their past, present, and future.[32]   Third, argues Dunlap, although Christian texts and teachings have been co-opted
         to legitimate subjugating messages about women, a feminist-critical hermeneutics of
         retrieval and reconstruction can provide tools for creative change.[33]   Using these strategies, client and counselor together can “rewrite” the story of
         the client’s past and present.[34]   Out of that revised self-understanding, a redemptive future of self-determination
         and hope can emerge.
      

      
      Deborah van Deusen Hunsinger

      
      Pastoral counseling is also the focal practice for pastoral theologian Deborah van
         Deusen Hunsinger in Theology and Pastoral Care: A New Interdisciplinary Approach. In contrast to Dunlap’s approach, Hunsinger privileges theological description over
         social-scientific description. Using a metaphor of “bilinguality,” Hunsinger posits
         that successful pastoral intervention depends on both theological and social-scientific
         interpretations of a client’s situation.[35]   Hunsinger is clear that both interpretive perspectives are essential to diagnosis
         and treatment. Theological description grounded in Hebrew and Christian scriptures
         describes the human situation as one distorted by sin and captive to evil. At the
         same time, psychological analysis provides indispensable insight into the psychodynamics
         of any situation. Neither language is substitutable for the other; that is, theology
         is not simply saying in different words what psychology is telling us, or vice versa.
         Psychological theory has its own valid insights and claims in any situation.[36]  
      

      
      Hunsinger appeals to the Chalcedonian Christological model (early Christianity’s description
         of the relation between the human and divine natures in the incarnate Word, Jesus
         Christ) as a paradigm for drawing the two descriptive languages, theological and social-scientific,
         into appropriate relationship. These descriptive frameworks are not equal partners;
         their contributions are distinctive and nonsubstitutable, yet their relationship is
         “asymmetrical” and ordered. Theological description is privileged, drawing psychological
         description into its orbit, rather than vice versa. Although the role of hermeneutical
         theory is not made explicit in Hunsinger’s work, its importance for her “bilingual”
         approach is clear. Guidelines for both biblical-theological interpretation and psychological
         interpretation will play a prominent role in assessing any counseling situation. Ultimately—in
         Gadamerian terms—the horizon of theological understanding will reshape (but not absorb)
         the horizon of psychological insight.
      

      
      These five “snapshots” of contemporary practical-theological work demonstrate the
         significant, constructive role that hermeneutical theory is playing in practical theology
         today. My final task is to explore how a practical theologian’s hermeneutical perspective
         might impact four key dimensions of her work: the sources and norms on which she relies;
         how she sees the theory-practice relationship; the interdisciplinary coordination
         of theological and social-scientific insights; and the degree to which specific contexts
         are engaged in her work.
      

      
      Norms and Sources of Authority

      
      How we think of the nature of the knowledge available to human beings is a basic decision
         that shapes not only scholarly endeavors but all of life. Is all human experience,
         including religious experience, inescapably interpreted and interpretive, as Heidegger
         suggested, so that our knowledge of God and ourselves may be sufficient, but never
         more than provisional? Or is theological understanding revealed to human beings in
         ways that entirely transcend the limitation and flux of our cultural and historical
         horizons of experience? Does the truth lie somewhere between? A practical theologian’s
         answer to questions like these will affect the sources on which she draws and the
         norms she uses to decide the reliability of different insights.
      

      
      Say, for example, that a practical theologian embraces the “ontological turn” in hermeneutics,
         represented by Heidegger, Gadamer, and Ricoeur. He may be convinced that “objective”
         knowledge, even objective religious knowledge, is neither possible nor necessary to
         human faith and thriving. This scholar might look both to religious traditions and
         nonreligious experience and research as valuable sources of insight. He might seek
         norms for practice out of a robust conversation between insights and practices, involving
         both religious and nonreligious “conversation partners.” For him, there would be no
         interpretation-free “first principles,” empirical or revealed, against which all other
         knowing is measured. He may believe that God comes to be known by many avenues, but
         in ways sufficient to enable divine-human relationship and to yield life-transforming
         insight.
      

      
      If such an onto-hermeneutical view stands at one end of the spectrum of possibilities
         in practical theology, then at the other extreme would be practical theologians who
         believe the scriptures constitute the sole source of reliable knowledge about God,
         and that all norms for practical-theological thought and practice must be derived
         from its pages. This is not so much a view about hermeneutics, of course, as it is
         a confessional stance—that is, a conviction about the nature of divine revelation
         with far-reaching hermeneutical consequences. We have seen that practical theology
         undertaken from this confessional starting point tends to see hermeneutics strictly
         as guidance for reliable biblical interpretation. Hermeneutics helps establish the
         timeless truths in scripture which will function as norms for the practices of ministry.
      

      
      Many practical theologians would locate themselves between these positions. One might,
         for example, hold a view that life-transforming understanding of God is finally a
         divine gift. One might say that God makes use of, but is not dependent upon, the human
         struggle to interpret texts or experiences. A scholar with this view would not be
         rejecting the ontological turn in philosophical hermeneutics; yet, she may be persuaded
         that scripture conveys insights that transcend the flux, provisionality, and instability
         of everyday interpretive experience.
      

      
      One can imagine other variations in the “middle ground” between a strong “onto-hermeneutical”
         stance and the view that revelation bypasses the uncertainties of interpretive experience.
         An example is the Trinitarian, “Christopraxis”-centered practical theology of Ray
         S. Anderson. Trinitarian divine praxis (meaning-laden action), rather than particular
         confessional formulations, is the source of criteria for guiding faithful human action.[37]  
      

      
      Views of the Theory-Practice Relationship

      
      My discussion of sources and norms in some ways anticipates the impact of hermeneutics
         on the theory-practice relationship. Consider the practical theologian who takes scripture
         as the sole and comprehensive authority for all matters of Christian belief and action.
         Such a view would logically lead to the conviction that the Bible governs theology,
         theology governs theory, and theory in turn governs practice. The vector of influence
         would never run in the opposite direction (from study of practices to theory and theology).
      

      
      Imagine that another practical theologian embraces the ontological “hermeneutical
         turn” of the mid-twentieth century, discussed above. She will likely envision a more
         fluid, back-and-forth critical dialogue in which one’s best understandings of the
         tradition’s texts will certainly critique practices, but understanding gleaned from
         studying practices could also push back against one’s settled understanding of texts
         and traditions. Traffic would travel both ways between theory and practice.
      

      
      Certain liberationist approaches privilege practice (or, more technically, liberative
         praxis) as the only trustworthy criterion of truth. Praxis would test the veracity of the
         tradition, scripture included. The lived struggle of marginalized groups to realize
         dignity and self-determination would test the redemptive potential of both received
         theological traditions and social-scientific theories. 
      

      
      Role of and Approach to Contexts

      
      Human lives unfold amid the particularities of unique cultural contexts. The role
         context plays in a practical theologian’s work can vary. Generally, the greater emphasis
         a scholar lays on the details of lived practices, or praxis, as a source of practical-theological
         knowledge, the more prominent the role of context in his or her theory. Of the thinkers
         discussed above, Andrews and Dunlap give the greatest attention to context and the
         difference it makes.
      

      
      Andrews’s practical theology for African American churches is context driven from
         the start. The challenges his practical theology must meet are context specific. If
         existing paradigms for ministry are failing, what ecclesiological and pastoral paradigm
         might reconnect with disengaged black demographics? 
      

      
      Susan J. Dunlap’s work is context sensitive in two ways. First, she focuses on women’s
         experience of depression. Second, she attends to the sociocultural dynamics that tend
         to construct negative images of women, ones that depressed women may be particularly
         prone to internalize. Paradoxically, Dunlap’s work (measured by twenty-first-century
         standards) may have a weakness related specifically to matters of context: her account
         of depressed women’s experience is somewhat general or “universalized,” as is her
         characterization of the social construction of women’s characteristics. In reality,
         both the details of depression and the details of public messages about women vary
         in different cultural contexts. The implications of her theory for black, Asian, Latina,
         Arabic, or women in different age ranges or of different sexual orientations merit
         closer attention.
      

      
       One set of context-related questions that are important in all practical-theological
         work is this: What are the interpretive practices of this individual or this community?
         How does this community read scripture? Do different generations or demographics within
         this community read differently? Is it common in this community to expect spiritual
         insight from sources outside the Christian tradition, or is that ruled out? Does this
         community practice a narrative hermeneutic along the lines that Andrews describes
         to make sense of their past, present and future? Being aware of different theories
         of interpretation itself can help a practical theologian study and describe the interpretation
         practices she observes. 
      

      
      Interdisciplinary Conversation Partners

      
      Consider a scholar who is studying the way a congregation incorporates mentally disabled
         adults into its fellowship. How should she relate the insights of theology to the
         fruits of social-scientific research in helping the congregation understand and revise
         their practices? The approaches to Protestant practical theology reviewed earlier
         in this chapter suggest some alternatives. Don S. Browning, for example, assumed epistemological
         parity between theological sources and norms and psychosocial ones, while Hunsinger’s
         work, no less robust in its interdisciplinarity, privileges theological norms in an
         asymmetrical, ordered relation between the distinctive and indispensable languages
         of theology and psychology. Graham and Dunlap, on the other hand, relate theology
         and social theory in ways more similar to Browning.
      

      
      Notably, both Graham and Andrews set up a three-way conversation that recognizes distinctive
         and important claims derived from academic theology, on one hand, and the “lived”
         theology of a faith community, on the other. The “lived” theology of a community comes
         to expression in things like the sort of music the community sings in worship, how
         God is named in prayer, and whether men and women bear equal responsibility and authority
         in leadership. A community’s faith language is shaped by different reward systems,
         and for different purposes, than the language of the academy; but this does not mean
         it is not truthful or important. For example, the practical theologians who want to
         understand how a community relates to mentally disabled adults might learn much by
         spending time with these adults themselves, watching and listening. A growing edge
         in practical theology is incorporating such “lived” theology into one’s theological
         reflection on any local situation. 
      

      
      Areas of Current and Future Research

      
      Human experience is dynamically hermeneutical, and thus, so is practical theology.
         The question is not whether a practical theologian will deal with matters of interpretation,
         but how. Interpretation lies at the heart of all practical theological inquiry and
         is part of the practical theological models and theories scholars are constructing
         today. 
      

      
      Future preachers must be alert interpreters not only of Christian scripture, but of
         theological tradition, cultural images, the evening news, and the triumphs and tragedies
         of ordinary lives. Youth leaders know they need to be hermeneuts, interpreting faith
         to young explorers of spiritual terrain, interpreting youth to parents and parents
         to youth, and helping young adults discern what in their expanding world is worthy
         of their passionate commitment, and what is not. Pastoral counselors and chaplains
         are co-interpreters of individual life stories and family systems, of inevitable passages
         of ordinary life one day and sudden, traumatic change or loss the next. 
      

      
      Practical theologians and the leaders whose interpretive work they guide have a common
         confidence: In the back-and-forth dance of interpretation, the Spirit moves. God draws
         us by the Spirit into deeper understanding of ourselves and each other as we continually
         interpret and reinterpret our past and present, reframed in the fathomless mercy of
         God. God, the master interpreter, works alongside us, until that day when, as the
         apostle says, “[we] shall know fully, as [we] have been fully known.”[38]   
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      Historical Context

      
      The final document of the Second Vatican Council (1962–1965), Gaudium et Spes, aptly captures the tasks of practical theology: “The Church seeks but a solitary
         goal: to carry forward the work of Christ under the lead of the befriending Spirit.
         . . . To carry out such a task, the Church has always had the duty of scrutinizing
         the signs of the times and of interpreting them in the light of the Gospel.”[1]  To read the signs of contemporary cultures and contexts, to know and describe the
         world deeply and accurately, and to interpret these faithfully in light of the saving
         good news: these are central tasks of practical theology. Toward what end is this
         work done? To further Christ’s mission. Whose work is this? The work ultimately is
         Christ’s, with the co-laboring duty entrusted to the Church. How are the hermeneutical
         tasks accomplished? Not in isolation but in the company of the Church, led by the
         guiding friendship of the Holy Spirit. As this Vatican II document makes clear, practical
         theology is a hermeneutical, ecclesial, and spiritual labor. This is a Catholic vision
         of practical theology.
      

      
      If the vision is clear, the decades since the Council have shown that its implementation
         is far more complex. Indeed, the hermeneutical task, the very nature of interpretation,
         is hotly contested in Catholic contexts of ecclesial life and academic theology. It
         is not surprising, then, that Catholic theologians would be engaged with such issues.
         Indeed, in scholarship and the development of theological reflection models that address
         hermeneutics, lived experience, discernment, and teaching, Catholics have made significant
         contributions to practical theology.
      

      
      Practical theology encompasses a range of methodologies, approaches, and disciplinary
         partners. While no one approach encapsulates the entire field, hermeneutics has become
         highly important in conceptualizing the work of practical theology and as a more specific
         method in that work. The understanding of practical theology as a dialogical, interpretive
         task has been central in my own formation of a practical theology, shaped at the University
         of Chicago, particularly by the work of Don S. Browning (1934–2010) and David Tracy.
         In Browning’s vision, practical theology is all about conversation—specifically, a
         mutually critical conversation between “Christian sources and other communities of
         experience and interpretation with the aim of guiding its action toward social and
         individual transformation.”[2]  Browning characterized practical reason as “a broad-scale interpretive and reinterpretive
         process; it is, as Gadamer would say, a ‘hermeneutic’ process.”[3]  As communities exercise practical reason, they are communities of interpretation,
         seeking to understand the complexities of contemporary situations in critical dialogue
         with the texts, contexts, and practices integral to their tradition. Browning’s work
         was influenced by a range of philosophical, theological, and social scientific conversation
         partners, including his colleague, Roman Catholic theologian David Tracy. Tracy’s
         analysis of hermeneutics, classics, and conversation profoundly influenced Browning’s
         work in practical theology. As a Catholic laywoman and graduate student in the 1990s,
         I soaked up this atmosphere, drawn to the idea of taking contemporary contexts and
         experience seriously in dialogue with religious tradition and a wide range of interdisciplinary
         partners. Practical theology seemed to offer a way to bridge a commitment to ecclesial
         life with a vocation to scholarship and teaching. Desire to participate in this kind
         of conversation was at the heart of my own entry into the field.
      

      
      As can be seen from this brief description of my education, hermeneutical approaches
         in practical theology emerge from both Protestant and Catholic authors, who often
         are in dialogue with one another.[4]  At the same time, there are distinctive Catholic sources, trajectories, contexts,
         and stakes that can be named. This chapter will offer a view of Catholic pastoral
         and practical theologies in the post–Vatican II era—focusing on the use of hermeneutical
         theories and methods within the theological task. Kathleen A. Cahalan’s later chapter
         paints the picture of Catholic pastoral theology before and after the Second Vatican
         Council. While practical theology as an academic field has gained traction only recently
         in Catholic contexts of theological education, its antecedent roots can be traced
         far back in the tradition.[5]  This chapter picks up post–Vatican II hermeneutical approaches that highlight the
         epistemic value of experience and open up methodological space for attending to the
         ordinary life of faith as part of theology. Cahalan notes shifting practical theological
         paradigms—clerical, ecclesial, public, and praxis. Those paradigms are not mutually
         exclusive, I would argue, and we will see that hermeneutical approaches encompass
         and intersect with all of these dimensions. Moreover, it should be noted that this
         discussion represents only a slice of the larger developing conversation in Catholic
         approaches to practical theology. The representative figures named here do not capture
         the full range of Catholic work in practical theology or scholarship related to practical
         theology, but they do represent significant voices and trajectories.
      

      
      A word about terminology: while practical theology as a discipline largely has moved
         beyond an exclusively “clerical paradigm,” in some contexts (for example, the United
         Kingdom and many Catholic contexts of theological education) the term “pastoral theology”
         remains widely used. This chapter will primarily use the terminology of “practical
         theology,” recognizing that terminology is context-dependent and that practical theology
         can encompass and sometimes be equated with pastoral theology. Cahalan has outlined
         the difficulties in situating practical theology within Catholic contexts of theological
         education, as “pastoral theology” is often located in seminaries or schools of pastoral
         formation that are separated from the systematic and moral theology that drives university-based
         departments of theology. This gap between pastoral and systematic theology undercuts
         the institutional viability of Catholic practical theology; risks depriving Catholic
         theology of sustained attention to pastoral ministry and parish life; and impoverishes
         pastoral theology, separated from natural dialogue partners in systematic theology
         and theological ethics. Still, there are vibrant Catholic centers of practical theology
         and emerging scholarship that seeks to bridge this divide. As with other communities,
         a search for practical theology in Catholic contexts has to scan broadly to notice
         scholars who are more obviously trained in and identified with practical theology
         as well as many others located in more traditional Catholic disciplinary areas.[6]  Thus, the representative figures discussed in this chapter will include several
         who identify more clearly as pastoral or practical theologians but also several who
         locate themselves primarily in systematic theology. I will focus on the ways in which
         these Catholic authors draw upon hermeneutical theory and method and how, in so doing,
         they open up the field of practical theology.
      

      
      Forming a backdrop to this discussion are figures such as Pope Benedict XVI, institutions
         such as the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, and new ecclesial movements
         such as Focolare or Communion and Liberation—all of which promote particular versions
         of what they consider to be authentic Catholic hermeneutics. The chapter will offer
         only a glimpse of this complicated story but it should remain in view—for here there
         are pressures, powers, and competing claims about interpretation that are very much
         part of the context of emerging Catholic work in pastoral and practical theologies.
      

      
      Key Features and Representative Figures

      
      Briefly put, hermeneutics addresses interpretation. Interpretation is a critical practice
         of everyday life and of theology. Experience and understanding cannot be separated
         from interpretation; we interpret in order to understand and we interpret as we pass
         on knowledge. As Tracy writes, “Every time we act, deliberate, judge, understand,
         or even experience, we are interpreting.”[7]  Interpretation is a skill and a practice that we can do well or poorly—and it is
         integral to human life. As such, it also is essential for the doing of theology. Within
         that larger understanding, in which hermeneutics is part of all theology, some practical
         theologians explicitly draw upon hermeneutical theories and articulate a hermeneutical
         method as central to their work. This is the case for a number of Catholic theologians
         who arose in the post-conciliar era and did much to shape conceptions of theology
         and theological method as well as practices of ministry and religious education.
      

      
      In texts used widely in theological education and adult formation, pastoral theologians
         such as Evelyn and James Whitehead, Robert Kinast, and Patricia Killen proposed models
         of theological reflection that emphasize interpretation as a key task and experience
         as a locus theologicus. There is a dual task here of interpreting the theological import of contemporary
         experience and interpreting the tradition, each in light of the other, with the aim
         of shaping ongoing praxis. Thomas Groome’s “shared praxis” approach draws heavily
         on hermeneutic theory as he characterizes religious education as “essentially a hermeneutical
         task”—that of interpreting with a community both contemporary praxis and the Christian
         Story/Vision in a critical and dialectical movement. U.S. Hispanic theologians also
         engage and shape hermeneutics. Ada María Isasi-Díaz drew upon a hermeneutics of suspicion
         as she developed a mujerista theology that asserts the descriptive, hermeneutical, and epistemological significance
         of lo cotidiano, everyday experience and practice of the people. Roberto Goizueta similarly argues
         that U.S. Hispanic popular religion is a locus theologicus, the starting point of the hermeneutic circle that structures his theological work.
         These writings represent a significant turn from preconciliar approaches in pastoral
         theology, which tended to proceed in more of a unidirectional, application model that
         gave little weight to experience.
      

      
      Catholic pastoral and practical theologians draw upon multiple sources in framing
         their hermeneutical approaches. They point to influences such as the Second Vatican
         Council, leading twentieth-century Catholic theologians Karl Rahner and Bernard Lonergan,
         Latin American comunidades de base and liberation theologians such as Gustavo Gutiérrez, and feminist theology. Others
         are influenced by Catholic Action or by clinical pastoral education (CPE) models of
         theological reflection. Social, literary, and educational theorists such as Hans-Georg
         Gadamer, Jürgen Habermas, Paul Ricoeur, and Paolo Freire have influenced Catholic
         pastoral and practical theology just as such theorists have profoundly shaped Protestant
         practical theology. Catholic practical theologians today do not work in a vacuum.
         Some have trained in ecumenical contexts of theological education, studying with both
         Protestant and Catholic theological mentors. Some are members of professional organizations
         such as the Association of Practical Theology and the International Academy of Practical
         Theology (which has a working group in Catholic Approaches in Practical Theology),
         where they engage a wide range of scholarship. One can note similarities between and
         conversations across Protestant and Catholic hermeneutical methods in practical theology.
         At the same time, hermeneutical approaches in practical theology have distinctive
         roots in Catholic theology, including a new openness to conversation, experience,
         and the interpretive tasks of theology expressed at Vatican II. As noted earlier,
         the Council asserts the leading role of the Spirit in the ecclesial work of interpretation.
         I would assert that this pneumatological dimension of practical theology (and, specifically,
         of hermeneutics) is insufficiently addressed in practical theological scholarship
         and could be an important Catholic contribution to the discipline. We will see that
         a number of the Catholic authors discussed below frame hermeneutical processes at
         least partially in the language of Christian spirituality.
      

      
      The Hermeneutical Task of a Public Practical Theology: 
David Tracy
      

      
      David Tracy has played a significant role in advancing hermeneutical approaches in
         theology, which he understands as critical to Christian theology—fundamental, systematic,
         historical, and practical. While he would not be identified as a practical theologian
         per se, his revised or mutually critical method of correlation and his emphasis on
         theology as conversation has strongly influenced the field. Tracy, a Catholic priest
         and philosophical theologian, works within and across the university context of the
         University of Chicago. He has contributed some important writing on practical theology,
         though his fully developed practical theology is still awaited. Tracy positions practical
         theology firmly within hermeneutics; practical theology is “the mutually critical
         correlation of the interpreted theory and praxis of the Christian faith with the interpreted
         theory and praxis of the contemporary situation.”[8] 
      

      
      In his book Blessed Rage for Order: The New Pluralism in Theology, Tracy argues that Christian theology involves a critical correlation of the results
         of investigating the two sources of theology: Christian texts and common human experience.
         Contrasting his method to the model of correlation proposed by Paul Tillich, Tracy
         argues that correlation must entail a method of critically correlating both the questions
         and the answers of the “situation” and those of the Christian “message.” It is not
         adequate to assume that the situation produces only salient questions while Christian
         texts hold all the answers. Tracy relies on a phenomenological method to investigate
         the “religious dimension” present in everyday experience and language. This dimension
         is encountered particularly in “limit-questions” of scientific and moral inquiry and
         “limit-situations” in everyday life. Historical and hermeneutical methods are employed
         to investigate classic Christian texts.[9] 
      

      
      In this work, Tracy briefly outlines an interdisciplinary revisionist practical theology—one
         that is in dialogue with empirical social scientists, critical theory, and ethics.
         He holds that the historical theologian’s major task is the “reconstruction of past meaning for the present.” The fundamental and systematic theologian’s task is to
         construct the “present meaning, meaningfulness, and truth of the Christian tradition.” The practical theologian
         depends on these two as she projects “the future possibilities of meaning and truth on the basis of present constructive and past
         historical resources.” The practical theologian’s distinctive task then is “rigorous
         investigation of the possibilities of praxis which a reconstructed historia and a newly constructed theoria may allow.”[10] 
      

      
      Tracy further develops his claims about the public nature of theology and its fundamentally
         hermeneutical task in The Analogical Imagination: Christian Theology and the Culture of Pluralism. Theology must not simply repeat the past; it must interpret tradition and “all interpretation
         is a mediation of past and present, a translation carried on within the effective
         history of a tradition to retrieve its sometimes strange, sometimes familiar meanings.”[11]  Theologians interpret, in particular, religious classics—texts, events, persons
         of the tradition that make a claim for attention, disclose meaning and truth, and
         hold power to transform. Classics and their interpretation are public in this sense;
         while they always emerge from particular contexts, they make wider claims for truth
         that must be wrestled with, responded to, and taken seriously. Tracy sees “conversation”
         as the paradigm for understanding. Understanding happens in the to-and-fro of authentic
         conversation; this is an “intersubjective,” “public,” “historical” event.[12]  Tracy expands upon his understanding of hermeneutics as conversation in Plurality and Ambiguity: Hermeneutics, Religion, and Hope.
      

      
      Tracy identifies three distinct but related disciplines in theology: fundamental (or
         philosophical), systematic, and practical. Considering his three “publics” of theology—academy,
         church, and society—he identifies practical theology most closely with the public
         of society. Practical theologians analyze situations of “ethical-religious import,”
         drawing upon philosophy, cultural analysis, social science. There is a prophetic edge
         to practical theology, and the “notion of truth involved will prove a praxis-determined,
         transformative one.”[13] 
      

      
      More recently, Tracy’s conceptualization of practical theology has moved to more engagement
         with spirituality, apophatic mysticism, and art—merged with the more dominant focus
         on ethics and prophetic action commonly seen in practical theology literature. His
         2009 address to the International Academy of Practical Theology aptly expressed the
         deep intuition that mysticism, aesthetics, and prophecy cannot be separated: “The
         emphasis on the ethical-political in contemporary practical theology continues the
         prophetic center of Judaism, Christianity and Islam. At the same time, however, I
         now wish I had also emphasized in that early article [1983] a further need for correlational
         practical theology: a theological correlation with the aesthetic, the contemplative-metaphysical
         and the several spiritual traditions of Christianity.” Tracy here sets out an agenda
         for practical theology, one which I see as quite consonant with Catholic hermeneutical
         approaches broadly speaking: realizing the vision of an “aesthetic-ethical correlation”
         toward the end of developing not simply prophetic but rather “mystical-prophetic practical
         theologies.”[14] 
      

      
      Theological Reflection and the Practice of Ministry

      
      James and Evelyn Whitehead

      
      The Whiteheads’ Method in Ministry: Theological Reflection and Christian Ministry became a widely used resource in Catholic pastoral theology. Evelyn Whitehead is
         a developmental psychologist while James Whitehead is a pastoral theologian. Long
         affiliated with the Institute of Pastoral Studies at Loyola University in Chicago,
         their collaborative work has been international, including teaching in China. The
         Whiteheads developed a method of communal theological reflection that draws upon three
         sources (experience, tradition, and culture) and proceeds through three stages (attending,
         assertion, and pastoral response). Attending is a kind of deep listening to each of
         the three theological sources. What information resides in experience, tradition,
         and culture? The second movement, assertion, “instigates a dialogue among these sources
         of information in order to clarify, challenge, and purify the insights and limits
         of each.”[15]  The third movement then brings the reflection to bear on personal and communal action.
         Experience is taken seriously as the starting point of theological reflection, although
         the Whiteheads state that they privilege the Christian tradition and its information
         in the process of theological reflection.[16]  In the fifteen years between the original release of Method in Ministry and the revised edition, the Whiteheads were influenced by practical theologians
         such as Don Browning, Thomas Groome, Bernard Lee, and David Tracy. Thus, their work
         interacts with the developing discipline of practical theology as it represented one
         of the major resources in Catholic pastoral theology and ministerial formation in
         the 1980s and 1990s.
      

      
      Robert Kinast

      
      The Whiteheads have influenced many Catholic pastoral theologians, including Robert
         L. Kinast, who developed models of theological reflection for ministerial formation
         and practice and a center dedicated to this work. For Kinast, theological reflection
         begins with experience; it focuses on “learning from one’s experience” and particularly
         concrete experiences of ministry.[17]  In the act of reflecting, one seeks to identify the theological dimension already
         imbedded in a specific experience while also drawing upon “a larger theological framework
         to name, elaborate, and enrich the theological meaning within the experience.”[18]  The process of theological reflection entails using experience to illustrate theology
         as well as applying theology to particular, complex situations—and so testing and
         rethinking theology in the process. Experience is never uninterpreted; interpretation
         is part of the process of theological reflection. Theological reflection moves ultimately
         toward enactment or praxis, shaping personal identity, ministerial practice, and theological
         knowing. Kinast draws upon process theologian Alfred North Whitehead throughout his
         work, particularly to ground his argument for the divine presence in all experience.
      

      
      Kinast’s understanding of theological reflection brings it close to spiritual practice
         or even encounter with God: “theological reflection is akin to prayer or spiritual
         direction (guidance, counseling). It is not satisfied with learning more about God
         but with leading a person more directly to encounter God.”[19]  This personal encounter with God then bears fruit in the discernment of action (praxis)
         in this light.
      

      
      Kinast points to several influences on the development of methods of theological reflection—and
         its affirmation of experience as the starting point. These influences include Latin
         American liberation theology and the practices of base Christian communities, the
         rise of feminist theology and African American theologies, and the Clinical Pastoral
         Education (CPE) movement that began in the 1920s and became influential in Protestant
         ministry training. Kinast notes that experience-based approaches bring critical perspectives
         to religious traditions, institutions, and norms—and so may meet resistance. He asserts
         a mutually critical relationship between experience and theology; experience can critique
         theology as theology also critiques experience. Kinast is careful to note that by
         “experience,” he intends the “authentic experience of God’s presence in our midst.”[20]  How can one identify what is authentic and inauthentic experience of the divine?
         Kinast, like Patricia Killen, frames this task in terms of spiritual discernment,
         a practice which, in my reading of this literature, becomes an integral part of the
         hermeneutical process.
      

      
      Patricia Killen

      
      Patricia Killen’s work in theological reflection also adopts a hermeneutical model
         of conversation. While associated with the Institute of Pastoral Studies at Loyola
         University in Chicago, Killen taught theological reflection methodology to parish
         groups, community organizations, and dioceses. Her book The Art of Theological Reflection, coauthored with religious educator John de Beer, presents their method. According
         to Killen and de Beer, theological reflection “is the discipline of exploring individual
         and corporate experience in conversation with the wisdom of a religious heritage.”[21]  The dialogue entails an openness to confirm, challenge, and expand understandings
         of both experience and tradition. The act of interpreting the contemporary situation
         is a movement of discernment, and this method of theological reflection represents
         then a kind of spiritual training: “it trains us to discern the presence of God’s
         spirit in the social events and movements of our time.”[22]  According to Killen, theological reflection is an “artful practice”[23]  that can be done by individuals and groups and can be adapted for use by other faith
         communities. Theological reflection deepens the practice of ministry and “nurtures
         ministers’ souls.”[24] 
      

      
      “Shared Praxis” and the Hermeneutical Tasks of the Religious Educator: Thomas Groome

      
      Thomas Groome has done much to shape the field of religious education and represents
         a key Catholic practical theological voice. For many years, he served as director
         of the Institute of Pastoral Ministry and Religious Education at Boston College, where
         he continues to serve on the faculty. While he has been a longtime member of the International
         Academy of Practical Theology, his writing has recently more explicitly engaged practical
         theology as a discipline.[25]  His method of “shared praxis”—which involves a critical dialogue between present
         praxis and the Christian Story and Vision—bears much in common with Browning’s four
         movements of a fundamental practical theology. In his method, the hermeneutical task
         figures prominently.
      

      
      Groome’s Christian Religious Education: Sharing Our Story and Vision came on the scene concurrently with a revival of practical theology in the Protestant
         theological world in the 1980s, with the publication, for example, of Edward Farley’s
         Theologia, Browning’s edited volume Practical Theology: The Emerging Field in Theology, Church, and World, and Joseph Hough and John Cobb’s Christian Identity and Theological Education. While Groome did not use the term “practical theology,” his method had clear resonance
         with developing approaches in the field. Browning pointed to Groome’s work as “a powerful
         practical theology of Christian education.”[26]  Groome outlines his method of “shared praxis,” which he expands upon in his later
         work Sharing Faith: A Comprehensive Approach to Religious Education and Pastoral Ministry.[27] 
      

      
      In Groome’s vision, the educator’s task “is essentially a hermeneutical one”—that
         of interpreting with a community both present praxis and the Christian Story/Vision
         in a critical and dialectical movement. Educators need to be aware of their pre-understandings
         as they approach a text with a “hermeneutics of retrieval, suspicion, and creative
         commitment.”[28]  According to Groome, the five movements of shared Christian praxis are: naming/expressing
         “present praxis”; critical reflection on present action; making accessible Christian
         Story and Vision; dialectical hermeneutics to appropriate Christian Story/Vision to
         participants’ stories and visions; and decision/response for lived Christian faith.[29]  He adopts a movement of mutually critical correlation: participants ask how the
         Christian Story/Vision affirms and challenges present praxis, as they also ask how
         present praxis affirms and critically appropriates the Christian Story/Vision.[30]  For Groome, the “reign of God” provides the “ultimate hermeneutical principle for
         what to teach from the tradition, the primary guideline for how to teach it, and the
         direction of its politics.”[31] 
      

      
      Groome does not restrict his method of shared praxis to the tasks of religious education.
         Shared praxis is a liberative style of Christian ministry that “reflects commitments
         to engage and empower people in their whole ‘being’ as agents-subjects-in-relationship
         in the world, to honor the tradition and community of Christian faith and their import
         for life, to bring people to partnership, mutuality, and dialogue in an inclusive
         community of participants.”[32]  As such, it has implications for all tasks of pastoral ministry, including liturgy,
         preaching, pastoral care, and social justice ministries.
      

      
      Like other Catholic authors, Groome links his methodological discussions to the language
         of spiritual practice. He describes the task of interpretation in terms of “discernment”:
         “the educator’s task is to discern both what to make accessible from the Story/Vision
         and how to make it accessible to participants.”[33]  When shared praxis is done in the context of the Christian faith community, it reflects
         and cultivates a Christian spirituality marked by respect for the freedom of the human
         person, right relationships, attending to God’s Spirit, and commitment through ecclesial
         community to God’s reign.[34] 
      

      
      U.S. Hispanic Catholic Theologies: Theology as Liberative Hermeneutical Praxis

      
      Ada María Isasi-Díaz

      
      As a mujerista theologian, Ada María Isasi-Díaz (1943–2012) described theology as liberative praxis,
         a kind of liberative hermeneutics. A longtime professor of ethics and theology at
         Drew University, Isasi-Díaz brought a hermeneutics of suspicion to bear on practical
         theology as she also offered a constructive vision of a liberative hermeneutics centered
         on Latina experience. For example, she read claims of scientific “objectivity” with
         a hermeneutics of suspicion—seeing oppressive power dynamics underlying such claims.
         Instead, she argued for the importance of self-location whenever interpreting biblical
         texts. Her biblical and theological hermeneutics was deeply shaped by her experience
         of ethnic prejudice as a Cuban exile in the United States; her work with the poor
         in Lima, Peru, which shaped her commitment to a preferential option for the poor;
         and her experience of oppression as a woman in the Catholic church. Her hermeneutics
         focuses on the lived experience of Latinas, lo popular, the realities of oppression, and the goal of liberative praxis and moral agency:
         “My biblical hermeneutics, then, has as its central focus the binomial oppression-liberation.”[35]  Lo cotidiano, the every­day experience of Hispanic women, plays a central role in seeing, interpreting,
         and knowing: “In mujerista theology, then, lo cotidiano has descriptive, hermeneutical, and epistemological importance.” Still, every­day
         experience is not an ethical or theological norm, principle or criterion; rather,
         liberative praxis is the norm by which experience is judged: “It is only insofar as
         lo cotidiano is a liberative praxis, a daily living that contributes to liberation, that lo cotidiano is considered good, valuable, right, salvific.”[36] 
      

      
      Roberto Goizueta

      
      Like many Catholic Latino/a theologians, Roberto Goizueta gives strong attention to
         praxis, though he locates his work primarily in systematic theology. Goizueta makes
         a particularly interesting contribution in bringing Latin American liberation theologies
         and theories of human action into conversation with theological aesthetics. A professor
         at Boston College, he also has given leadership to the Academy of Catholic Hispanic
         Theologians of the United States (ACHTUS). Goizueta argues for practice or praxis—and
         specifically the practices of popular religion of Latinos/as—as locus theologicus, site and source of theology. In Caminemos con Jesús: Toward a Hispanic/Latino Theology of Accompaniment, Goizueta structures the theological inquiry as a “hermeneutical circle” (drawing
         here on Latin American liberation theologies)—beginning in experience (particularly
         popular U.S. Hispanic experience), moving to analysis of the experience, and returning
         to experience in a new light. Through this hermeneutical process, Goizueta argues,
         one comes to understand the historical and religious praxis that is the focus of the
         inquiry and to understand theology as grounded in a praxis of solidarity and accompaniment.
         Through his study of U.S. Hispanic popular religion—including devotion to Our Lady
         of Guadalupe, domestic practices, and public Santa Semana rituals—Goizueta argues
         that praxis has both liberative and aesthetic dimensions, which are integrally interrelated
         and mutually dependent. He critiques instrumentalist understandings of praxis—seeing
         the importance of beauty in U.S. Hispanic spirituality. Goizueta’s use of the hermeneutical
         circle, his attention to aesthetics and the receptive dimension of practice, and his
         focus on popular religion as the locus of theology open up paths for Catholic work
         in practical theology.
      

      
      Norms and Sources of Authority

      
      As this brief exploration of authors reveals, methodology and normativity are interrelated.
         Particular hermeneutical methods clearly carry implicit and explicit norms—for example,
         liberation, the reign of God, beauty, the value of every­day experience of the people.
         Norms of interpretation can be challenged, contested, cherished, and potentially a
         source of division in communities. To see this more clearly, we can point to the tensive
         story and struggles of post-conciliar Catholicism. In many ways, this story is a debate
         precisely about the norms and authorities that govern interpretative processes. What
         normative or epistemic weight should experience be given vis-à-vis scripture and tradition—and
         whose experience is considered or marginalized? How adjudicate among conflicting interpretations
         of scripture, tradition, and culture? Which interpretations of Vatican II are more
         accurate? How does the Holy Spirit guide interpretation and understanding—through
         what channels, institutions, and charisms? What is or should be the magisterium’s
         role in the hermeneutical process? These are simply critical, contested questions
         in contemporary Catholicism.
      

      
      The Vatican II documents support the idea that theology is a hermeneutical task and
         that experience (including the experience of laity) is a valid theological source.
         The conciliar ecclesiological shift to emphasize the church as the “People of God”
         and to affirm the priestly, prophetic, and kingly mission of the laity also supports
         a dialogical approach to theology and pedagogy (seen, for example, in Groome’s emphasis
         on shared praxis). The Holy Spirit guides not only the teaching authority of the Church
         but also the whole body of the Church, the whole People of God. Thus, the sensus fidelium (sense of the faithful) is a norm to be accounted for in the hermeneutical process.
         At the same time, Vatican II continues to assert magisterial authority in the hermeneutical
         process. The first conciliar constitution, the “Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation”
         (Dei Verbum), asserts the indispensable role of the teaching office of the church in interpretation:
         “But the task of authentically interpreting the word of God, whether written or handed
         on, has been entrusted exclusively to the living teaching office of the Church, whose
         authority is exercised in the name of Jesus Christ.”[37] 
      

      
      What is “authentic interpretation”? What is at stake in this question? These are indeed
         major points of division in the contemporary Church—and a sore question for theologians.
         Pope Benedict XVI (who as Cardinal Ratzinger headed the Congregation for the Doctrine
         of the Faith from 1981 to 2005), has pointedly argued that post-conciliar struggles
         in the Church come down to a problem of competing and false hermeneutics: “The question
         arises: Why has the implementation of the Council, in large parts of the Church, thus
         far been so difficult? Well, it all depends on the correct interpretation of the Council
         or—as we would say today—on its proper hermeneutics, the correct key to its interpretation
         and application. The problems in its implementation arose from the fact that two contrary
         hermeneutics came face to face and quarreled with each other.”[38]  Benedict contradicts those who seek a “hermeneutics of rupture” in the “spirit”
         of Vatican II and he explicitly calls theologians to task for their role in advancing
         a hermeneutics of rupture: “On the one hand, there is an interpretation that I would
         call ‘a hermeneutic of discontinuity and rupture’; it has frequently availed itself
         of the sympathies of the mass media, and also one trend of modern theology.”[39]  Instead, Benedict calls for a “hermeneutics of reform” that emphasizes instead the
         continuity of pre-conciliar and post-conciliar Catholicism and (citing his predecessor
         John XXIII) the Council’s “faithful and perfect conformity to the authentic doctrine”
         of the Church.[40] 
      

      
      The “battle for meaning”—to use a phrase of historian Massimo Faggioli—has left or
         exposed deep fault lines in the Catholic community.[41] Richard John Neuhaus commented in 1985: “In all the changing definitions of sides
         and alignments, the contest over the interpretation of Vatican II constitutes a critical
         battlefront in our society’s continuing cultural wars.”[42]  Catholic practical theologians are imbedded in this contest of interpretations.
         With their keen attention to practice and theology, they also can contribute to the
         growing body of research about the hermeneutics of Vatican II—the interpretation processes
         at work in the Council and in its subsequent reception over the past decades.[43]  Faggioli sees the hermeneutical debates as multi-layered and not simply an ideological
         clash between liberal and conservative Catholics; rather, he locates the roots of
         alternate hermeneutics in deep Christological and ecclesiological theological differences.[44]  Ormond Rush shows how philosophical, literary, and historical hermeneutical theory
         can be brought to bear on theological analysis of interpretation of Vatican II—directing
         methodological attention to the hermeneutics of the conciliar authors, texts, and
         receivers, all seen in light of the other in a hermeneutical circle or spiral.[45] 
      

      
      These debates about the letter and the spirit of Vatican II, rupture or continuity,
         reception and nonreception can be framed as critical Catholic practical theological
         issues. Hermeneutics is a theory-laden practice with deep normative theological dimensions
         and serious implications for the ongoing life of the Church. For Catholic theologians,
         work with hermeneutical theories and methods inevitably leads to these complex questions
         about the norms of “authentic interpretation”—and related issues of the criteria for
         authenticity, the definition and authority of the magisterium, and the role of the
         Spirit in communal processes of interpretation. The stakes of hermeneutics are high—as
         has been made abundantly clear by recent moves of the Congregation for the Doctrine
         of the Faith to interpret, correct, censure, and silence Catholic theologians.[46] 
      

      
      Because pastoral or practical theologies are directly concerned with the life of the
         Church and the formation of religious leaders, they reflect these hermeneutical debates.
         One key question: What is the relationship between pastoral or practical theology
         and doctrine? While most authors discussed above give strong weight to the epistemic
         value of experience in practical/pastoral theology, the Institute of Pastoral Theology
         at the ultra-orthodox Ave Maria University (founded in 2003) asserts a stronger role
         for doctrine in the work of pastoral theology, which it defines as “the continued
         reflection of the Church on the unchanging truth of doctrine in view of its being
         lived in faith, hope, and charity, and in view of giving direction to all of the pastoral
         activity of the Church. Pastoral theology studies doctrine in order to uncover its
         significance for the human person and build up the one, holy, catholic, and apostolic
         Church.”[47]  Like others discussed above, the Institute claims Vatican II as the inspiration
         for its vision of pastoral theology, yet underscores the unity of doctrinal and pastoral
         theology, echoing here Cardinal Ratzinger’s understanding of Vatican II: “This Council
         is pastoral in its fusion of truth and love, ‘doctrine’ and pastoral solicitude; it
         wished to reach beyond the dichotomy between pragmatism and doctrinalism, back to
         the biblical unity in which practice and doctrine are one, a unity grounded in Christ.”[48] 
      

      
      Contemporary Catholic practical theologians do not disregard doctrine or tradition,
         though post–Vatican II hermeneutical approaches have asserted a heretofore neglected
         role for experience. Still, the Catholic context and conversation raises to the forefront
         the normative dimensions of hermeneutics and theological method. Catholic pastoral
         and practical theologians cannot avoid addressing issues of norms, doctrine, ecclesiology,
         and authority: far from being abstract or distant concerns, these are relevant to
         how we define our work, train pastoral leaders, teach theology, and envision the future
         of the Catholic community. The struggles over “correct” or “authentic” interpretation
         within post-conciliar Catholicism may well point to a growing edge for practical theology
         more generally: the need to work more closely with systematic theology; to address
         more squarely the relationships between doctrine, lived experience, and pastoral theology;
         to explore more deeply the normative dimensions of methodological options.[49]  Here the Catholic context of practical theology intersects with current debates
         in practical theology on the international, ecumenical scholarly circles—seen, for
         example, in recent debates among Protestant scholars published in the International Journal of Practical Theology, including British practical theologian Pete Ward’s critique of practical theology’s
         “angst about doctrine.”[50]  There is need for more sustained attention to such issues and more practical theological
         thinking about how to facilitate dialogue across competing hermeneutical perspectives
         and powers in faith communities. For in many communities—not just among Catholics—hermeneutical
         principles are sharply contested and discerning right principles of interpretation
         is a practical theological task of the highest importance for the community. Catholic
         practical theologians can contribute here to practical theology more broadly as well
         as to the flourishing of the contemporary Catholic community in struggle.
      

      
      Views of the Theory-Practice Relationship

      
      The hermeneutical approaches discussed here assume a dialogical relationship between
         theory and practice, typically expressed in the form of practice-theory-practice.
         It should be noted that some authors use the category of “experience” as much as or
         more than “practice,” and some use the terms interchangeably. Theology (including
         the scriptures and tradition) arises from experience, and experience must be reflected
         upon in dialogical relationship with theory and theology. Reshaped practice flows
         from the reflection upon experience in dialogue with theology and tradition. Further
         reflection on the centrality of the category of “practice,” as compared to the category
         of “experience,” will be important for the discipline of practical theology. Practice
         seems to be the dominant category in the practical theology literature as a whole.
         Authors such as Hans-Günter Heimbrock, James Poling and Donald Miller, and Ruard Ganzevoort
         appeal to “experience” or “lived religion” as the focus of study in practical theology.
         Latina/o theologians—including Isasi-Díaz, Goizueta, Nancy Pineda-Madrid, and Carmen
         Nanko-Fernandez—point to lo cotidiano as source and center of theologizing.[51]  Catholic attention to experience in the hermeneutical process of theology may widen
         the scope of practical theology and generate important reflection about how experience
         relates to theory and theology in particular religious traditions.
      

      
      Role of and Approach to Contexts

      
      The turn to experience in Catholic practical theology goes hand in hand with keen
         attention and rigorous study of context. Following the vision of Vatican II, practical
         theologians “scrutinize the signs of the times and interpret them in light of the
         gospel.” This ecclesial task implies the necessity of rigorous study of the particularities
         of contexts and communities as integral part of the work of theology. Catholic feminist
         and liberationist approaches have widened the range of contexts that demand attention.
         So, too, lay theologians bring new, textured study of everyday contexts such as the
         home, neighborhood, and workplace. While practical theology naturally focuses on contemporary
         contexts, historical-contextual study also can be seen as highly relevant to Catholic
         practical theological approaches—opening understanding of the contexts which have
         shaped the transmission of tradition and the rich and varied contextuality of Catholic
         faith past and present.
      

      
      Interdisciplinary Conversation Partners

      
      Hermeneutical approaches in practical theology rely on a wide range of disciplines
         and competencies. Theological anthropology is critical for studying human experience,
         just as biblical and historical studies are essential for interpreting classic texts
         and contexts of a tradition. Hermeneutical approaches should accentuate and make explicit
         their theological suppositions as they substantively engage the range of relevant
         theological disciplines. At the same time, hermeneutical approaches necessarily draw
         critically upon a range of disciplines in order to describe contemporary contexts
         and to understand processes of understanding and interpretation. These cognate disciplines
         include critical theory, sociology, anthropology, semiotics, educational theory, philosophy,
         literary studies, political theory, economics, and psychology. Because hermeneutical
         approaches in practical theology foster dialogical engagement between contemporary
         experience and practices and the tradition, it depends upon a full range of human
         knowledge and scholarly investigation. This presents a challenge to individual practical
         theologians, who cannot master all the disciplines that could inform the hermeneutical
         process. Thus, practical theologians will emphasize some particular theological and
         cognate disciplines in their work. Collaborative scholarship would be a useful means
         of advancing hermeneutical approaches that draw upon and critically engage a wider
         range of relevant disciplines, methods, and discourses. Moreover, the openness of
         hermeneutical approaches to a wide range of human sciences, while quite consonant
         with Catholic understandings of the role of reason in theological knowing, makes even
         more critical the need for reflection about normativity in interdisciplinary, hermeneutical
         forms of practical theology.
      

      
      Areas of Current and Future Research

      
      Catholic hermeneutical approaches advance a conception of practical theology as public,
         dialogical, contextual, ecclesial, and liberative. They take contemporary experience
         seriously and bring it into conversation with the tradition in a discerning process
         for the sake of future praxis. We have seen that a number of Catholic pastoral and
         practical theologians frame the theological task in terms of spirituality and spiritual
         practices such as discernment. I have argued elsewhere that practical theology and
         spirituality share many key features and can inform one another.[52]  The dialogue with spirituality is a growing edge for practical theology and a potentially
         significant contribution of Catholic authors.
      

      
      For example, spirituality scholars offer important insights about the role of hermeneutics
         as transformative practice throughout Christian history. Postconciliar Catholic hermeneutical
         approaches actually have deep echoes in the traditions of Christian spirituality.
         Douglas Burton-Christie, for example, discusses the “cost of interpretation” in early
         monasticism, “the pervasive sense among the monks that language . . . had real power.
         . . . To interpret a word meant striving to somehow realize it in one’s life and to
         be transformed by that realization.”[53]  Studies of the monastic encounter with scripture support the argument that interpretation
         is not simply academic inquiry but a transformative spiritual practice. Catholic practical
         theologian Marc Lavallee has traced a “hermeneutics of discernment” in several traditions
         of Christian spirituality—particularly early monastic, Benedictine, and Ignatian texts.[54] 
      

      
      Spirituality studies also show the complexity of the hermeneutical process, particularly
         in interpreting historical and mystical texts. While practical theologians bring contemporary
         experience into dialogue with “classics” (Tracy), “Christian Story/Vision” (Groome),
         and “normative texts that are already part of our effective history” (Browning), Jesuit
         philosopher, cultural critic, and mysticism scholar Michel de Certeau (1925–1986)
         moves from an initial “hermeneutic of continuity” to a deep skepticism about the possibility
         of “awakening the dead” for integration with the present.[55]  Certeau problematized the reading of history and historical texts, pointing to the
         rupture, ambiguity, and excessiveness of the mystical experience in history. There
         is no simple act of translation or appropriation, as there is no simple act of reading
         religious experience in history. Certeau’s work, then, has significant implications
         for hermeneutical approaches in practical theology. What sort of hermeneutical skills
         does the practical theologian need to read and interpret “unsaying” texts? Here work
         in spirituality studies—and particularly attention to mystical texts—raises complex
         questions about hermeneutical approaches in practical theology.
      

      
      The creativity of contemporary hermeneutical approaches in Catholic thought and practice
         emerge too with interest in dialogue and the communicative nature of theology and
         religious practice. Given the ecclesial fault lines exposed in the “battle for meaning,”
         as well as larger cultural wars and the increasing importance of interreligious understanding,
         this attention to dialogue is indeed an important practical theological direction
         for future work. Bradford Hinze’s book Practices of Dialogue in the Roman Catholic Church: Aims and Obstacles, Lessons and
            Laments argues for a dialogical ecclesiology as he paints a picture of post–Vatican II practices
         of dialogue—including studies of local parish councils, diocesan synods, the Catholic
         Common Ground Initiative, the chapters of women religious, and ecumenical and interfaith
         dialogues.[56]  Hinze’s work advances hermeneutical approaches in practical theology by locating
         hermeneutics and dialogue in the concrete praxis of the church; attending to the cost
         of dialogue in his discussion of impasse and lament; and advancing theological arguments
         for dialogue as ecclesial, pneumatological, and theological practice. So too Stephen
         B. Bevans and Roger P. Schroeder make a case for mission as “prophetic dialogue” reflecting
         the communicative character of the Triune God.[57]  German Catholic theologians Matthias Scharer and Bernd-Jochen Hilberath seek to
         advance the practice of “communicative theology.”[58]  And liturgical scholar and practical theologian Edward Foley is forging an intercontextual
         and interreligious reenvisioning of the Whiteheadian dialogical model of theological
         reflection.[59] 
      

      
      Hermeneutical approaches in practical theology are complex and imbedded in contentious
         debates within Catholicism about the role of the magisterium and the theological import
         of contemporary experience (as well as the multiplicity of experiences for which there
         needs to be accounting). For a church that continues to struggle with how to read
         the signs of the times in light of the gospel, however, hermeneutical approaches in
         practical theology are significant trajectories and potentially transformative leaven.
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      Although all practical theology concerns itself with contextual specificity and increasingly
         faithful practice, liberationist practical theology turns its focus to situations
         of suffering and oppression that demand redress. Grounding its reflection in the experience
         of persons who suffer from the oppression generated by structures of unequal power,
         liberationist practical theology pursues praxis, the rich interplay of theory and
         practice, which increases justice and recognition of the full humanity and equality
         of all persons. 
      

      
      Historical Context

      
      Global political and revolutionary freedom movements of the 1950s and 1960s challenged
         the structural remnants of European colonial rule over great portions of the Latin
         American and African continents and gave expression to new strands of Christian theology.
         Liberation theologies challenged the easy enmeshment of divine power with social,
         political, and economic hierarchies, reimagining the Christian tradition in an often
         startling and radical way by taking seriously the experience of marginalized persons
         as a starting point for theological reflection. Initially drawing on neo-Marxian analyses
         of structural power and oppression, liberation theologies reworked traditional systematic
         theological categories such as salvation, ecclesiology, eschatology, and Christology
         in order to take into account the experiences of whole peoples and social structures
         rather than merely individual believers.[1]   With the bold hermeneutical claim that God holds a preferential option for the
         poor, liberation theologians centered the experiences of persons relegated to the
         margins and in the process revolutionized Christian theology.
      

      
      Certainly the Christian tradition had been invoked by persons in earlier historical
         situations of oppression, such as the use of biblical stories of exodus and freedom
         by enslaved Africans in the United States. The potent combination of neo-Marxian social
         analysis, grassroots organization through base communities, and Christian theology
         and spirituality that emerged alongside the revolutionary movements of Latin America
         in the late 1950s and early 1960s opened a new chapter in academic Christian theology
         with long-reaching influence. Clarified by stark economic injustices experienced by
         its lay participants as well as by experiences of martyrdom among its leaders, Latin
         American liberation theology rose to global prominence through the voices of its early
         articulators. In conversation with the postcolonial philosophies of Franz Fanon and
         the educational and political philosophies of Paulo Freire, Christian theologians
         questioned the righteousness of dominant cultures and articulated politically engaged
         understandings of salvation that envisioned humanizing institutions that allowed for
         the expression of agency and liberation of those cast aside by persons in power.
      

      
      Latin American liberation theologians created a method and moniker for theologizing
         that found resonance in other social movements of revolution occurring in the United
         States during this same period and beyond. The Black Freedom Movement in the southern
         portion of the country saw economically and politically marginalized children and
         grandchildren of former slaves organizing to demand full and free participation in
         U.S. society.[2]  The second wave of the women’s liberation movement was gaining momentum as women
         were engaging in public demonstrations, challenging traditional submissive social
         roles, lack of health knowledge, and economic dependence of women. The American Indian
         Movement protested the U.S. governmental failure to honor treaties signed with indigenous
         persons and called for the restoration of sovereignty and land to the continent’s
         first peoples. Migrant workers, often of Mexican and Central American descent, began
         to organize and demand more humane treatment through the movement led by Delores Huerta
         and César Chávez that established the National Farm Workers Association (eventually
         the United Farm Workers of America or UFW). All of these movements, though different
         in their histories, contextual realities, leadership, political philosophies, and
         strategies, gave energy and visibility to entrenched inequity in the heart of U.S.
         democracy.
      

      
      Attentive to the economic and political oppression experienced at every level of social
         organization by those who were not male, of European descent, and middle class, members
         of these social movements made visible the internal fissures in a country that after
         World War II was emerging as a powerhouse on a global stage. Sometimes these fissures
         were evident even within the liberative movements, as leaders of the movements with
         privilege in one aspect of their social location excluded the voices and issues of
         other members (for example, along lines of race and sexual orientation in the feminist
         movement, along lines of gender in movements for racial justice, along lines of economic
         privilege in the disability rights movement). Each of these movements also gave rise
         to an academic discourse of liberation theology that spoke to the ways in which traditional
         Euro-American Christian theologies often sacralized their oppression and in some cases
         theologized constructively about how Christianity could legitimately speak from and
         to the experiences of marginalized persons. In other cases—such as some radical feminist
         spiritualities and American Indian theologies—the ability of the Christian tradition
         to speak legitimately given its contributions to the oppression of persons within
         their communities was questioned to the very core, and at times rejected entirely.
      

      
      Simultaneously and in subsequent decades other marginalized persons have reflected
         theologically in ways that called for liberation from oppression and renewed faithful
         praxis in light of the particular questions and concerns raised by their contexts.
         For example, Asian theologians such as Kwok Pui Lan have explored the impact of experiences
         of persons from historically multireligious cultures for Christian theology.[3]  African theologians and biblical scholars such as Musa Dube have interrogated the
         missionary experience and its effect on theologizing as a colonizing project for Christian
         theology and in doing so raised new practical theological concerns.[4]  Gay and lesbian theologians such as Carter Heyward articulated the silencing and
         shaming of bodies and sexualities by Christian discourse, and began to name the sacramental
         gifts of embodiment as a legitimate locus of Christian theology.[5]  Theologians of disability such as Deborah Creamer and Nancy Eiesland have interrogated
         the history of Christian scripture and practice with regard to persons with bodies
         and minds that do not fit the dominant health-care definitions of “normal.” In some
         cases, theologians have articulated liberation theologies while rejecting the label
         of disability (such as the work of deaf liberation theologian Hannah Lewis).[6]  In response to these emerging theologies, a new discourse about privilege and the
         struggle to address the distortions it creates in Christian identity among dominant
         persons has also been articulated.[7]  Each of these theologians—although many of them would locate themselves within the
         discipline of systematic or constructive theology—often begin with the lived experience
         of persons and end with proposals for practice in ways that make them closely resemble
         practical theology.
      

      
      Each of these movements has also experienced the limits of liberationist discourse
         in its own way. Feminist theologians discovered that focusing on one aspect of liberation
         (gender) silenced the experiences of women who experienced the interlocking nature
         of domination and the ways patriarchy used its many tools to achieve its goals. While
         useful for political organizing, pulling diverse persons under one label—often a label
         generated by persons in power (for example, disability, or queer)—can mask privilege
         and downplay differences among persons within a given group. Womanist theologians
         have questioned the centrality of “liberation” and the way that it downplays the importance
         of the daily struggle for survival. While these concerns and the end of the revolutionary
         era in which these particular theologies thrived have often chastened the use of the
         terms “liberation” and “oppression,” the methods and foci of liberation theology have
         been maintained in a number of postmodern theological projects firmly rooted in the
         experiences of marginalized persons and concerned about praxis that will allow for
         the reduction of structural violence and oppression.
      

      
      This historical trajectory of the emergence of academic liberation theologies relates
         to the discourse of practical theology in multiple ways. First, because of their rootedness
         in context and their concern for praxis that contributed to the liberation of everyday
         persons, liberation theologies share many of the methodological markers of practical
         theology. Indeed, practical theologian Don S. Browning once claimed, “The liberation
         theologians in general can be understood as practical theologians.”[8]  While I want to avoid affixing a label to liberation theologians that many of them
         would not claim for themselves, the similarities between liberation theology and practical
         theology in terms of contextual grounding and analysis, dialogue between human experience
         and normative strands of the Christian tradition, and proposals for renewed and transformed
         practice are striking.
      

      
      The methods and commitments of liberation theologians also influenced an entire generation
         of contemporary practical theologians during their training and formation. This influence
         marks the questions they pursue, the sources they draw upon, the way they interpret
         the Christian tradition, and the public emphasis of their theologizing. While these
         theologians often do claim the label of “practical theologian,” their deep connections
         to feminist/womanist, Latino/a, black, and Latin American liberation theologies are
         also evident. Practical theologians mapping the field have given several names for
         this generation of practical theologians influenced by liberation theology. Elaine
         Graham, Heather Walton, and Frances Ward call the method of practical theology closely
         related to liberation theology “theology-in-action.”[9]   Kathleen A. Cahalan uses the term “liberationist” as one of her three approaches
         to practical theology.[10]   Both Cahalan and Graham also connect these theologians to postmodernism because
         of the deconstructionist element of their critique of power and their emphasis on
         the particularity of experience. 
      

      
      Key Features and Representative Figures

      
      The strong emphasis on the notion of justice, particularly social justice, as a focusing
         concern of the Christian tradition permeates the work of liberationist practical theologians.
         Cahalan sums up the liberationist approach with the phrase “the search for just, authentic
         expressions of Christian life within particular local communities and contexts.”[11]  The assumption that justice is a central theological concern of the Christian tradition
         connects liberationist practical theologians to their liberation theologian forbears,
         who clearly connected love of God and neighbor to the idea of seeking justice for
         those who are oppressed.[12]  Attention to increased justice in social relationships brings new practices such
         as political advocacy and protest, public policies and social services, practices
         of solidarity, and testimony and witness to the attention of liberationist practical
         theologians.
      

      
      Liberationist practical theologians tend to focus more on public praxis as the starting
         and ending point of theological reflection rather than focusing primarily on increasing
         faithfulness and discipleship through the use of Christian practices within communities
         of faith that are more central in other parts of the field. The use of the term praxis rather than practice evokes the Marxian theoretical legacy of social analysis of the liberation theologians.
         Praxis refers to action saturated with analysis and understanding played out in an
         arena marked by experiences of oppression and marginalization. While other practical
         theologians also point to the wisdom-filled social and historic nature of practices,
         praxis as a term tends to emphasize the political and institutionally situated nature of
         such knowledge-action interplay and foregrounds the work of social and contextual
         analysis as a central element in theology. This is a difference of degree or emphasis,
         not an absolute distinction, as contextual analysis and the social quality of knowing
         is undoubtedly a marker of practical theology more broadly. The idea that such knowledge
         is “interested,” or politically weighted to serve those with greater power in communities,
         is a key marker of liberationist thinking in practical theology.
      

      
      In line with an emphasis on praxis, liberationist practical theologians’ beginning
         and ending place of theological reflection attends to common human practices (for
         example, parenting, surviving poverty, and addressing domestic violence) as much as
         it attends to those human practices specifically named as means of grace or spiritual
         formation within the Christian tradition (like prayer, hospitality, and Eucharistic
         participation).[13]  Liberationist practical theologians recognize the wide public arena as a site of
         God’s action in the world and human partnering response to it as actors in history
         a mark of Christian faithfulness.
      

      
      As opposed to the understanding of traditioned, narrative-based practices drawing
         on the work of Alasdair MacIntyre, liberationist practical theologians draw more regularly
         on the understanding of practice found in thinkers like Michel Foucault and Pierre
         Bourdieu.[14]  Whereas virtue-based analyses of practice tend to focus on their value as a site
         of formative wisdom in the norms and virtues of a social tradition, political analyses
         of practices also focus on the manner in which everyday practices may often unknowingly
         replicate or reproduce unequal distributions of resources, differential valuing of
         persons and experiences, and oppressive “common sense” understandings of the world.
      

      
      Liberationist practical theologians understand even the most personal experiences
         of bodily life and religious understandings of identity to be situated within a field
         of power-laden social discourses and institutional structures that permeate all structures
         of knowing. As feminists noted, the personal is political; and for liberationist practical
         theologians, so is faithful Christian practice. Kathleen A. Cahalan describes this
         dynamic within feminist practical theology:
      

      
         [F]eminist models of ministry are concerned with aiding the Christian community in
            understanding ordinary daily practices as revelatory of God’s presence in the world.
            However, they are more concerned than the countermodern alternative with critically
            assessing the oppressive tendencies embedded in such practices and refashioning them
            according to just and dialogical values. According to praxis and contextual approaches,
            one of the primary tasks of ministry is to bring the gospel’s call of justice and
            liberation to both the church and society.[15] 
         

      

      Liberationist practical theologians understand that the sphere of Christian practice
         does not exist in a grace-filled bubble outside of the dynamics of power and marginalization,
         and the struggle to address suffering caused by oppression and marginalization through
         the work of practical theology takes place in all arenas of human life as organized
         through social practice.
      

      
      Liberationist practical theologians draw on experiences of marginalized communities,
         not only as a contextualized problem for theological reflection but also as a source
         of theological wisdom. The daily lives, understanding, practices, and folk wisdom
         of common people are a place where God is revealed as well as in traditional sources
         of Christian wisdom. The commitment to laypersons authoritatively doing theology radically
         democratizes the project of theology. This claim was a key element in liberation theology,
         where books such as Ernesto Cardenal’s The Gospel in Solentiname shared the reflections and art of Nicaraguan peasants as authoritative expressions
         of Christian theology.[16]   This commitment to drawing on the wisdom of common persons as authoritative for
         Christian practical theology shows up in work like that of Christian educator Anne
         Streaty Wimberly, who explicitly connects the everyday stories of African American
         Christians with the historical narratives of black exemplars of faith and biblical
         narratives as a way to generate practical theological wisdom in Christian communities
         seeking the liberation of persons in a culture that is oppressive and denigrating
         of their experience.[17]   Although Wimberly writes as an academically trained practical theologian, she also
         notes that this process of story-linking arises from traditional practices in black
         churches. Not only is the wisdom within the practice grounded in the experiences of
         everyday persons, the method of generating theology through story-linking also arises
         from common communal practice.
      

      
      Drawing on the experience and wisdom of marginalized persons causes practical theology
         to become a constructive and reconstructive theological task rather than merely a
         highly contextualized form of systematic theological reflection. The theological categories
         taken up in liberationist practical theology are not always found in historical Christian
         theology, as concerns of everyday persons such as embodiment, survival, coming out,
         and parenting become loci of theological reflection as well as traditional theological
         categories such as salvation or Christology. Through starting with the experiences
         and concerns of everyday persons, the process of practical theology creates new categories
         for reflection in Christian theology, such as the theological significance of “economic
         shortage” in Edward Antonio’s work on the reality of daily life in Zimbabwe.[18]   Such terms may never have been included in a theological dictionary, but liberationist
         practical theologians articulate their theological merit through their work. 
      

      
      In addition to drawing on the theological wisdom of marginalized persons, liberationist
         practical theologians express an ethical imperative and interpretative preference
         for those who suffer oppression. This ethical imperative contributes to a hermeneutical
         lens of liberation in that many liberationist practical theologians will consider
         rejecting or reimagining the Christian tradition when it violates or contributes to
         the oppression of a marginalized group. For example, feminist theologians challenge
         scriptural passages that set up a male-female hierarchy, and disability theologians
         challenge stories and hymns that focus on persons with disabilities solely as objects
         of pity or object lessons rather than examples of discipleship. The idea that contemporary
         human experiences with God can correct historical expressions of the tradition, particularly
         Christian scripture, is untenable for many in the more evangelical and neo-orthodox
         traditions of practical theology.
      

      
      Liberationist practical theologians stress human agency in history in partnership
         with God’s grace-filled intervention as critical to human liberation and salvation.
         For marginalized persons, a focus on human agency as the result of God’s intervention
         in history to reduce their nonhuman status serves as a corrective to the dehumanizing
         lack of power and agency and ongoing experiences of being determined and victimized
         by other people. For persons granted privilege by existing structures, liberationist
         practical theology is marked by the call to solidarity, as expressed by Johann Baptist
         Metz:
      

      
         As a category in a practical fundamental theology, solidarity is a category of assistance,
            of supporting and encouraging the subject in the face of that which threatens him
            or her most acutely and in the face of his or her suffering. Like memory and narrative,
            it belongs among the fundamental determinants of a theology and a church that want
            to bring their liberating and redemptive power to bear within the human history of
            suffering, not over people’s heads and not detouring around their painful sense of
            nonidentity.[19]  
         

      

      Part of the inheritance of liberation theology in its modernist forms is a trust in
         the capacity of humans to live faithfully as partners with God and a call for them
         to do so through practices of agency and solidarity, experiences that are documented,
         theorized, explored, and advocated in liberationist practical theology.
      

      
      Representative figures in the field of practical theology who demonstrate these key
         features include early adapters of liberation theology in the disciplines related
         to practical theology such as religious education, pastoral theology and care, spirituality,
         and preaching. Because of the broad-ranging influence of the liberative pedagogy of
         Paulo Freire in the field of education, liberationist themes and methods were particularly
         extensive in practical theological work attending to formation and education. For
         example, Roman Catholic religious educators such as Thomas Groome, Maria Harris, Michael
         Warren, and Daniel Schipani—all deeply influenced by Vatican II and the work of liberation
         theology—drew extensively on liberationist methods and themes in their work throughout
         the 1980s.[20]  Other examples of this work combining liberation theology and the arts of ministry
         include Stephen Pattison in pastoral care,[21]  James Henry Harris and David Buttrick in preaching,[22]  and many authors in liturgical studies.[23]  The focus on social change and liberation from oppression created changes in the
         goals, practices, and forms of these subdisciplines as they responded to the shift
         created by liberation theology.
      

      
      While much of liberationist practical theology attends to the experiences of marginalized
         persons, in response to this discourse a group of liberationist practical theologians
         began to write about the need for dominant culture Christians to shift their patterns
         of faithful living to be in solidarity with those who suffer. These practical theologians
         attended to the oppressive factors of social structures and ideologies and invited
         communities of faith to cultivate practices of resistance to them. Whether attending
         to the power of sexism, consumer culture, or white supremacy, these authors call for
         communities of faith to create alternative publics that form different kinds of persons
         in communities of faith. An early example would be the work of Rosemary Radford Reuther
         on women’s liturgical communities.[24]  Other examples include the work of Michael Warren, Joyce Ann Mercer, Katherine Turpin,
         and John Francis Kavanaugh.[25] 
      

      
      Other representative figures are those in the field whose work focuses primarily on
         persons who are marginalized and attend to their concerns with an eye toward increasing
         liberation from oppression. For example, ethicist John Wall has brought a liberationist
         lens to the practices of childrearing and advocated for the rights of children as
         children rather than as future adults.[26]  David White has described the domestication of adolescents and their need for increased
         agency and freedom to live into their full Christian vocation.[27]  Joretta Marshall has traced the power and deleterious effects of heterosexism in
         her work on counseling lesbian partners in pastoral care.[28]  John Swinton explores the liberating role of friendship in the lives of persons
         who have experienced mental illness.[29]  It is important to note, however, that not all practical theologians working with
         marginalized communities would necessarily be considered liberationist. Some may approach
         their work with different theological methods and with less attention to cultivating
         the agency and faithful response of persons at the margins.
      

      
      Another group of representative liberationist practical theologians are those who
         draw on the experiences and wisdom of everyday persons in marginalized communities
         to reconstruct the tradition or to understand the practice of faith with more of a
         socially aware, liberationist focus. For example, Emilie Townes’s womanist work on
         the intersections between spirituality and social witness attends to practices such
         as anti-lynching campaigns, mutual aid societies, and other social interventions as
         a part of Christian spirituality.[30]   These scholars broaden the possibilities of faithful Christian response in the
         public arena by tracing connections between the demands of Christian faithfulness
         and situations of oppression and suffering in both historical and contemporary settings.
      

      
      Norms and Sources of Authority

      
      As a result of deep influence from liberation theology, liberationist practical theologians
         share many of the sources and norms of authority common to liberation theologians.
         Some of these primary sources and norms of authority include the life experience of
         oppressed persons, a focus on orthopraxis rather than orthodoxy, and attention to
         Christian scripture and tradition.
      

      
      Experiences of Suffering and Marginalized Persons

      
      As mentioned in the key elements, liberationist practical theologians understand the
         daily life experiences and struggles of marginalized persons as an authoritative site
         of God’s revelation and action. Graham and her colleagues comment on this aspect of
         theology-in-action:
      

      
         Although the chief impact of liberation theologies is often thought to be the way
            they politicized the churches there is also a sense in which they have served to “democratize” theology as the “work of the people,” in an effort to return it to those on the “underside
            of history” whose voices and perspectives were formerly neglected.[31] 
         

      

      This attention to voices and perspectives formerly neglected takes many forms in liberationist
         practical theology. In some cases, the daily lives and struggles of marginalized persons
         become the point of departure for constructive theological reflections, such as pastoral
         theologian Larry Graham’s work with the image of God among gay and lesbian persons.[32]   Other liberationist practical theologians, such as Edward Wimberly, Eunjoo Mary
         Kim, and Greer Anne Wenh-In Ng, began to articulate how the historical practices of
         Christian leadership are practiced in particular ethnic and racial Christian communities
         in order to reduce the impact of oppression and increase the opportunity for liberation.[33]   Some liberationist practical theologians explore the theological dilemmas of groups
         of people not often attended to in the history of Christian theology, such as working
         mothers.[34]   In each case, persons deemed “other” by dominant culture become central in the
         process of practical theological reflection.
      

      
      Orthopraxis Rather Than Orthodoxy

      
      A term used by both German political theologian J. B. Metz and Latin American theologians
         such as Leonardo Boff and Jon Sobrino, orthopraxis indicates the importance of right action as both a marker and an outcome of Christian
         faithfulness and the starting point for theological understanding. Because of the
         neo-Marxian understanding that knowledge is fundamentally shaped by power-laden practices
         (both conscious and unconscious) that we engage in daily life, attention to right
         praxis as the starting point of theological reflection is central to liberation theologians
         and their practical theological inheritors. As Graham notes, this emphasis on praxis
         insists “that proper theological understanding cannot be formed independently of practical
         engagement.”[35]   
      

      
      Christian Scripture and Tradition

      
      Liberationist practical theologians draw on the historical expressions of the Christian
         tradition as normative, but only with certain hermeneutical principles firmly in place.
         The first of these is a hermeneutic of suspicion. Liberationists understand that just
         as contemporary experiences and knowledge are shaped by social structures of power
         and marginalization, so too were historical expressions of the Christian tradition.
         As human artifacts, they are likely to reflect the cultural and social norms of the
         time period they were created in, including the oppressive ideas of that time period.
         A hermeneutic of suspicion requires that interpreters of the tradition approach it
         as authoritative but with caution not to sacralize the oppression of earlier centuries
         and impose it on marginalized persons today.
      

      
      Additionally, liberationist practical theologians approach Christian scripture and
         tradition asking about its practical usefulness for persons who are struggling. James
         Cone argues for the twofold hermeneutical task of asking the right questions and going
         to the right sources to answer them. He asks: “What has the gospel to do with the
         oppressed of the land and their struggle for liberation?” Cone argues for giving equal
         weight and authority to historical and cultural expressions of black thought forms
         and the depth of theological expression found in black life as well as the expressions
         of revelation found in Christian scripture and tradition more broadly.[36]   This indicates a more dialogical relationship between the experience of the marginalized
         and the Christian tradition than perhaps is normative in other expressions of practical
         theology. In this tradition, feminist practical theologian Carol Lakey Hess, for example,
         speaks of the need to wrestle with God, to wrestle with the Bible, and to wrestle
         with our sisters in our engagement with Christian traditions and communities. Her
         interpretive norm includes both hard dialogue and deep connections with all three
         sources of authority.[37]  
      

      
      Views of the Theory-Practice Relationship

      
      Like other forms of practical theology, liberationist strands hold together the work
         of theory and practice. At the same time, the emphasis on praxis heightens this connection
         by insisting that theoretical knowledge arises from ongoing practice and reflective
         practice completes the process of theorizing. The action-reflection cycle advocated
         by Latin American liberation theologians carries forward into the work of liberationist
         practical theologians, who start with the analysis of present praxis and end with
         proposals for future praxis, which, in turn, renews the cycle by constantly being
         open to continuous analysis and further reflection. As Graham and her colleagues note
         in their description of the method of theology-in-action: “It insists on a unity of
         action and reflection, emerging from concrete experiential knowledge, and adopts an
         inductive method that tests out the efficacy of Christian teaching in the arena of
         practical action.”[38]  
      

      
      Praxis helps analyze how injustice is occurring so that one may know which faithful
         action to engage. Miroslav Volf notes that the insight that “theologizing which is
         true to its task should be done out of a particular praxis and for a particular praxis”
         builds on a prior insight. He argues:
      

      
         In fact, this insight is but a consequence of the more basic insight that consciously
            or unconsciously one always in reality does theologize from a particular praxis in life. Sociology of knowledge has shown that
            there is no such a thing as “autonomous knowledge” which would not be closely tied
            with a given life situation.[39] 
         

      

      Liberationist practical theologians take seriously the conditioning of knowledge through
         participation in social structures saturated with power. Thinkers such as French sociologist
         Pierre Bourdieu and his notion of habitus have been very influential in this strand of practical theology. Because of its overlap
         with notions of faith formation, Bourdieu’s understanding of the interconnections
         between the sociocultural field of play and the “commonsense” commitments of individual
         persons expressed by the concept of habitus has been particularly influential in discussions of religious education and spirituality,
         but his work also comes to the fore in other practical theological disciplines. This
         continues the Marxist forms of theoretical analysis utilized by liberation theologians,
         as described by theologian Francis Schüssler Fiorenza: “The Marxist conception, therefore
         has two elements: the practical ordering of theory to the transformation of the world
         and the conditioning of knowledge through the practical conditions of life.”[40]  This conditioning of knowledge relates to the need for a hermeneutics of suspicion,
         as many racial and ethnic scholars have noted that the Christian theology recorded
         and taught to most Christians is the theological knowledge conditioned by the praxis
         of the dominant culture. To understand how theory might be relevant to marginalized
         persons, one must participate in praxis of solidarity with them in order to theorize
         and practice a Christianity liberative to them.
      

      
      Despite the historic emphasis on praxis, liberationist thinkers have been faulted
         for a lack of attention to concrete practice and a tendency toward abstraction. Cahalan
         notes:
      

      
         At times, liberation theology becomes inaccessible and far from concrete when it spends
            most of its time in a deconstructive position. Many stop listening not only because
            the critique becomes all too familiar, but also because concrete strategies for particular
            communities remain unspecified. Most communities cannot overthrow the entire system
            of oppression and prejudice overnight. Liberation theologians need to be more attentive
            to helping people figure out local strategies to work at over time that can finally
            bring down systems. The kind of change that most liberation theologians seek, however,
            will take generations of faithful Christian practice.[41]  
         

      

      Practical theologians can improve liberation theology’s sometime failure to attend
         to concrete practice. At the same time, the work required for nondominant persons
         to understand themselves differently from the way they have been described in the
         dominant narrative should not be underestimated. While deconstructive positions can
         be wearisome if praxis ends at the moment of critique, some level of significant work
         has occurred in not allowing one’s experience or one’s group to be defined by persons
         in a position of greater institutional and political power. This topic is taken up
         by bell hooks in her essay “Theory as Liberatory Practice”:
      

      
         It is not easy to name our pain, to theorize from that location. I am grateful to
            the many women and men who dare to create theory from the location of pain and struggle,
            who courageously expose wounds to give us their experience to teach and guide, as
            a means to chart new theoretical journeys. Their work is liberatory. It not only enables
            us to remember and recover ourselves, it charges and challenges us to renew our commitment
            to an active, inclusive feminist struggle.[42] 
         

      

      The analysis and praxis required to deconstruct dominant narratives brings about some
         degree of liberation on its own through the agential imagining of oneself in positive
         terms, providing the energy and rationale for working toward reducing oppression.
      

      
      Role of and Approach to Contexts

      
      One of the markers of liberationist practical theology is its radical contextuality.
         As Cahalan notes, many liberationist practical theologians “take seriously the situation described and the questions posed by radical postmodern philosophers and . . . seek to explore their implications for Christian
         theology, and in this sense they are true postmodern theologians.”[43]   In other words, they recognize Christian theological reflection is deeply influenced
         by the context in which it is generated, and distrust universalizing claims about
         truth divorced from contextual description.
      

      
      In drawing on the experiences of marginalized persons as a starting point for their
         work, liberationist practical theologians attend carefully to their situated realities:
         everything from the material conditions of their existence to the ideologies and discourses
         that shape how they experience their lives. Because of their recognition of the epistemological
         power of context to shape how people have experience, how they know themselves and
         understand others, practical theologians must take into account how that context also
         mediates our knowledge of God and Christian traditions. One conviction held by liberationist
         practical theologians is that experience is not a neutral or obvious category, but
         rather social and even sensory-level experience is shaped profoundly by discourses
         and institutions steeped in relations of power. 
      

      
      Interdisciplinary Conversation Partners

      
      As has become obvious in the previous pages, the various liberation theologies serve
         as interdisciplinary conversation partners to liberationist practical theologians.
         In addition, because of their focus on understanding social structures, ideologies,
         and symbol systems that contribute to the dynamics of power and oppression, liberationist
         strands of practical theology draw more regularly on sociological analysis as a primary
         social science conversation partner than other forms of practical theology. The attention
         to the person in her social milieu calls for attention to social norms, patterns of
         interaction, and institutional structures of influence. The capacity to read social
         trends more broadly, to understand the practices of large groups of people and their
         impact on the experience and understanding of individuals, and other areas of focus
         in sociology contribute to the descriptive task in liberationist practical theology.
      

      
      Other primary conversation partners in attending to these dynamics include cultural
         theory, ethnic studies, economics, and gender studies. These fields have shared the
         work of tracing the pathways and histories through which oppression takes form, the
         meaning systems that contribute to ongoing oppression, and the cultural power of leveraging
         renewed practice, reshaped symbols, and folk wisdom to resist that oppression. Many
         of these fields also blend academic theorizing with political action and organization
         in ways that make them close allies to the work of liberationist practical theologians.
      

      
      In order to listen carefully to the experience of marginalized persons, qualitative research methods are common in liberationist practical theologies, whether through
         the use of case studies, focus groups, or interviews with persons central to the question
         being explored. These research methods allow liberationist practical theologians to
         access the experience of persons who have been impacted by oppressive structures,
         to learn from their wisdom in resisting these forces, and to reflect on daily spiritual
         and theological sources of life and wholeness. Contemporary conversations about the
         ethical dilemmas and power dynamics inherent in research with human subjects, as well
         as the relationship between normative theological claims from the tradition and the
         heterodox practices of lived religion in everyday persons, have become an important
         conversation within liberationist practical theology, and a source of ongoing questions
         and dilemmas in its work. The work of ethnographers, anthropologists, social workers,
         and sociologists using and refining these methods is an important conversation partner
         as well.
      

      
      This focus on social analysis and institutional and political structures expands the
         traditional relationship of practical theology to traditional Christian spiritual
         practices or the so-called “practical fields” in theological education. The attention
         to social structures and their impact on the lives of marginalized persons moves liberationist
         practical theologians into conversation with other fields such as social ethics and
         political theology, which are often also working on questions of health care, immigration,
         and other public practices with theological implications. For example, Traci West
         defines social ethics as a “normative practice” which “analyze[s] existing practices
         that inhibit and assault the social and spiritual well-being of persons, but also
         to specify how those practices should be transformed to provide or support socially
         just and spiritually nurturing relations among us.”[44]   This definition could easily refer to liberationist practical theology.
      

      
      Areas of Current and Future Research

      
      The areas of current and future research in liberationist practical theology are as
         varied as the experiences of oppression and suffering among human beings. Current
         areas of research include work on the HIV/AIDS global pandemic and its effects on
         those who live in regions devastated by it, increasing poverty and economic interconnection
         in a time of global economic downturn, the impact of high incarceration rates on communities
         of color, struggles of immigrant communities to gain basic human rights, and the importance
         of spiritual practice in resisting the negative effects of racism, heterosexism, and
         other ideologies and systems on nondominant persons. Unfortunately, these sources
         of research and practical theological responses to them are seemingly endless.
      

      
      An ongoing arena of struggle and research within liberationist practical theology
         arises in the critique of the ways that the Christian tradition, Christian institutions,
         and Christian practice have been implicated in histories of oppression, such as through
         missionary practices. A recent example is the work of Willie Jennings, who engaged
         significant historical work on Christian reading practices to understand how they
         have embodied oppression and need to be reimagined for a shared future.[45]   Because the academic discourse of practical theology is supposed to be contributing
         to the greater mission of the church, the seeming conflict of interest between this
         critique and contributing to the support of the institutional church and the historical
         tradition can cause problems with liberationist practical theologians working in contexts
         where they are also preparing people for ministry. Additionally, a backlash against
         liberation theology in the Roman Catholic Church and a parallel resistance to a focus
         on social justice among more conservative Protestant Christians in the United States
         contributes to struggles for legitimacy within the work of liberationist practical
         theology. Many critics question the lack of focus on traditional theological categories
         in liberationist practical theology, complaining that the work is simply too political
         to count as real theology. This contributes to the division between academic liberationist
         practical theology and the daily practices and common understandings of the people
         in communities of faith with whom they hope to be in solidarity.[46]   In order to maintain these connections and the capacity to speak to the large numbers
         of the faithful required to address systemic inequality and embody God’s promise of
         liberation, liberationist practical theology must continue to grapple with these critiques.
         By offering constructive proposals that enliven the imaginations of the everyday faithful,
         greater solidarity and transformed social structures may become more possible.
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      Neo-Protestant Practical Theology
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      I only learned to think and act as a practical theologian during the years I served
         as associate pastor for educational ministry in a congregation. Four years as a religion
         major at a Presbyterian liberal arts college followed by three years in a Master of
         Divinity program and one year in an Master of Arts program specializing in Christian
         education undoubtedly provided me with necessary perspectives and tools; yet it was
         only in the practice of ministry as a pastor in a congregation that I developed a
         genuine practical theological perspective. Meeting complex challenges of individuals
         and families in the context of a large, dynamic congregation set in a major metropolitan
         area fraught with economic and social problems in service to their growth in faith,
         discipleship, and social witness made me a practical theologian. Deliberation and
         dialogue about the various challenges of forming a congregation for the Reign of God
         forced me to think in ways that brought together biblical, theological, historical,
         sociological, psychological, and educational fields of knowledge into dynamic and
         flexible modules of faithfully effective practice. Beyond the theological school classroom,
         I began to grapple with the human and practical value of doctrines like sin, salvation,
         Christology, and the Trinity. Praying with distraught parents in a hospital while
         they awaited word from the doctor about their daughter’s increasingly tenuous grip
         on life, helping high school students on pilgrimage in Israel and the West Bank struggle
         to make sense out of the pathos and complexity of the human drama of the Israeli and
         Palestinian conflict they witnessed on the way to sites of biblical significance,
         and introducing adult learners to scripture study that held together both authentic
         piety and the best of scholarly learning in relation to their complicated late modern
         lives all contributed to the retooling of my theological imagination. 
      

      
      In the midst of the busy intersection that was pastoral ministry of teaching in and
         for the church, I began to wonder how recent claims about the utter practicality of
         the newly revitalized doctrine of the Trinity made by systematic theologians might
         interface with the theory and practice of Christian education. The effort to bring
         together the doctrine of the Trinity and the practice of ecclesial pedagogy in a congregational
         context eventually led me back into academia in order to pursue a ministry of teaching
         in a setting designed to prepare other church leaders for the practice of ministry.
         I returned to academia fundamentally changed by the experience of serving for a number
         of years as a pastor for educational ministry. While I still held to the primacy and
         normativity of biblical revelation, the importance of normative theological tradition,
         and the central importance of congregations as contexts for discipleship formation
         and mission, I no longer believed in the “applied theology” approach to practical
         theology that I had tacitly inherited from my eight years of formal theological formation.
         In my subsequent doctoral work I sought to bring theory and practice together in ways
         that honored the integrity of each element at play in the equation: biblical teaching,
         theological normativity, living tradition, lived human complexity (in its individual
         and social dimensions), and effective insights and strategies from the human sciences.
         My own fund of experiences in the role of pastor and pastoral educator played a key,
         shaping role in my new approach to theological reflection and practice. In short,
         my experience as a leader in a congregation made me a late modern neo-Protestant practical
         theologian.
      

      
      Historical Context

      
      The neo-Protestant approach to practical theology arose in the latter half of the
         twentieth century. It developed largely within the neo-orthodox movement in Protestantism,
         especially in dialogue with the theological perspectives of Reformed theologian Karl
         Barth; the Niebuhr brothers, Reinhold and H. Richard; and the many theologians who
         have followed in their wake. While the neo-Protestant approach to practical theology
         has deep historical roots within mainline Protestantism (particularly in relation
         to “applied theology” understandings of practical theology), it supersedes the older,
         more uni-dimensional approach. 
      

      
      One might imagine the older “applied theology” approach to practical theology in mainline
         Protestantism in relation to archery. A single archer aims a single arrow at a single
         stationary target. In terms of Protestant orthodoxy, particularly of the Reformed
         type, the future pastor would work hard to obtain clarity and sharpness about a system
         of biblically funded systematic doctrine. Once obtained in theological school, the
         pastor would then deploy theological insight and principles with force at one or more
         generic congregations, which were seen merely as instances of a broader ecclesiology.
         This sort of practical theology entailed three main tasks: getting the doctrine as
         clear and sharp as possible, aiming correctly, and using the right kind of force and
         method to hit the target. There was a certain mechanical precision, not to mention
         monotony, to the older forms of Protestant practical theology.
      

      
      Several things occurred at the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth
         centuries that would fundamentally alter the archery or “applied theology” view of
         Protestant practical theology. On the doctrine side of things, Protestant orthodoxy
         ran aground on the rocks of historical-critical study of the Bible and theology emanating
         from Germany throughout the nineteenth century. Taken for granted assumptions about
         biblical authority met with withering critique by scholars who used newfound historical
         methods to uncover the origins of biblical texts in particular communities of faith
         embedded within specific cultural orientations. Metaphysical claims of all kinds in
         traditional Protestant doctrine underwent fundamental reworking and reinterpretation.
         In its liberal expression, divine transcendence gave way to divine immanence. Protestant
         theologians like Friedrich Schleiermacher reworked every traditional doctrine in relation
         to human experience.[1]   More radical thinkers like Feuerbach argued that the “secret of the holy family
         is the human family” and decoded all religious language into human social realities.[2]   Increasingly, theologians influenced by Immanuel Kant’s epistemology and the historical-critical
         deconstruction of traditional Protestant doctrines came to de-emphasize metaphysical
         claims altogether and resolved many traditional doctrinal teachings into human experience
         of the divine. 
      

      
      Roughly contemporaneous to the disruption of the older Protestant orthodoxies by modern
         scholarship, the human sciences of psychology, sociology, and history came into ascendancy.
         These fields of study investigated human lived realities on naturalistic assumptions
         and, increasingly, with empirical methods of research. Aiming for the same kind of
         intellectual rigor, lawfulness, and certainty characteristic of the so-called “hard
         sciences,” the social sciences made enormous strides by the middle of the twentieth
         century. 
      

      
      Protestant practical theologians in the early part of the twentieth century had various
         reactions to the emergence of the social sciences. Some rejected them in favor of
         the traditional dogmatically oriented “applied theology” approach. Others went to
         the opposite extreme, embracing new approaches to understanding human psychic and
         social realities, which at times reduced theological doctrine to the mere encoding
         of human experience. A cadre of Protestant practical theologians eventually forged
         a middle way between old-line orthodox reactionary rejection of and liberal capitulation
         to the social sciences. They did so with the help of neo-orthodox theologians like
         Karl Barth and the Niebuhr brothers.
      

      
      Of the many seismic achievements of Karl Barth, mainline Protestant practical theologians
         benefitted from the way he embraced historical-critical methods of theological scholarship
         while articulating a bold and lively faith in Jesus Christ and the Trinity. Barth
         found a way to reinterpret older Protestant themes in dynamic ways that fully engaged
         critical scholarship without collapsing everything into divine immanence in human
         individual and collective experience. In sum, one of Barth’s most significant and
         enduring contributions to neo-Protestantism involved demonstrating how one could engage
         positively modern historical-critical scholarship and at the same time maintain a
         vital faith in Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior. 
      

      
      In addition to laying important theological groundwork for a new and dynamic approach
         to practical theology among mainline Protestants, Barth’s theological approach, however,
         also presented significant problems and roadblocks for this same enterprise. As a
         result of his struggle with Nazism and the “German Christians” who had been corrupted
         by Nazi claims to Aryan supremacy bolstered by a highly tendentious appropriation
         of the social sciences, Barth rejected human experience as a normative source for
         theological reflection. In his famous confrontation with fellow neo-orthodox Reformed
         theologian Emil Brunner, Barth heavily criticized Brunner’s more irenic engagement
         with human experience in theology. Even though he later backed away from sharper critiques
         put forward in his famous reply to Brunner entitled simply Nein!, Barth’s deeply Reformed suspicion of the tendency toward sin, distortion, and idolatry
         in approaches to the human condition rooted in naturalism and cultural affirmation
         persisted.[3]   As a result, Barth left a complicated legacy for later generations of neo-Protestant
         practical theologians who have been positively influenced by his theological vision
         but who also desire a more robust engagement with the social sciences than Barth’s
         theology seems to allow. 
      

      
      Neo-orthodoxy in the United States has had a strong yet ambivalent appropriation of
         Barth’s theology. On the one hand, many affirmed the reassertion and reinterpretation
         of traditional doctrines like the Kierkegaardian notion of divine transcendence understood
         as the “infinite qualitative distance” between God and humanity, the centrality of
         the key doctrines like Trinity, Chalcedonian Christology, the radicality and pervasiveness
         of sin, redemption by grace through faith, and the importance of the church as the
         Body of Christ.[4]   On the other hand, American neo-orthodox theologians like the Niebuhrs thought
         that Barth went too far in his radically Christocentric approach and his rejection
         of human experience as an important resource for theological reflection. Reinhold
         Niebuhr, in particular, emphasized the central importance of the ethical imperatives
         of the rearticulated Gospel message in relation to social issues of the day such as
         racism, the exploitation of labor by management, the use of military force in the
         Cold War, and wide economic disparities among social classes. H. Richard Niebuhr used
         sociology to shed considerable light on ecclesiology.[5]  
      

      
      In dialogue with the theological visions of Barth and the Niebuhrs and with the rapidly
         developing social sciences—particularly psychology in the middle of the twentieth
         century—many neo-Protestant practical theologians abandoned the earlier “applied theology”
         approach and worked to develop a more dynamic and complex relationship between revitalized
         Protestant theology and lived faith.[6]   Perhaps the most prominent public expression of this movement can be seen in the
         establishment of the Association of Seminary Professors in the Practical Fields in
         1950. In continuous operation until the present moment—now known as the Association
         of Practical Theology—this guild has provided a fruitful venue for many neo-Protestant
         practical theologians to develop and test approaches to the field in dialogue with
         practical theologians from a variety of theological perspectives, including those
         other than the ones shaped by the neo-orthodoxy of Barth and the Niebuhrs. Practical
         theologians who operate out of this approach tend to find much more resonance with
         the theological perspectives of neo-orthodoxy, particularly in the work of Karl Barth
         (and Barthian-influenced theologians like T. F. Torrance and Jürgen Moltmann), than
         in the theological perspectives arising from the correlational theology of Paul Tillich
         and the later “revised correlational” approach articulated by David Tracy and embraced
         by practical theologians influenced by Don S. Browning at the University of Chicago.[7]   Further, practical theologians working in this orientation aim primarily to shape
         the theory and practice of church leaders, theological students, and motivated laypersons
         as these groups seek to strengthen and guide Christian churches into faithful engagement
         with the missio Dei.
      

      
      Today, practical theologians who operate out of a neo-Protestant approach to the field
         give to biblical witness and theological normativity of ecclesial traditions what
         Richard Osmer calls “marginal control” in the complex interplay of theological and
         human sciences when attempting to address contemporary issues, problems, or challenges
         in church and society.[8]   Said differently, contemporary neo-Protestant approaches to the field maintain
         continuity with traditionally central theological norms for the doctrines of God,
         Christ, the Holy Spirit, and the church while engaging in robust and dialogical engagement
         with perspectives from the human sciences and with the complexities arising from contexts
         and human experience. This group of practical theologians seeks to provide a dynamic
         and compelling alternative to two other approaches: a more evangelical and historically
         conservative approach often characterized by “applied theology” and more liberal Protestant
         tendencies to reduce historical doctrinal teaching merely to expressions of encoded
         human experience. 
      

      
      To return to the archery metaphor, contemporary neo-Protestant practical theologians
         have a more complicated and dynamic understanding of the task than earlier Protestant
         practical theologians. In particular, neo-Protestant practical theologians do not
         believe that practical theology aims at a single, static, stationary congregational
         target. While congregations still matter for these practical theologians, all would
         emphasize that congregations come in a dizzying array of complexity. Particular congregations
         are shaped by factors like social class, race and ethnicity, gender, age, geography,
         size, culture, language, denominational identity, ideological tendency, historical
         context, and internal identity. There is not a single, uniform target; there are a
         multitude of targets, all of which are continually moving and changing. Likewise,
         the arrows of doctrine are not uniform, nor do they only move in one direction. Hermeneutical
         complexity and perspectival diversity necessitate holding even traditional doctrinal
         formulations provisionally and as always open to revision. Further, the archer is
         no longer understood as solely the theologically educated pastoral leader. Though
         pastoral leaders continue to play a key role, non-ordained church leaders, and theologically
         engaged leaders of various kinds of nonprofit ministries also play important roles
         in the practical theological enterprise of neo-Protestant practical theology. 
      

      
      Because every feature of the earlier archery metaphor has changed, it makes little
         sense to use it today in relation to this approach to practical theology. Perhaps
         a better metaphor would be medical health-care team.[9]   In this metaphor, full functioning or flourishing of life is the aim. While trained
         medical doctors continue to have a central role, nurses, ethicists, social workers,
         administrators, and patient advocates all contribute something important to health
         care. The work is collaborative. The outcome is not up for grabs, but is shaped by
         the best and most informed knowledge about the nature of human health and well-being.
         Diagnoses are differentiated and complex. Each case has to be attended to on its own
         terms and with the tools and perspectives that the team has available. Once the particularities
         of the case have been brought to light, appropriate intervention strategies are developed,
         tried, and adjusted as the case warrants. The process is marked by the qualities of
         differentiation, contextuality, interdisciplinarity, collaboration, and provisionality.
         
      

      
      Key Features and Representative Figures

      
      As an enterprise focusing on the complex and multifaceted relationship between divine
         and human action, neo-Protestant practical theology sees the task of practical theology
         as ultimately Christological and Trinitarian in character.[10]   The paradigm for relating eternity and time, universal truth and contextually shaped
         particularities of experience, is the incarnation and work of Jesus Christ. Traditional
         Chalcedonian Christology—embraced by the vast majority of Christian traditions—affirms
         that the divine and the human natures of Christ’s existence must be given their appropriate
         due, without confusion and without collapsing one reality into another. The divine
         and the human, the eternal and the temporal come together in harmonious, beautiful,
         and just order in the person and work of Jesus Christ. Inasmuch as neo-Protestant
         practical theology seeks to relate the complexities of human individual and social
         life to the reality of God and God’s Reign on earth in history, it takes Chalcedonian
         Christology as its theological starting point and framework. Yet, it is not sufficient
         to focus only upon Jesus Christ as the core problematic of this approach to practical
         theology because Jesus Christ, as attested in scripture, is empowered by the Holy
         Spirit and works to the glory of the One whom he called “Abba.” The Christological
         problematic of neo-Protestant practical theology has, therefore, to be seen and situated
         within a larger Trinitarian framework. 
      

      
      The Niceno-Constantinopolitan doctrine of God as Trinity lies behind and supports
         the Chalcedonian paradigm. In this traditional and continually rediscovered and revitalized
         view, the one transcendent divine reality exists as three equal and perichoretically
         dynamic Persons in a perfect union of relationality.[11]   In creation, redemption, transformation, and consummation, the three divine Persons
         work in harmony to bring all things to divinely appointed fulfillment even as particular
         Persons have primacy or particular prominence in relation to particular phases of
         the drama that unfolds between creation and consummation. While human beings have
         important roles to play in the midst of history in addressing pressing problems and
         challenges with an eye always toward the Reign of God, it is the Triune God who guides
         history toward its teleological destiny. 
      

      
      A reappropriation and reinterpretation of the traditional Protestant notion of the
         radicality of sin also plays a key role in this approach to practical theology. Much
         more than a moralistic flaw, neo-Protestant practical theologians understand human
         sinfulness as a psychological and sociological wildcard factor that distorts and disfigures
         human life at every level. In contrast to most of the naturalistic, and hence naïve,
         norms of the human sciences, neo-Protestant practical theology assumes the underlying
         goodness of human life and community as a gift and reflection of Triune life that
         comes to less than its potential due to the combination of tragic personal choices
         as well as embedded structures of injustice, racism, sexism, classism, colonialism,
         and heterosexism. Sin in all of its dimensions disfigures human life and impedes human
         flourishing. 
      

      
      To be sure, the traditional Protestant doctrine of the radicality and pervasiveness
         of sin applies to the church as well as to individuals and to societies and cultural
         identity groups. Every ecclesial tradition and all congregations fall far short of
         the Reign of God. As but one clear illustration on the enduring sinfulness of the
         churches, Sunday mornings still represent the most racially segregated hour of the
         week in American society. Similarly, many of the approximately three hundred thousand
         Protestant congregations across the country also have a tendency toward homophobia
         and patriarchy.[12]   While it is not hard to find evidence of the ways that congregations fall short
         of God’s glory, this does not mean that they should be abandoned as hopeless and useless.
         
      

      
      Despite their obvious failings, Protestant Christians in the United States look for
         and find grace for transformation, empowerment, service, and mission in local congregations
         on a regular basis. Neo-Protestant practical theology can play an important role in
         helping congregations to engage in self-reflection, critique, repentance, and openness
         to new ways of doing and thinking about church. Neo-Protestant practical theology
         places a great deal of emphasis on Christian congregations as communities of those
         who are called by God to bear witness to and, in some way, to experience and express
         the gospel. More than religious do-good societies or mere voluntary associations,
         congregations give local expression to the Body of Christ. As such, congregations
         serve as loci for recognizing and responding to God’s grace through the Word proclaimed
         and heard as well as received through participation in the sacraments of baptism and
         the Eucharist. 
      

      
      The neo-Protestant emphasis on congregations does not equate to a narrowing of divine
         activity to church. Though church has an important role to play in the still unfolding
         divine drama of redemption and transformation of the world, neo-Protestant practical
         theologians like James Fowler and I tend to emphasize that God’s work in the world
         goes far beyond and often runs contrary to the church.[13]   With criteria provided by scripture, neo-Protestant practical theologians seek
         to discern God’s work in the midst of the world, particularly through movements for
         liberation, justice, reconciliation, and preservation of life. Rather than serving
         as the dispenser of divine light into a dark world (as in the older Protestantism
         in its unconscious resonance with colonialism), neo-Protestant practical theology
         looks for manifestations of divine light in particular places and communities in the
         world and seeks to bring the church into alignment with such divine activity. In principle,
         if not always in practice, neo-Protestant practical theology embraces an open posture
         toward culture and human experience.
      

      
      In this approach to practical theology, practical theologians reject both conservative
         emphases on afterlife as the primary goal and liberal emphases on bringing the Reign
         of God into realization by human effort alone. Instead, neo-Protestant practical theology
         aims to provide a middle way by focusing on witness to Jesus Christ in word and deed
         in the midst of and for the sake of the present world in such a way that such efforts
         manifest the hope of and at least partial realization of God’s “beloved community”
         of inclusion, equality, and justice for all. With visionary norms provided by such
         biblical texts as Matthew 25:31–46 and Revelation 7:9–12, neo-Protestant practical
         theologians play a prophetic role in both church and society by denouncing unjust
         and dehumanizing social structures and announcing in word and deed a fully humanized
         social order rooted and grounded in the grace of the Triune God. 
      

      
      Because Jesus Christ as the second Person of the Trinity incarnate in a particular
         time and cultural milieu functions as the paradigm for thinking about practical theology
         from a neo-Protestant perspective, the embodied and culturally specific character
         of human existence has to be taken with utmost seriousness. This means that neo-Protestant
         practical theologians like Richard Osmer and Jessicah Duckworth engage human science
         perspectives and findings in a serious and sustained manner.[14]   To do so is to take seriously the culturally conditioned, linguistically mediated,
         racially textured, and sexually embodied character of human individual and social
         life. Social science insights—some of which are generated by the empirical research
         conducted by neo-Protestant practical theologians themselves—provide a kind of deep
         listening as well as a catalyst for critique and reformulation of ecclesial traditions
         of belief and practice. As Sally Brown argues in another chapter in this book, hermeneutics
         matters in the practical theological enterprise, not the least part of which is the
         investigation of lived human experience in relation to norms arising from scripture,
         theological reflection, and ecclesial traditions. Inasmuch as the social sciences
         often operate with naturalistic, anthropologically naïve, materialist, and reductive
         assumptions, perspectives and findings yielded by these fields also must be interpreted
         and critiqued from a theological point of view. 
      

      
      The recent religious practices approach to practical theology sponsored by Craig Dykstra
         and Dorothy C. Bass represents an important trajectory within neo-Protestant practical
         theology. These practical theologians lift up the significance of ordinary human practices
         in theological perspective for the interlocking communities of church, society, and
         world.[15]   In typical neo-Protestant fashion, Craig Dykstra in his collection of essays entitled
         Growing in the Life of Faith: Education and Christian Practices argues that engaging in religious practices renders participants more open to the
         transforming work of the Holy Spirit than they might be without such engagement.[16]  
      

      
      Neo-Protestant practical theologians like Richard Osmer, Jessicah Duckworth, Craig
         Dykstra, Dorothy Bass, James Loder, Deborah Hunsinger, and I have developed our approaches
         to practical theology from within the Reformed and Lutheran traditions, but neo-Protestant
         approaches to practical theology are by no means limited to those two ecclesial traditions.
         James W. Fowler and Kenda C. Dean, for example, have developed their approaches to
         neo-Protestant practical theology from within the Methodist tradition. The early and
         middle phases of Fowler’s practical theology drew heavily upon H. Richard Niebuhr’s
         articulation of mature Christian personhood as the normative theological vision for
         his faith development theory.[17]   In a way consistent with Wesleyan understandings of prevenient and enabling grace,
         Fowler appropriated Niebuhr’s thought in such a way as to argue that the inherent
         capacity for faith develops and changes through the life cycle in a manner similar
         to the way that cognitive (Piaget), psycho-social (Erikson), and moral (Kohlberg)
         development unfolds from birth through maturity. Fowler coordinated the perspectives
         of Piaget, Erikson, and Kohlberg in his theory of the formation of religious faith
         from infancy through maturity, the latter of which was defined by the generous, committed
         relativism articulated by Niebuhr. 
      

      
      Kenda Dean’s work on Christian education and formation of youth and young adults similarly
         exemplifies generative work in neo-Protestant practical theology from within a Methodist
         ecclesial identity. Dean brings together significant empirical research on the belief
         patterns of U.S. teenagers and a lively faith in Jesus Christ in a way that aims to
         transform the church in the direction of a commitment to a more thoroughgoing Protestant
         Christianity.[18]   She engages social science data and perspectives in service to a robust and theologically
         rich commitment to discipleship rooted in and expressed through the church.
      

      
      Norms and Sources of Authority

      
      Neo-Protestant practical theologians derive their theological norms from the revelation
         of God in the incarnation, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ by the power of
         the Holy Spirit. This historical complex of revelatory events was attested to by the
         biblical witnesses and developed into creedal affirmations by the councils of Nicaea
         (325 CE) and Chalcedon (451 CE). Said more directly, the theological norms for this
         group of practical theologians derive from a scripturally grounded Christocentric
         Trinitarianism. 
      

      
      Knowledge of Jesus’s life, ministry, teachings, and saving acts cannot be derived
         in the first instance from reflection upon human experience, however rich and wonderful
         it might prove to be. Instead, knowledge of Jesus Christ derives primarily from biblical
         witnesses. As a result, the Bible and biblical interpretation play a centrally normative
         role in neo-Protestant practical theology, which does not mean that neo-Protestant
         practical theologians are naive about the Bible. On the contrary, they recognize and
         affirm the full range of hermeneutical complexity of reading and interpreting scripture.
         Nonetheless, the biblical witnesses—particularly those that bear witness to Jesus
         Christ—carry considerably more weight among this group of practical theologians than
         do extra-biblical sources from both past and present. Without a doubt, this manifests
         a certain logical circularity toward what some more Kantian-inspired liberal critics
         would see as mere biblicism. In a postfoundational era in which all illusions to logically
         grounded, self-evident, and universally applicable first principles have been shattered,
         such charges matter less to contemporary neo-Protestant practical theologians than
         might have previously been the case. 
      

      
      After Jesus Christ and scripture, neo-Protestant practical theologians look to ecclesial
         tradition as a tertiary norm and source of authority. The formulations of theological
         forebears in ecumenical councils; certain medieval thinkers; Protestant reformers
         such as Martin Luther, John Calvin, and John Wesley; and subsequent creeds and confessions
         of particular Protestant traditions form a key part of the theological and ecclesial
         inheritance with which neo-Protestant practical theologians work. Upon careful, critical
         investigation in light of biblical teaching, theological norms embedded in such formulations
         as the Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed, the Formula of Chalcedon, and the Heidelberg
         Catechism are reaffirmed as trustworthy, if subordinate, guides to faithful biblically
         grounded theological reflection and ecclesial practice. 
      

      
      Focus on the central importance of the church as both the Body of Christ and as one
         of the primary means by which God continues to work transformatively in society and
         on behalf of creation means that most of the writings of practical theologians in
         this approach aim at theologically attuned and ecclesially committed readers. For
         the most part, this means that confessional practical theologians tend to write for
         pastors, various other kinds of church leaders, theological students, and theologically
         engaged laity. Only in a secondary sense do these practical theologians aim their
         work at the secular sectors of the academy and the wider society. 
      

      
      As distinguished from earlier forms of Protestant “applied theology” approaches to
         practical theology, neo-Protestant practical theologians look to human science disciplines
         as important, if strictly speaking secondary, sources of authority. The complexities
         of lived human experience, particularly a religious or faith-oriented character, matter
         for these practical theologians and they take insights arising from social science
         research seriously. As will be seen in the section below on interdisciplinarity, neo-Protestant
         practical theologians have a complex and critical approach to and appropriation of
         the social sciences. 
      

      
      Views of the Theory-Practice Relationship

      
      Neo-Protestant practical theologians tend to view the theory-practice relationship
         as complex and multiphased. Theory and practice are bound up with one another in thickly
         intertwined ways. Theories arise from reflection on practice and return to practice.
         With appropriate cautions about a slip into “applied theory,” it might also be said
         that theories can also lead to practice and back again. The relationship between the
         practice of baptism and the doctrine of the Trinity serves as one illustration.[19]  
      

      
      The doctrine of the Trinity arose in significant ways from the need to teach the basics
         of Christianity to candidates for baptism. The Apostles’ Creed and the Nicene-Constantinopolitan
         Creed served originally as dense catechetical summaries of core Christian beliefs
         and practices. Over time, these pedagogical instruments took on a life of their own
         quite apart from their original grounding in the practice of baptism. On the other
         hand, it is also the case that the Christian teaching associated with the practice
         of Christian initiation through baptism arose from biblical texts like Matthew 28:16–20,
         John 3:1–21, and 2 Corinthians 13:13. Ecclesial practice shaped theological theory
         and vice versa.[20]  
      

      
      The matter of theory-practice relationality is further complicated by the field of
         hermeneutics. Like most practical theologians, Sally Brown and neo-Protestant practical
         theologians like her tend to foreground lived human experience as the occasion and
         the endpoint of their work.[21]   Yet it would be a naive distortion to claim that neo-Protestant practical theologians
         actually begin with description of lived human practices. The very act of determining
         what counts as a problem or practice worthy of attention already reflects deep formation
         and shaping by both ecclesial and theological traditioning of the practical theologian.
         The lenses and biases through which practical theologians of neo-Protestant orientation
         (and, perhaps, all practical theologians) see human practice in its descriptive and
         interpretive moments have already been shaped by theoretical commitments and agendas.
         In other words, there is no innocent engagement with practice; nor is theory developed
         in a vacuum devoid of grounding in a dense patchwork of individual and communal practices
         experienced and engaged in over time. Neo-Protestant practical theologians tend to
         affirm that the significance and viability of theory can be known fully only in relation
         to practice. Likewise, they would urge that practices bear larger, transferable theoretical
         meaning and significance. 
      

      
      Neo-Protestant practical theologians want to think about the complexities of the theory-practice
         relationship also in terms of normativity. At one level, both elements in the complex
         interplay need assessment according to the norms and rigors of standard intellectual
         work. Concerns such as coherence, correspondence, comprehensiveness, and cogency matter
         to neo-Protestant practical theologians when assessing both theory and practice. At
         another level, both theory and practice, in ecclesial and secular forms, require assessment
         in relation to biblically grounded theological norms.[22]   With some attention to the epistemological norms of American Pragmatism, neo-Protestant
         practical theologians also want to assess both theory and practice in terms of their
         effects or, in more biblical terms, in relation to their “fruits” in human experience
         (Matt. 7:16–20).
      

      
      Role of and Approach to Contexts

      
      Neo-Protestant practical theology recognizes, in ways that the earlier “applied theology”
         Protestant practical theology did not, that context matters. Human life is lived not
         in abstract universalities but in particular times and places with all the specificities
         of race, ethnicity, gender, class, sexual orientation, language, and history at play.
         Addressing human realities and problems requires disciplined attending to “facts on
         the ground” where real people and actual communities live, move, and have their being.
         To return for a moment to the medical model used above, both diagnoses and prescriptions
         have to take the particularities of context into account in order for a wide range
         of individuals and communities to attain the common norm of health or flourishing.
         
      

      
      Diagnosis of problems requires disciplined attending. The practical theological process
         requires the use of social science tools in order to identify and to understand the
         identified issue for an individual or a community. Borrowing from John Dewey’s method
         for describing a complete thought, the process begins by encountering a problem of
         some sort.[23]   The problem then requires definition. On that basis, initial disciplined inquiry
         can be made. The information yielded by disciplined empirical attending then requires
         interpretation, which leads to focused theological reflection on the identified and
         diagnosed problem in relation to theological visions and norms derived from scripture
         and tradition. The juxtaposition of deep diagnostic perspective and rich theological
         perspective sets up the conditions whereby a range of possible interventions can be
         imagined and enacted. As with Dewey, the interventionist phase is seen as provisional
         and open to further revision and reworking of the process.
      

      
      Richard Osmer has articulated a compelling approach to contexts that coordinate these
         various movements into what he calls four moments of practical theology, each of which
         is guided by a core question: What is going on? (Descriptive moment); Why is that
         going on? (Interpretive moment); What should be going on? (Normative moment); What
         should be done about it? (Strategic moment). While not strictly sequential, Osmer’s
         framework is often treated as four consecutive steps. Regardless, however, of the
         particular order in which neo-Protestant practical theologians engage the process,
         Osmer’s approach calls for a robust descriptive and explanative dimension to the work
         at hand. His framework calls for either the direct use of empirical research methods
         (mainly qualitative, but also quantitative) or an engagement with the work of those
         social science researchers who have used empirical research methods in a responsible
         fashion. In his view, full-orbed practical theology can neither engage the empirical
         study of contexts without serious theologically normed reflection and intervention,
         nor can it simply be content with theological reflection absent engagement with empirical
         attending and analysis. This approach to practical theology can be conducted either
         by individual practical theologians or by teams of practical theologians (and others)
         working collaboratively. As an expression of neo-Protestant practical theology—and
         one that is hermeneutically sophisticated—Osmer’s approach acknowledges that theological
         commitments and biases operate in all four moments of the practical theological enterprise.
      

      
      Interdisciplinary Conversation Partners

      
      The neo-Protestant and the generally more liberal revised correlational approaches
         to interdisciplinarity share much in common, but they differ on the relative weight
         given to biblical authority, theological reflection, and ecclesial tradition. Both
         approaches lift up the importance of context and culture, particularly when bringing
         theological norms to bear on human experiences. While neo-Protestantism affirms that
         disciplined attentiveness to the complexities of human experience may and even must
         serve as an important catalyst for rethinking key elements of theological tradition,
         it reserves a central place for the authority of scriptural revelation and the ecclesially
         rooted theological norms. In this regard, neo-Protestant practical theology embraces
         Jaroslav Pelikan’s distinction between tradition and traditionalism: “Tradition is
         the living faith of the dead; traditionalism is the dead faith of the living.”[24]   In order for theological norms and perspectives to remain vital, they must be reconsidered
         and rethought in every era. The social sciences provide crucial perspectives on contemporary
         experience that can, in turn, serve as catalyst for fresh thinking about well-established
         and biblically grounded ecclesial traditions. 
      

      
      Neo-Protestant practical theologians engage a range of cognate disciplines in deep
         and sustained ways. For the most part, this means serious appropriation of data and
         frameworks in the human sciences. The depth psychologies of Freud and Jung; developmental
         schemas like those of Piaget and Erikson; philosophies of practical reason, sociology,
         learning sciences, and conflict studies have all been engaged by neo-Protestant practical
         theologians. Additionally, James Loder worked in a sustained way with physics in the
         realm of the natural sciences.[25]   
      

      
      Loder’s work can provide an illustration of one kind of neo-Protestant practical theology.
         Loder used the key dynamic of Chalcedonian Christology—two distinct natures that are
         asymmetrically united—as the core principle for understanding the interplay between
         divine and human action, especially as refracted through Søren Kierkegaard’s existentialist
         philosophy and Karl Barth’s dogmatic theology. Loder held that the human spirit and
         the Holy Spirit act together in what he called an asymmetrical bipolar-relational
         unity akin to the “strange loop” of a Mobius strip.[26]   Loder used the relational logic of Chalcedon to provide insight into pneumatology,
         to the interplay between Holy Spirit and human spirit, and even to the relationality
         that characterizes all of creation.[27]   Moreover, Loder employed this dynamic to engage social science frameworks in a
         way that retained the integrity of those frameworks while also identifying missing
         or corrupt elements inherent in them and reframing them in theological perspective,
         with an eye toward spiritual transformation and healing. According to Loder:
      

      
         Three points need to be made about this methodology. First, the natural or human science
            involved must undergo a transformation whereby its limitations and implicit rejection
            of theological concerns must be negated in order that its positive findings can be
            appropriated by cognate theological themes in the bipolar unity that is the essential
            shape of this method. Second, this bipolar unity is definitively set forth in the
            Chalcedonian formulation of the person of Jesus Christ. As one person who is both
            fully divine and fully human, he provides the living reality by which and from which
            this method derives its structure, historicity, universality, and ultimate credibility.
            Third, the essential character of this bipolar relational unity is described by Karl
            Barth as an “indissoluble differentiation,” “inseparable unity,” and “indestructible
            order.” The last of these three essential characteristics of the Chalcedonian understanding
            refers to the asymmetry that pertains between the divine and the human in Christ,
            with the divine exercising logical and ontological priority over the human.[28]   
         

      

      
      Loder’s approach to practical theology featured a transformational dynamic at its
         core. Arguing that developmental theories like those of Piaget and Erikson were useful
         but only two-dimensional, Loder reframed these theories into a four-dimensional schema
         that incorporated negation or the void (i.e., sin and the power of death) as well
         as the negation of negation (fundamental transformation of created structures or relationships
         that had heretofore been corrupted by negation) into the process of formation and
         transformation. Loder’s transformational schema has five moments: “conflict, interlude
         [for scanning], insight, release of energy/appropriation, and proving out.”[29]   He saw this sequence at work in “ordinary” human development and processes of discovery
         as well as in the spiritual transformation brought about by the work of the Spirit
         of Christ.
      

      
      In a similar and more recent vein, Deborah van Deusen Hunsinger has similarly drawn
         upon Chalcedonian Christology to articulate “a new interdisciplinary approach” to
         pastoral care and to the wider field of practical theology.[30]   She argues:
      

      
         Basic Christian doctrine (e.g., the Trinity, Christology, justification, sanctification,
            vocation, eschatology, and ecclesiology) has profound implications for pastoral practice.
            Yet for more than a generation, pastoral theology has largely ignored—or simply taken
            for granted—this heritage as it has mined various secular disciplines for the insight
            offered there. . . . When theology is taken seriously, pastoral care recovers its
            distinctiveness. It locates itself anew as “faith seeking understanding.” Starting
            from faith, it inquires about the “cure of souls.” It attends to the spiritual needs
            of particular people in specific Christian communities.[31]  
         

      

      Her earlier work, Theology and Pastoral Care: A New Interdisciplinary Approach, foregrounds Chalcedonian Christology. In her more recent work, especially in Pray without Ceasing: Revitalizing Pastoral Care, the Chalcedonian framework has been resituated into a larger Trinitarian theological
         framework that emphasizes the norm of relational koinonia between the Persons of the Trinity, the Trinity and human persons, and human persons
         with one another.[32]  
      

      
      While Hunsinger shares Loder’s commitment to orthodox Christology as the essential
         dynamic for understanding the theory and practice of practical theology, she differs
         from Loder in at least two key respects. First, she makes a sharper distinction between
         the activities of the human spirit and the Holy Spirit. Hewing closer to the line
         of Barth’s Kierkegaardian emphasis on the “infinite qualitative distance” between
         God and humanity,[33]   Hunsinger tends to emphasize the disjunction between divine and human action more
         so than did Loder. Second, she tends to work more “from below” in relation to the
         complexities and messiness of thickly textured cases than Loder did. She approaches
         situated cases with human science lenses provided by such theorists as Carl Jung,
         object relations theorists, and nonviolent communications leaders. Simultaneously,
         she engages situated cases through Barthian-guided two-natures Christology. She gives
         the human science and theological perspectives their full due, bringing them together
         in a manner that leads to healing and spiritual transformation for individuals and
         congregations. The analogy of the interrelationship of divine and human natures in
         the Chalcedonian formula provides the essential clue for relating theological norms
         and human science perspectives in relation to particular human experiences and problems.
         This way of relating theology and human science perspectives functions in both diagnosis
         of and prescription for therapeutic problems.
      

      
      Beyond critical engagement with psychology, neo-Protestant practical theologians today
         also engage fields like sociology, anthropology, and the learning sciences in order
         to shed light on the issues or problems with which they work. Michael Brothers has
         recently led the way in a critical appropriation of performance studies for neo-Protestant
         practical theology.[34]  
      

      
      Areas of Current and Future Research

      
      Neo-Protestant practical theologians continue to work at the twin tasks of discerning
         the signs of the times and discerning God’s ongoing action in the midst of today’s
         globalized, hyper-connected, increasingly stratified world. With respect to the life
         and functioning of contemporary churches, this group of practical theologians has
         many items on its agenda. For instance, they will need to address the crisis of biblical
         literacy in the digital age. The Protestant movement flourished because, in part,
         its leaders found ways to exploit the Gutenberg revolution in print media. Neo-Protestant
         practical theologians need to find ways to form Christian communities and individual
         disciples using social media and collaborative technologies. 
      

      
      Retention of youth who grow up within mainline Protestant traditions presents a particular
         challenge and one that neo-Protestant practical theologians have the potential to
         address with creativity and effectiveness. Part of the response to the challenge of
         retention of youth will come directly from these practical theologians. For example,
         Richard R. Osmer, Katherine M. Douglass, and I have begun work with an ecumenical
         team of American Protestants on a multiyear research project aimed at assessing and
         developing new models for confirmation and equivalent youth discipleship structures
         and processes.
      

      
      More work also remains to be done in the interface between the revitalized doctrine
         of the Trinity and neo-Protestant practical theology. Practical theologians who operate
         out of this orientation have only begun to explore the creative and critical engagement
         with recent reinvigoration of the doctrine of the Trinity that has taken place in
         many quarters. Practical theologians such as James Fowler, James Loder, Richard Osmer,
         and I have worked in various ways with a normative Trinitarian framework for reflection
         upon human experience and for developing guidelines for human action.[35]   Such engagement can have implications for liberation movements, civil and human
         rights, political theory and practice, and ecclesiology—not to mention interfaith
         dialogue and cooperation.
      

      
      In terms of engagement with the larger world beyond church, neo-Protestant practical
         theology will be served by engaging aesthetics as a means for discerning divine activity
         and working toward full human flourishing. This approach to practical theology has
         had a largely underdeveloped notion of beauty, mystery, paradox, and affect. Recent
         work on the arts and Christian education and formation by Katherine M. Douglass, for
         example, opens up intriguing lines of further research for an aesthetic approach to
         practical theology.[36]  
      

      
      While deep and disciplined attending to context and the complexities of embodied existence
         of individuals and communities has played an increasingly significant role in neo-Protestant
         practical theology in recent decades, much more can and should be done. In particular,
         dialogue with postcolonial theory and practice can serve as a catalyst for the participation
         of the marginalized. Moving in this direction will entail efforts to negotiate continuity
         and change in the construction of the living tradition of neo-Protestant practical
         theology. 
      

      
      More work, too, needs to be done on methodological pluralism. Instead of “solving
         for X” (as if there were a single way to do practical theology), neo-Protestant practical
         theologians can embrace a wide range of practical theological methods in order to
         address the complex challenges that present themselves to contemporary church and
         society.[37]  
      

      
       Neo-Protestant practical theology will need to work on principles and practices for
         working collaboratively with people of good will from other religions as well as with
         people who espouse no religion whatsoever. Working to build bridges across denominational
         lines within Protestantism and between Protestants and Roman Catholics remains an
         important agenda item, but much progress along these lines has been made over the
         course of the past sixty years. Learning how to negotiate the tricky business of affirming
         both identity and openness in the context of interfaith dialogue stands out as a present
         and future challenge. Building bridges of understanding and cooperation across the
         divides between religions at the macro and micro levels of society has potentially
         major significance for practical theologians themselves and for the religious communities
         from which they come. 
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      My involvement in postmodern approaches to practical theology dates to choices I made
         in the midst of my experience of graduate school in the 1990s. The shift in mainstream
         theological studies toward deeper awareness of pluralism, and the attendant need to
         become proficient in various methods of interpretation of texts, concepts, and practices,
         profoundly marked my graduate studies. With many other students of theology, I sensed
         that the question of power seemed to run through these diverse concerns. I wondered
         how to put together a theological approach to power, and a power-sensitive understanding
         of theological work. This was not only an intellectual enterprise. In the midst of
         this emerging pluralistic map, what distinctiveness and “diversity” did I, as a white
         Catholic married man, represent? My struggle to articulate a theological itinerary
         was also the beginning of a confrontation with the privileges and limits of my embodied
         self and history. 
      

      
      In retrospect, I see that postmodernism helped me as a white man to find a place at
         the table of difference.[1]   If I did not feel like I represented “difference” in my person, I could represent
         it in my mind: I could think about difference, especially cultural shifts in religious
         identity and experience that impacted generations differently and thus connect with
         larger academic and ecclesial conversations. In so doing, I found that claiming a
         generational identity for myself helped give me specificity and a practical theological
         interest in otherwise elite and often abstract debates about postmodernism. I realized
         that I could also work this into my Catholic tradition and help reformist discourses
         within it. This was an area where I could make an academic-theological difference.
         To ask Catholicism to become postmodern, to fragment itself along the lines of the
         local, the embodied, the culturally specific, and to make power a theological focus—this
         task seemed difficult but timely. 
      

      
      Postmodern theologies, with their interest in aesthetics and alternative epistemologies,
         also helped me bring in my background as a musician. I made a natural connection to
         popular music and wider popular culture, which, in turn, I could also introduce into
         theological discourse. Postmodernism was flowering in cultural studies and becoming
         mainstream in popular culture research. In other words, as I was learning practical
         theology, I increasingly adopted a postmodern focus as a way of making a place for
         myself. It was only over many years that I realized more of the ambiguous quality
         of my choice of academic focus. Awareness of that ambiguity has influenced how I have
         put this chapter together. I see postmodern approaches to practical theology as offering
         substantial insights about lived identity in contemporary culture, as well as about
         how theological discourse itself works. I also think that these approaches are shadowed
         by difficult questions about how they repeat older patterns of privilege, how their
         radical insights mask their own conservatism. To get a sense for postmodern practical
         theology’s prospects and limits, it will help first to orient the discussion in a
         historical context.
      

      
      Historical Context

      
      Postmodern practical theologies seek to be deeply responsive to the general Western
         cultural situation. While “postmodern” has different meanings in theological discourse
         and in practical theology, we can understand the postmodern with reference to cultural
         developments and shifts in intellectual discourse.[2]   Answering these changes, the term “postmodern” gained ascendance in Western academic
         theology in the 1990s and 2000s as a way of describing the larger social context from
         which much theology took place, in relation to which faith must give an account of
         itself, and toward which Christian ministry was directed. 
      

      
      The key aspects of the analysis focused on unjust economic conditions, the increasing
         reach of electronic media, and profound shifts in the social legitimacy of previously
         occluded identities. Capitalism was recognized as having extended its global reach
         with a potency that threatened to be irreversible and profoundly ambiguous, and the
         complex dynamics of globalization became a major object of attention. Theologically
         informed discernment about the victors and victims of a consumer capitalism that had
         come to seem inevitable was recognized by the theological academy as essential work.
         Accounts of global transculturalization were met with renewed emphases on local culture
         and the negotiations taking place at the global-local intersection. Against the background
         of a relentless news cycle, widespread Internet access, and the influence of electronic
         media on everyday life, popular media culture was understood to be the seductive face
         of expansionist capitalism, as well as the Trojan horse of a new spiritual age in
         which morality, myth, and meaning were communicated and negotiated through movies,
         television, and music. Theologians of the mainstream academy began to take media culture
         as a site for theological investigation. 
      

      
      In this context, the increasing social legitimacy of previously “hidden” personal
         experience was essential to the recognition of an acceptable cultural diversity that
         was so much a part of the postmodern cast. Some previously nonnormative identities
         came forward, some forms of pluralism were recognized as newly significant, and some
         new forms of identity were gaining mainstream attention. For example, lesbian, gay,
         bisexual, and transgender persons and relationships began to find larger cultural
         acceptance. Religious pluralism was seen to be a major cultural phenomenon demanding
         a rethinking of assumptions about the largely Christian—or in some accounts, largely
         secular—character and heritage of Western society and religion. Postmodernity unsettled
         what had come to be regarded as “traditional” church life across these and other domains
         of ordinary experience. Many studies registered an increasing break between a popular
         taste for individualized “spirituality” against institutional “religion.” Mainline
         church attendance and membership flatlined or declined, while those maintaining no
         religious affiliation, as well as multiple religious affiliations, gained visibility,
         voice, and rising numbers. Pastoral workers asked how they were to minister in relationship
         to these deep cultural shifts. What was the church to be in this era? What did Christian
         theology contribute to clarifying how to live in this time? It was here that some
         practical theologians found new openings for theological work.
      

      
      As well as being a general interpretation of fundamental cultural shifts in Western
         (and Western-influenced) societies, postmodernism became a way to characterize some
         theologies beginning in the late 1980s in North American and European contexts. To
         qualify as postmodern, theology had to engage with some major feature of contemporary
         experience that was thought to bear on a fundamental redefinition in the form or content
         of religion. French philosophers exercised substantial influence on this research.
         Some theologians were influenced by new approaches to the linguistic-textual character
         of existence and of philosophical reflection upon it, especially as refracted through
         the influence of Jacques Derrida.[3]   Other theologians engaged the entwinement of knowledge, power, and truth in the
         philosophy of Michel Foucault, or the French feminisms of Julia Kristeva, Luce Irigaray,
         and Hélène Cixous that revalorized the distinctiveness of women’s embodied, psychological,
         and sexual experience with reference to the theories of psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan.[4]   The writings of Emmanuel Lévinas proved timely for his rich phenomenology of responsibility
         to the stranger, of accountability to the “Other.”[5]   Still other theologies found fruitful philosophical investigations of the relationship
         between contemporary media–capitalist society and subjectivity that proposed complex
         interworkings of essentially creative and fragmented subjectivity and fluid social
         forces, as in Gilles Deleuze and Jean Baudrillard.[6]   In all, these philosophies tended to emphasize the embeddedness of subjectivity,
         its provisionality, plurality, and historicality, and to valorize multiple and contingent
         varieties of rationality. They pointed to the significance of nonrational forces influencing
         thought and practice in the world—whether the personal or cultural unconscious, and
         shifting historical epistemologies essentially out of the control of any one person,
         community, or society.[7]  
      

      
      In discussions of both postmodern culture and philosophy, it has been common to invoke
         Jean-François Lyotard’s famous notion that postmodernity means “incredulity toward
         metanarratives.”[8]   However true this claim, it can only be so in a restricted sense, given that while
         many grand stories of religion, economy, race, and nation have been questioned, many
         have remained intact. Political, financial, and knowledge economies have proven remarkably
         resilient in the face of theological research and pastoral action. Few theologies
         and churches have been able to usher in an effectively postnational, postcapitalist,
         postcolonial situation in academic or ecclesial life—not to mention the larger society.
         Those metanarratives have proven inordinately resistant at the level of lived experience
         and social reorganization. 
      

      
      The postmodern turn in theological research also had its shadow side. Among the metanarratives
         too seldom questioned by postmodern research was the continuing effect of the history
         of white supremacy, evidenced by the bias (in many strands of postmodern theologies)
         toward Western (and especially Continental-derived), white, European-identified philosophical
         thinkers. While diversity in race and ethnicity, as well as interracial and interethnic
         identification, found increasing acceptance, it was not a regular focus of postmodern
         cultural description. Despite the gains of postmodern theological explorations, it
         also appears that the theological turn to the postmodern was a way that formerly privileged
         cultural actors, including theologians and pastoral workers, mourned lost hegemony.
         Indeed, the setting of postmodern analyses of culture and ideas in the heritage of
         racist history has been argued from many recent perspectives. Postmodern theologies
         can even, ironically, perpetuate forms of “hegemony masquerading under the guise of
         cultural heterogeneity.”[9]   
      

      
      The postmodern in its historical context is thus tied to the racial brokenness it
         perpetuates, and indeed is a category still in iteration. Some postmodern religion
         research envisions the postmodern as an ally for antiracist theologies, and other
         research has sought to reclaim the postmodern as a concept and practice at home in
         historically oppressed peoples. For example, Kevin Young explores the historical precursors
         of postmodernism in the “storying” practices of quintessentially African American
         popular music: bebop, jazz, soul, funk, rock and roll, and hip-hop (especially in
         relation to its urban-conscious and socially critical ironic, parodic, anti-totalizing,
         contingent, self-referential, anticolonial gestures).[10]   
      

      
      In sum, the term “postmodern” is an ambiguous way of deeply problematizing and rethinking
         what has previously been thought to be the ground of contemporary Western experience,
         whether that ground is named “modern” or “premodern.” It is difficult to separate
         out the postmodern as a description of culture and thought that truly succeeds something
         prior, on the one hand, from the postmodern as an ideological category that is meant
         to privilege new forms of attention while reinscribing older forms of colonial and
         racial discrimination, on the other.
      

      
      This is only to speak of postmodernism in theology more generally, and not yet of
         practical theology. Of postmodern practical theology, there has been very little written,
         at least if we count what authors identify as such. Overviews of the field are demure
         about postmodern directions in practical theology.[11]   A recent wide-ranging encyclopedia of practical theology contains piecemeal discussion
         of postmodern concerns; the topic does not merit a mention in the index.[12]   In contrast to the wider theological discourse, practical theologians have not
         concerned themselves as much with the adventures of postmodern thought. Yet we can
         still say something about a basic orientation and some key features of postmodern
         practical theologies.
      

      
      Key Features and Representative Figures

      
      Although there are practical theologies that can be called “postmodern,” there is
         no single orientation or set of features shared by them. At most, they make a loose
         constellation, grounded in the historical context sketched above. There is no movement
         or school of thought that identifies itself as postmodern among practical theologians,
         and even when postmodern concerns are evident in a practical theological work, there
         is not necessarily any explicit theory of a “premodern” or “modern” understanding
         by which to draw contrasts. Indeed, what we could call postmodern practical theologies
         are a cluster of loosely linked ways of explicitly or implicitly enumerating origins,
         materials, interventions, and styles: the origins or occasion for practical theology
         to be characterized as “postmodern”; the essential materials—texts, ideas, practices—to
         be worked over; the interventions to be made by the theology; and the style, method,
         or approach deployed. In denominating theological work just so, we are already in
         the midst of a double exposure, because the way of paying attention to theology that
         I am employing here is significantly informed by postmodern theory, insofar as it
         treats theology as a particular kind of performance: as a work that is an ethically
         ambiguous, plural, and historically contingent, angled toward conscious and unconscious
         aims. 
      

      
       Under these qualifications, we can speak of “postmodern practical theologies.” They
         deal with the challenges and opportunities in church and society provided by contemporary
         ethical ambiguity, dynamic plurality, historical contingency, and the cultural limits
         and grounds for theologizing. Postmodern practical theologies address any number of
         them in sympathy or reaction, taking no single attitude toward them. Practical theologians
         often call on (and often complicate) related theological perspectives to help them
         steer, such as feminist, queer, hermeneutical, or liberationist approaches. In this
         sense, practical theologies can be postmodern while simultaneously advancing and complexifying
         other projects as a way of appreciating and criticizing the postmodern cluster of
         concerns and commitments. 
      

      
      Observing the tensions in postmodern practical theologies as they address this cluster
         of postmodern attributes gives some sense of the key features. With respect to the
         radical particularity of historical and cultural existence, some practical theologies
         see precisely in this instability a way to deeper theological depths, by unhanding
         theology’s dependence on inherited notions of an essential self, an ahistorical religious
         tradition, and a rational way toward adjudicating ecclesial and social conflicts.
         Suspicious of repeating the “modern” “samenesses” that range from the banal to the
         deadly, from the “phallo-onto-logo-centric” (male, metaphysical, word-centered) to
         the white supremacist and colonial investments of modernity, these practical theologies
         abandon themselves to context, culture, and history, to ever-situated action, practice,
         and performance. They ask Christianity to renew and innovate its self-understanding,
         this time with respect to the (external and internal) other, taken not as a guilty
         threat to be vanquished, but as a sharer in a cultural-spiritual-religious project
         of building a world where communities cultivate their own gorgeous difference, their
         “legitimate strangeness.”[13]  
      

      
      Other practical theologies take things in the opposite direction: while allowing some
         value in the relativization of modern hegemonies, colonialism, and “Enlightened” forms
         of “Christendom,” they revalorize an essential “Christianicity” that will anchor a
         more humble, experimental, revitalized church, if only Christians will “recover” foundational
         Christian practices.[14]   This is typically characterized as a return to an embattled form of faith, and
         postmodern practical theology is characterized as a callback to premodern or even
         ancient forms of ecclesial witness.[15]   The difference between these practical theologies and those that use the same discourses
         of history and culture to address this new unlit passage of history is the willingness
         to fundamentally rethink what counts as Christian practice, and to radically reconsider
         what makes Christianity itself.
      

      
      What makes this provisional dichotomy more complex is that, in practice, most postmodern
         practical theologies make both of these moves at once: they accept that the turn to
         practice allows Christianity to be understood as a historically contingent, contextual
         way of making sense of life, and at the same time they hold out for something essential
         to Christianity itself that makes this postmodern relativizing a genuinely “theological”
         move. It is therefore important not to dichotomize too strongly when noticing how
         postmodern practical theologies operate. We can now turn to some key figures and offer
         brief summaries of their approaches. 
      

      
      Friedrich Schweitzer is a German practical theologian who specializes in religious
         education and pastoral care. The profound effect of postmodern culture on the journey
         from childhood through old age is the focus of his work.[16]   He argues that because basic religious questions are built into the arc of human
         maturation known in psychology as the “life cycle,” practical theologians have a special
         vocation to foster religious education and pastoral care that track common developmental
         needs. In the postmodern era, it appears that the conception of the life cycle that
         became influential in the twentieth century is undergoing major revision in lived
         experience. Whereas the established model was predicated on (and biased by) relative
         familial, religious, and economic stability and predictability, Schweitzer argues
         that more people in postmodern cultures now experience qualitatively different childhoods
         and adulthoods, challenged by religious indifference and pluralism, multiple definitions
         of family, shifting vocational identities, and an increasing life span. Moreover,
         extended adolescence seems to be a wholly new “stage,” and one of great theological
         importance due to the common experience of religious disaffiliation during this time.
         Practical theology must help persons and religious institutions facilitate the best
         of new religious possibilities from this situation, calling for a careful theological
         hermeneutics of new cultural practices.
      

      
      English practical theologian Elaine Graham’s writings on theological method, pastoral
         care, and feminist theology have proven widely influential. Graham argues that postmodern
         culture and thinking necessitate a radical reconstrual of practical theology.[17]   A newly appreciated and nearly intractable pluralism of values emerges, she emphasizes,
         just as feminist and other liberation discourses show how regnant forms of Western
         knowledge systematically and especially occlude the perspectives of women, the “others”
         of modern rational, scientific—including pastoral-theological—thinking. In response,
         practical theology must become a communally grounded, and publicly defensible, critical
         theology of pastoral practice, wherein the local faith community’s value-rich praxis
         is where Christianity happens. Understanding that faith has no purchase on personal-social
         experience apart from irremediably local practice should give practical theology a
         new dignity among theological disciplines. The way toward this vision for practical
         theology is exemplified in feminist liturgical practices that problematize the “normative”
         patriarchy of inherited Christianity while refraining from re-essentializing women’s
         experience.
      

      
      Although her work was originally offered as practical theology, Argentine theologian
         Marcella Althaus-Reid’s contributions have been underutilized in practical-theological
         discourse.[18]   Still, she taught practical and contextual theology at the University of Edinburgh,
         and her work registers the postmodern constellation in ways untouched by other postmodern
         practical theologies. Althaus-Reid argues that the theological tradition is sexually
         saturated by male heterosexual fantasies. As a result, nonnormative persons—heterosexual
         and lesbian women, gay men, bisexuals, transgendered persons—and their desires are
         placeless, shadow realities amid the small reiteration of supposed truths about God,
         which are always also stories about proper sexual conduct in service of heterosexist
         spiritual governance. Theology is effectively much more about the control of women’s
         bodies than about God, or rather discourse about God is a way of keeping nonnormative
         experiences and desires marginal. Theology’s official heteronormativity is tightly
         interwoven with colonialism and the silencing of non-Euro, non-modern, noncapitalist
         “others.”[19]   Systematic theology is the way that church intellectuals keep sexuality from the
         ambiguous, polymorphic expressions—that “others” might tell, and that men in theological
         authority imperfectly struggle to suppress and sublimate—that would otherwise open
         new vistas on divinity. Practical theology is opposed to systematic theology’s acontextualized
         repetitions of abstract statements about God, obsession with method, and incrementalist
         reiterations of the “deposit” of faith. Practical theology takes this pornographic
         system that holds women in place by inventing and policing the difference between
         “decent” and “indecent” talk about experience, and constructively facilitates the
         telling of everyday sexual stories from the margins in the interest of alternative
         renditions of divinity. Theology is already a sexual system, but practical theology
         as a feminist and liberative theology can keep it from the idolatries of monotheism,
         monosexuality, and monoculturalism.
      

      
      American practical theologian Richard Osmer—whose interdisciplinary work stands between
         science, philosophy, and theology—has also made substantial contributions to postmodern
         practical theology research on Christian education. Osmer has made the case that postmodern
         culture affords a new model of rationality for practical theology, a postfoundational
         form of theological method.[20]   Osmer has underlined the importance of thinking through the ways that practical
         theologians make their case for how Christianity relates to culture, and toward that
         end he has charted the variety of ways of construing rationality in practical theology,
         from the valorization of public argument, to the recovery of rhetoric, to the model
         of conversation or dialogue, and now to a revised scientific rationality. This postmodern
         rationality is postfoundational in the sense that it proceeds without any presumption
         that its basic tenets are set for all time. The search for truth is permanently provisional,
         experimental, and situated, while committed to a critically realist worldview that
         allows a reality greater than what our research “constructs.” This postfoundational
         model does not try to instantiate larger theoretical commitments about abstract wholes
         called “theology and culture,” but operates in the mode of specificity, locality,
         and contingency. Osmer looks at ways that practical theology is related to “extra-theological”
         material from the social sciences or other disciplines outside of theology, and how
         what interests practical theologians never conforms completely to a preset grid and
         can never be “solved” by following given theological-rational rules. What Osmer calls
         “transversality” tries to honor the similarity and difference of practical theology
         from the important and unavoidable discourses that cross it by looking at how theological
         and “other” concerns are “overlaid” in some kind of rationality in specific theological
         projects without fusion or domination.[21]   Postfoundational transversality “protects” the specificity of theology from reductionistic
         nontheological discourses, but also holds open the experimental and unpredictable
         outcome of the interaction between theology and other discourses, because no essential
         model of theology-culture interaction is to be singularly defended. Osmer restores
         the scientific character of practical theology’s modern origins, while finding an
         adequately postmodern rendering of it. 
      

      
      These four key figures show the ambivalence of postmodern practical theological discourse
         mentioned above.[22]   On the one hand, they mark their distance from fundamental elements of the modern
         theological inheritance: Human spiritual needs are shaped by the social forces impinging
         on the life cycle; local experimental gender-liberationist practice is the site from
         which knowledge of God most fittingly comes; theology must fight itself as a dangerous
         system of sexual management; the ways that theology and culture relate do not conform
         to any specific construal. On the other hand, these theologies valorize Christianity
         anew and find the postmodern situation an aid to a clearer appropriation of significant
         Christian claims to or practices of truth: God and spiritual materials are still to
         be made real and relevant for each stage of human life; fidelity to alterity conducts
         Christians more deeply into God; the untameable inventiveness of sexual desire can
         be a path to divine awareness; divine revelation meets the world in ever new ways
         that make the Christian adventure, as it has ever been, profoundly relative but not
         relativistic. 
      

      
      The attentive reader will have already noticed some crucial stakes in postmodern practical
         theologies. In order to better understand postmodern approaches and relate them to
         other approaches, we can schematize them according to certain categories. It must
         be borne in mind that this schematization is for purposes of thinking about how a
         postmodern approach could proceed; it is not an exhaustive summary of an established
         approach. Postmodern approaches are too few and too new to say much more than this.
         
      

      
      Norms and Sources of Authority

      
      In postmodern practical theologies, norms and sources of authority are typically considered
         to be of major importance. Supposedly transhistorical, transcultural Christian concepts
         or practices are typically viewed with skepticism. While Graham’s work cannot stand
         in for all postmodern approaches (as indicated above), her stances helpfully show
         some of the deep matters at issue for postmodern directions. Graham argues that “in
         an age of uncertainty, the authority and status of the sources and norms of Christian
         pastoral care and social action can no longer be taken for granted. The traditional
         models of human nature, value and community drawn from Scripture and tradition appear
         anachronistic, especially in the light of postmodern insights into identity, power
         and knowledge.” Practical theology must then “reconstruct the values by which Christian
         practice may be guided.”[23]  
      

      
      One influential source for postmodern practical theologies becomes faith from below.
         Culturally brokered experience and needs shape the situations in which Christians
         find themselves, and also delimit credible, faithful, and freeing theological responses—which
         may then revise theologians’ understandings of what the Christian tradition “is.”
         What “norms” postmodern practical theologies is adequacy to the theory of culture
         and concomitant production of theological insight employed by a theologian. Typically
         claims to truth in these theologies are seen to have social-political significance,
         even as postmodern approaches eschew trust in rational public adjudication. 
      

      
      Christian tradition is then seen as fundamentally open and in some sense unfinished,
         even as postmodern approaches disagree on what tradition means or which stars are
         truly fixed in the Christian sky. As a historically iterative phenomenon, tradition
         is also understood as a repository of wisdom for negotiating postmoderns’ awareness
         of the contemporary diversity of cultures and seemingly intractable global injustices.
         Postmodern practical theological approaches to tradition are more or less postfoundational,
         whether oriented toward saving from cultural-religious ambiguity and pluralism, or
         consenting to aspects that teach the theological tradition something that is congruent
         with what the theologian takes to be of most value. Postmodern approaches can cast
         the tradition as anticipating the postmodern situation, as if to say “Christianity
         has been here before.” Sometimes postmodern culture or thought is characterized as
         helping theology see the tradition “for what it is” and what was masked during modernity.
         It is impossible to tell what the more “postmodern” approach to authority is here:
         when contemporary experience, critically understood, becomes the path through other
         sources and norms, or when tradition, experience, scripture, and reason are all potentially
         new in relationship to each other depending on the situation at hand. One finds no
         simple agreement on this in postmodern practical theologies. 
      

      
      Views of the Theory-Practice Relationship

      
      A similar complexity marks the ways that these theologies deal with the relationship
         between theory and practice. Some approaches let value-invested practices guide theory.
         Some let theories guide practice. There is strong overlap between the two. When tradition
         is treated as theory, there is often a radical hermeneutic applied, with an appeal
         to eschatology explicit or implicit, as if to say: we have to keep interpreting without
         end toward an end we know is there but cannot see, and can only hope to anticipate.
         Sometimes theories of controlling theological material are also seen as cultural productions
         and are forms of practice. Theory can be seen as a potential or actual hegemonic practice
         of overriding the voices of nonnormative persons, whether through arid and abstract
         language that strips itself of context and accountability, or through subtly incorporative
         strategies in which it seeks to speak for as many as possible. In all, these approaches
         tend intentionally to complicate the supposition that theology is to theory as practice
         is to real life. Often attention goes to unknown, underappreciated, or silenced practices
         that bear life-giving material that theory has occluded, and how these practices are
         already the underside or the shadowed “within” of theological theories all along.
         
      

      
      Role of and Approach to Contexts

      
      Context has notably varied meanings in theology, and for postmodern practical theologies,
         context is invariably of deep importance. Appeals to context are hallmarks of this
         approach; they are frequent and operate in a quasi-foundational manner. Calibrating
         theology’s fittingness to context constitutes a large part of the theological task.
         The commitment to fittingness reinforces the postfoundational approaches often taken.
         Here, context typically means a site of the production of human experience. In particular,
         there is a focus on human experiences that emerge from settings understood in their
         particularity or specificity, their difference from the general picture, or where
         theologians can study a surprising individual and communal agency with critical sympathy.
         Studies of context can emphasize the ways that “place” can saturate the pastorally
         significant practice—of local communities and their pastoral leaders, and of academic
         practical theologians.
      

      
      Postmodern styles share the meaning of contextual found in some liberation, feminist, and ethnic-racial theologies—which is that a
         given theological truth is “reinterpreted” on the ground in specific situations in
         the interest of greater faith, liberation, or meaning. Alongside that understanding
         of contextuality, the postmodern approach opens a more radical possibility: the appeal
         to context is a form of (“liberal” or “conservative”) theological argument that protects
         some material that is presumed to be essentially Christian. This material, seemingly
         under threat and already in crisis, is then reinforced by allowing it to have “contextual”
         expressions. This approach cooperates in the cover-up of persons and materials that
         are not allowed to count as context. From this vantage, the appeal to context is itself
         an ambiguous contextual and theological act. The theologian has to help “produce a
         rupture in imaginative identifications” such as when Marcella Althaus-Reid argues,
         in the Argentine context, for seeing the Holy Family as predicated on the abortion
         of two real women (the historical Mary, and a possible female savior), or seeing the
         Virgin Mary’s power, in popular Argentine art, as recognizable primarily through her
         fashion.[24]  
      

      
      Interdisciplinary Conversation Partners

      
      How are postmodern approaches related to cognate disciplines? Interdisciplinarity
         is a distinguishing feature of this approach. This has to do with the notion of theology’s
         openness and dependence on a broader conception of life outside the limits of the
         modern inheritance, for which other disciplines are necessary to gain critical purchase.
         These disciplines are typically treated as dialogue partners. Among these are feminist
         theory and theology, cultural theory and cultural studies, varieties of philosophy
         of religion and culture (Continental, postmodern, or postcolonial), and hermeneutics—and
         these alongside the older and still-significant interlocutors of ethics, sociology,
         and psychology. Frequently, postmodern practical theologians are grounded in a second
         and sometimes a third nontheological discipline, so that from the beginning, a certain
         heterogeneity and eclectic spirit can be present in this work. 
      

      
      Areas of Current and Future Research

      
      Postmodern approaches agree that it becomes crucial for theological educators to teach
         a fully contemporary way of theological activity, wherein students learn cultural
         hermeneutics alongside traditional theological disciplines. The ability to interpret
         how contemporary people make spiritual sense of their lives through “secular” objects
         is a “hermeneutical skill [that] is no less important and no less demanding than the
         ability to interpret the texts of revelation and tradition.”[25]  
      

      
      Practical theologians must attend to the cultural worlds of people’s actual beliefs
         and practices, their real commitments and desires. The critical sympathy that marks
         the new attention to context will typically inform this approach to cultural hermeneutics.
         The traditional theological dangers—the authority of the academic theologian, the
         tendency to moralize, the reproduction of colonial treatment of Christianity’s “others”
         or of “heterodox” Christians—give way to teaching about interpretation of and interventions
         in culture (including the culture of the church). This sympathy takes account of the
         agency and the right of those being studied not to be reduced to mere illustrations
         of an already-secured theological system. This can only be done when theology itself
         is seen and taught as a historically migratory and essentially conflictual phenomenon.
         This suggests major changes for how the field of practical theology understands itself,
         because it has thought for a long time that its goals are best met through a rendering
         of the tradition that is built on stable foundations and oriented toward incorporative
         discipleship strategies that tend to prioritize serving the needs of Christian churches.
         
      

      
      The postmodern turn invites interdisciplinary teaching, where practical theologians
         partner with colleagues in the usual fields of psychology, sociology, and anthropology
         with a broadening that now includes conversation with colleagues in history, science,
         and cultural studies. Moreover, there is an opportunity to appropriate more reflexively
         the context of theological production—such as the differences between and among “Protestant”
         and “Catholic” approaches to practical theology—and all manner of identity that position
         where practical theology comes from and what it is for. This turn would entail a deep
         shift in teaching about the field, from discussion of practical theology as a field
         with “foundations” to one constituted by “discourses,” teaching about how cultural
         practices have been central to the production of the Christian tradition, including
         belief and practice. This turn would also require a “comparative theology” approach
         when teaching practical theology, putting Christian practical theologies in dialogue
         with other religious traditions. This work has hardly begun in practical theology.
         In a postmodern context, it is questionable whether a person really can understand
         their own religion if their own religion is the only religion that they know. As Schweitzer
         has well adjudged, it is simply “not enough anymore to introduce [students] to one
         tradition.”[26]  
      

      
      New questions from postmodern practical theologies offer much for future directions
         for the field as a whole, whether or not future practical theologies explicitly identify
         themselves as postmodern or not. These approaches raise the question of practical
         theology foregrounding and problematizing its Christian character. It means not only
         shifting from “practical theology” to denominationally specific practical theologies,
         but appropriating the specificity of “Christian” practical theology, and further,
         going from “Christianity” to “Christianities,” in order to engage contemporary cultural
         and historical research. This will entail practical theology engaging with contemporary
         religious studies research on the status of religion as a concept and in what ways
         we may still consider Christianity to be a religion. Practical theologians will be
         challenged to take seriously the contemporary religious studies research on the historicity
         of Christianity as a particular kind of cultural configuration whose contents have
         broken free into imagined essences. Only a sustained dialogue with historical-cultural
         research will open new directions. Here we can see the reemergence with new urgency,
         through postmodern approaches, of the quite fundamental questions: what counts as
         theological material, how do we know, and toward what ends?
      

      
      Other dialogues are also on the cusp of breaking open. Practical theology tends to
         be reticent to develop new theologies of what are often thought of as basic systematic
         theological concepts, like “God.” But new dialogues with philosophy made possible
         by the “religious turn” in contemporary (Continental) philosophy may afford opportunities
         to take the question of religious experience in new directions, as theologian David
         Tracy has recently summarized, the experience and thought of “the open, the void,
         and the face.”[27]   Developments in theology of “God” should be of interest to practical theologians
         who search for adequate ways to characterize everyday and “official” religious experience
         and to be guided in publicly defensible and responsible ways by working understandings
         of divinity. This does not mean uncritically taking over new categories for religious
         experience, but deepening the spirit of interdisciplinary “dialogues” already begun
         in postmodern approaches. 
      

      
      Placing practical theology in the midst of the rich theologies of religious pluralism,
         and interreligious and intersecular dialogue and experience, will also help fulfill
         the promise of postmodern approaches. Practical theology has had a tendency to fall
         back on systematic concepts like “Spirit,” “incarnation,” and “sacramentality” when
         discussing interaction with “other religions.” These concepts are being complexified
         in comparative theology, as practices and accounts of multiple religious belonging
         give us theologically rich comparative ecclesiologies; liturgical theologies; and
         hopefully religious education, pastoral care, and theologies of leadership. 
      

      
      The postmodern valorization of the particular and contextual can be seen in the degree
         to which the notable turn to practice in religious studies and related research has
         proven to be of interest to many practical theologians. In the last decade, practical
         theologians have availed themselves of theories of lived religion, lo cotidiano, ordinary theology, and everyday theology. This is evident in the new interest in
         anthropologist, sociologist, and philosopher Pierre Bourdieu.[28]   Bourdieu approaches practice as an expression of somatic creativity, in which persons
         act through bodily housed perceptions about the world, from a palette of possibilities
         for action specified by the ways of negotiating everyday life taught by one’s formative
         social-class relations. One can, as it were, paint new colors with that palette, while
         these new colors will be derived from those prespecified by the forms of “distinction”
         engrained and enacted apart from conscious intention.[29]   Bourdieu’s research has borne fruit in many recent works, including those of Mary
         McClintock Fulkerson and Joyce Mercer.[30]   Fulkerson studies how race and ability are communicated and complicated by theologically
         saturated, “situated” practices in a local church. What it means to be Christian is
         much more than a set of espoused beliefs; it is a habitus that involves the bodily enacting and assessment of color and able-bodiedness. Mercer
         argues for a practical theology of childhood that examines theological beliefs and
         practices concerning children within the overarching analysis of habituated subjectivity,
         of the habitus. For Mercer, making use of Christian beliefs in order to influence practice, and
         organizing practices so as to foster particular beliefs, requires outmaneuvering the
         cultural constraints posed by consumer capitalism, including the acknowledgment of
         how these constraints, which are also productions of practice, already function in
         Christian communities.
      

      
      Deepening particularity and contextuality is also clear in the investment in qualitative
         theological research that has proven so compelling in the last decade. This widespread
         emphasis on ethnography puts practical theologians at a busy intersection of research
         with religious studies scholars and ethicists. Despite a new discourse of “reflexivity”
         in practical theological research, this research continues to take place within an
         academy still living the effects of white supremacy and, as seen in the overabundance
         of appeal to white scholarship in postmodern literature, a lack of reflexivity regarding
         the reality of white privilege. There is a need for more fully “postmodernizing” these
         practical theological research methods, learning from politically engaged postmodernisms,
         like Chela Sandoval’s antiracist postmodern “methodology of the oppressed” against
         postmodern neocolonialism, foregrounding “la conciencia de la mestizo, womanism, indigenous resistance, and identification with the colonized.”[31]   This more fully color-rich practical theology, if it is more postcolonial, will
         also be more gender aware, more queer, and more social-class conscious, and will prove
         challenging to practical theology given its frequent close proximity to churches,
         many of which are not ready to take these steps. As stated above, it is important
         that categories like “postmodern” not become generalized in unhelpful ways. Many two-thirds-world
         theologians argue that postmodernism is not their reality (or not in the same way)
         as it is in Western Europe and North America. 
      

      
      This will require practical theological recognition of “the coloniality of knowledge,”
         to “take seriously and act on the awareness that knowing responds to local needs (habits,
         memories) and that the politics of knowing is not in the clouds but rooted in the
         earth of geohistorical, body, racial, and patriarchal configurations . . . means to
         take seriously the fact that in the ‘Third World’ . . . needs and desires are not
         necessarily those that prompted the thoughts of modern, postmodern, and poststructuralist
         European thinkers.”[32]   At the same time, postmodernism may still inform practical theology done from nonwhite
         perspectives. For example, theologian Oscar García-Johnson argues that postmodern
         culture and philosophy corrects assumptions of cultural homogeneity in Latino/a theologies,
         while providing rich concepts of embodiment, relationality, and transmissibility,
         to further open urban Latino/a realities with reference to a robust pneumatology centered
         on a strong theology of creation.[33]  
      

      
       Postmodern approaches to practical theology do not add up to a single perspective
         or program, but rather lead on to the ethically aware reassembling of the materials
         for thinking-acting that practical theology inherited from its forebears. Already
         two centuries ago, Friedrich Schleiermacher argued that “since no judgment about the
         present can be considered absolutely closed, everyone must persist in research about
         what the limits of Christianity are and about the various forms that Christianity
         can take.”[34]   That this statement would likely be accepted by postmodern practical theology means
         that the postmodern is perhaps not so far from what came before as we sometimes think.
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      Evaluating the field of practical theology requires analysis of the noun practice which is the root of the modifier practical. When practical theology is understood as applied theology and reduced to the application
         of theory, the field is governed by a narrow and technique-oriented understanding
         of practice. When practice is construed more broadly—employing action-reflection strategies,
         for example—the field is open to various possible approaches. How we understand “practice”
         sets the stage for how we understand practical theology.
      

      
      Historical Context

      
      In 1984, when I began doctoral studies in practical theology, the field was having
         an identity crisis. It was an era of great ferment with new possibilities bubbling
         up; guild members groped for theoretical foundations to anchor their respective disciplines.[1]  Gone was the shared assumption that the raison d’être of the field should be training clergy in the nuts and bolts of ministry. Also evaporating
         was the previous consensus that grounded practical theology primarily in psychology
         and human development theory.[2]  For pastoral theology as well as for homiletics, emerging perspectives in hermeneutics
         seemed promising; professors debated whether to follow Gadamer or Ricoeur. Faculty
         members championed favorite cognate disciplines, but the scope and task of practical
         theology seemed elusive. Professors advised students to define the field for themselves.
      

      
      In my own area of Christian education, Thomas Groome proposed a “shared praxis approach” derived from Aristotle’s philosophy, critical social theory (Hegel, Marx,
         Habermas), and the educational theory of Paulo Freire.[3]  Groome employed the term praxis to promote “critical reflection on present action.” Resisting a concrete, activity-related
         view of present action, Groome perpetuated the theory/practice divide that he himself
         had critiqued.[4]  Still, his work pointed in the right direction, toward a conceptual category of
         “practice” capacious enough to inform practical theology as well as daily parish catechesis.
         The breakthrough book in this regard—that catalyzed rich conversation and a significant
         body of literature—was Alasdair MacIntyre’s After Virtue (1981).[5] 
      

      
      Below I describe this neo-Aristotelian trajectory in practical theology, indicating
         why this social practice perspective has had major influence across the field. I was
         an early adopter; reading MacIntyre at a pivotal time in my dissertation research
         gave me a new vocabulary and changed my project focus overnight.[6]   Mentored during the dissertation-writing phase by Craig Dykstra and then Rick Osmer,
         I later had the privilege of assisting Dorothy Bass for ten years as associate director
         of the Valparaiso Project on the Education and Formation of People in Faith (based
         at Valparaiso University and funded by Lilly Endowment, Inc.).[7]   I bring to this analysis my particular bias as well as several decades of deep
         engagement with that body of work.
      

      
      Other trajectories have also influenced the field. Concomitant to this wide-angle
         focus on social practices has been renewed attention to classic spiritual disciplines
         or exercises by which people deliberately seek to become more attuned to the sacred.[8]   Resisting any taxonomy or formal classification of practices, other scholars instead
         investigate small, socially meaningful activities we might call micro-practices.[9]   These three general categories are not mutually exclusive or incommensurable, even
         when challenging and critiquing one another.[10]   Rather, they are like different organ registrations; pulling out different stops
         will determine the pitch and range of sounds produced. Sometimes one hears dissonance,
         sometimes harmony.
      

      
      Key Features and Representative Figures

      
      Social Practices

      
      In the context of discussing “The Nature of Virtues” and how they are cultivated by
         a living tradition, MacIntyre proposes this dense definition of a social practice:
      

      
         By a “practice” I am going to mean any coherent and complex form of socially established
            cooperative human activity through which goods internal to that form of activity are
            realized in the course of trying to achieve those standards of excellence which are
            appropriate to, and partially definitive of, that form of activity, with the result
            that human powers to achieve excellence, and human conceptions of the ends and goods
            involved, are systematically extended.[11]  
         

      

      MacIntyre makes a key distinction between internal and external goods, as becomes
         clear when examining the social practice of baseball. A professional athlete may attain
         genuine goods such as fame and money by playing baseball, but these goods are external
         to the practice because they can be attained in other ways. Goods internal to baseball
         are those that can only be attained by engagement with the game itself (by playing,
         watching, writing or reading about). Social practices in this sense are necessarily
         communal—even when participants rehearse solo (batting practice). Practices shape
         character (virtues such as “having guts,” vices such as “chickening out”) and require
         some form of institution to be transmitted across generations. Invariably, institutions
         always threaten to corrupt or distort practices (e.g., Major League Baseball), so
         fans must remain vigilant and hold institutions accountable to a practice’s internal
         goods (as portrayed in the film Bull Durham). Practices are not set forms but are malleable and adaptable to changing circumstances
         (invention of the designated hitter).
      

      
      Social practices are useful in describing large patterns of everyday life, activities
         that are commonly recognized even as their respective “goods” are contested.[12]   MacIntyre mentions basic human activities, not specifically religious ones. This
         way of framing practice opened the door to practical theologians to ask questions
         such as: How might a basic human activity—such as welcoming strangers and offering
         them hospitality—be modified by a faith tradition over time? In what ways might Christian
         hospitality compare to Hindu hospitality, and how might both differ from the modern
         hospitality industry?
      

      
      Craig Dykstra, then teaching practical theology at Princeton Seminary, grasped the
         field-shaping implications of MacIntyre’s definition of practice.[13]   In an essay titled “Reconceiving Practice,” Dykstra describes the current view
         of practice as individualistic, technological, ahistorical, and abstract.[14]   Then, building on MacIntyre’s conceptual scaffolding, Dykstra offered an understanding
         of ecclesial practice shaped by Reformed theological perspectives.[15]   From the outset Dykstra qualified his appropriation of MacIntyre, contending that
         practices “bear more than moral weight; they also bear epistemological weight.”[16]   In the life of Christian faith, engagement in certain practices fosters encounters
         with new realities and existence possibilities that would be beyond our ken apart
         from these practices.
      

      
      Noting that we live our lives at the intersection of many practices, Dykstra observed
         that Christian practices “have a peculiarity about them.”[17]   While social practices (MacIntyre) are concerned with cooperative human activities,
         faith practices are first and foremost God’s practices, and the goods internal to
         these practices must be shaped by this theo-logic: 
      

      
         The idea of excellence in a practice makes most sense when the point of a practice
            is the achievement of mastery. . . .While human achievement is valued in the Christian
            story, it has a different place and meaning. The human task is not fundamentally mastery.
            It is the right use of gifts graciously bestowed by a loving God for the sake of the
            good that God intends—and ultimately assures.[18]  
         

      

      In 1989 Dykstra became vice president for the Religion Division of Lilly Endowment
         Inc. and initiated collaboration with church historian Dorothy Bass to explore Christian
         practices. Independently, Bass had drawn on Mac­Intyre to describe how local congregations
         enable great ecclesial traditions to be both perpetuated and changed.[19]   Whether they were aware of it or not, claimed Bass, congregations are immersed
         in a tradition’s not-yet-completed narrative. “They do not simply inherit tradition;
         they contribute to it. A living tradition does not leave a living tradition unaffected.”[20]  
      

      
      The Valparaiso Project’s flagship book Practicing Our Faith portrays twelve “ancient yet modern” Christian practices.[21]   The goal of this and subsequent publications was not to provide a definitive, normative
         set of practices but to articulate an approach to faith formation and to encourage
         others to adapt this approach within their respective contexts. Collaborative writing
         projects explored Christian practices for youth[22]   and for young adults[23]   and the practice approach in conversation with church history,[24]   with systematic theology,[25]   and with practical theology.[26]   While supporting exploration of specific faith practices, the Project’s work emphasized
         the way of life shaped by interweaving practices.[27]  
      

      
      Project-sponsored monographs explore particular practices in depth.[28]   Christine Pohl’s study of Christian hospitality provided a template for such practice
         archaeology.[29]   Pohl shows how a practice has both normative and generative functions. She makes
         the case for the centrality of this practice throughout scripture and the history
         of church. She also portrays how contemporary communities have been radically shaped
         by this practice even as they adapt it to their unique circumstances.
      

      
      Drawing on Fritjof Capra’s description of web-of-life systems, Rick Osmer contends
         that practical theology must attend to the web of life in which ministry occurs, bridging
         between subdisciplines of academic practical theology as well as between academy and
         church.[30]   Social practices necessarily have this web-like configuration, positioning them
         as fruitful candidates for investigation by practical theologians. Practical theologians
         whose work has been directly in conversation with the Bass and Dykstra approach include
         Kenda Creasy Dean,[31]   Christian Scharen,[32]   David White,[33]   Benjamin Conner,[34]   and Diana Butler Bass.[35]  
      

      
      Stanley Hauerwas appropriates MacIntyre for theological ethics, proposing the craft
         of “laying brick” as a template for Christian discipleship.[36]   For Hauerwas, a practice is like a craft that one learns through repetition, gaining
         myriad skills and also a language that forms and is formed by those skills, a language
         that conveys the craft’s history and embodies its wisdom. The best way to learn this
         craft is to apprentice oneself to a “master bricklayer.” An apprentice learns what
         makes for good practice in general and how to adapt technique to fit particular circumstances—including
         one’s current skill level. 
      

      
      In advocating this theme of apprenticeship, Hauerwas aims to demystify the life of
         Christian discipleship and inspire learner confidence that actual bodily performance
         matters more than feelings, intentions, or even intellectual grasp of what one is
         doing. Rehearse the basic skills, gestures, and dispositions, and over time the deeper
         logic of the practice will be revealed: “Wax on, right hand. Wax off, left hand. .
         . . Wax on, wax off. Don't forget to breathe, very important.”[37]  
      

      
      Hauerwas makes a compelling case for the routine, craft-like quality of practice.
         His way of framing practice eschews abstractions (e.g., peace, justice) and underscores
         personal and communal agency. Yet like his intellectual forefather Aristotle, Hauerwas
         presents forms as static, not allowing for genuine innovation.[38]   He argues for a “right” way to do things, claiming that Christian identity is performed
         “rightly” when church practices are aligned with the unified story that scripture
         narrates.[39]   Moreover, Hauerwas’s exhortation “Be the church!” downplays how disciples must
         continually negotiate between goods internal to congregational practices and goods
         internal to other social practices in their personal and professional life.[40]  
      

      
      Kathryn Tanner urges practical theology informed by MacIntyre to reckon with the ambiguities
         of practice: “Apart from deliberate efforts to make them so, Christian practices,
         and many of the beliefs and values that inform them, do not hang together all that
         well. . . . Christian practices seem to be constituted in great part by a slippery
         give-and-take with non-Christian practices; indeed, they are mostly non-Christian
         practices—eating, meeting, greeting—done differently, born again, to unpredictable
         effect.”[41]   We set ourselves up for failure, Tanner advises, if we assume we have any control
         or supervision over practices. Practices are fluid and require adaptation and improvisation
         in response to changing circumstances. “Practices that are constructed piecemeal over
         the course of the messy realities of social relations rarely achieve, moreover, much
         in the way of consistency.”[42]  
      

      
      The first edition of Practicing Our Faith did emphasize “the ambiguous legacy” and shadow side of every practice, yet to little
         avail. Readers would pick up the book, observes Bass, “see the lovely titles of the
         practices—hospitality, Sabbath, healing, and so on—and grow mushy and sentimental.”[43]   Christian practice was often seen as talisman, endowed with magical power, or as
         a curriculum for personal and group enrichment.[44]   Perhaps this makes sense when social practices and institutions are viewed as fundamentally
         providential, as manna in the wilderness or an ark in chaotic seas.[45]   Even so, Bass avers, practices are always fraught, sometimes even harsh and dreadful:
         “Error, sin, self-regard—every group at practice is riddled with these, in spite of
         most practitioners’ well-intended resolve to embrace certain practices steadily and
         well.”[46]  
      

      
      Christian practices are “gifts before they become tasks,” my Project colleagues would
         proclaim. Still, we could see this approach leading to legalism or inducing performance
         anxiety, becoming another list of “shoulds” and “oughts.” In some circles, Protestant
         confidence in doctrine and conceptual clarity privileges beliefs over practices; one
         must think oneself into new ways of living rather than living into new ways of thinking.
         Dykstra and Bass argue for reciprocity: practices shape beliefs and beliefs shape
         practices, and both are essential to living a way of life abundant. The tendency toward
         “right belief” persists in many faith communities, however, with Christian practices
         attached to an agenda of retrieval, recovery, and restoration. 
      

      
      A related but different retrieval project involves time-tested spiritual disciplines
         and devotional practices, examined below.
      

      
      Spiritual Disciplines and Devotional Practices

      
      If you can still find a bricks-and-mortar bookstore that sells “spirituality” literature,
         chances are these books will be lumped together with “Self Care” or “Self Improvement”
         titles, appealing to “the spiritual but not religious” customer. The greater tradition
         of spiritual formation, however, speaks not in Esperanto but in the language of religious
         particularity. Spiritual disciplines in this vein are decidedly religious. Author
         Kathleen Norris recalls how her first visit to a Benedictine monastery deepened her
         own religious roots by immersing her in scripture: “My attraction to monastic liturgy
         did not mean that I was becoming a Catholic. Instead, it threatened to turn me into
         a better Protestant, one who was more attentive to the power of the Word.”[47]  
      

      
      Monastic communities play a vital role in the larger ecclesial ecology; their vows
         and disciplines bear prophetic witness to the world.[48]   Indeed, in recent decades “new monastic communities” have taken root in North American
         cities, adapting The Rule of Saint Benedict to fit their urban ecumenical context.[49]   But not everyone is called to this challenging, communal way of life. So over time
         the church developed a range of other activities for practicing faith, especially
         for laity.
      

      
      Spiritual exercises and devotional practices shape piety, recenter the self, and guide
         persons who deliberately seek to become more attuned to the sacred. Spiritual exercises
         such as the examen (from St. Ignatius’s Spiritual Exercises) and lectio divina (from Guigo II’s Ladder of Monks) structure contemplation on daily experience and biblical texts, respectively. Devotional
         practices such as praying the rosary or commemorating el Día de los Muertos  (the
         Day of the Dead) provide a framework for personal prayer and communal mourning.[50]   Historical devotional manuals stressed that exercises were essential—not ancillary—to
         preparing persons for full-orbed religious experience:
      

      
         By the integration of a carefully performed program of dehabituating exercises, thoughts,
            visualizations, bodily postures, and verbal formulae, a state of consciousness was
            accomplished in which the desired insight seemed to appear spontaneously, that is,
            accompanied by an experience of effortless receptivity.[51]  
         

      

      More specific than the category of social practices, spiritual disciplines and exercises
         have thus been shaped by the centuries of church tradition and by ongoing communities
         of practice (primarily Roman Catholic and Orthodox). Classic disciplines that seem
         simple are hardly simplistic. Such disciplines promote virtues paradoxical to contemporary
         sensibilities: freedom via restraint, attachment rather than detachment, stability
         rather than mobility, receiving the day rather than seizing the day.[52]  As noted above, analysis of social practices can proceed inductively, building on
         common human experience. A spiritual discipline, on the other hand, defies “common
         sense” and often proceeds counterintuitively. 
      

      
      Current portrayals of sloth, for example, equate this vice with laziness, idleness,
         and inertia.[53]  Yet if sloth means avoiding work one is called to do, chief symptoms may include
         constant distraction, hyperactivity, and various forms of escapism. Sloth is remedied
         by staying put, exemplified by the Benedictine vow of stability (stabilitas loci).[54]   Likewise, the monastic vow of poverty is not contemptus mundi antimaterialism, but rather an alternative economy that promotes cherishing a few
         possessions instead of carelessly accumulating many things:
      

      
         Greed usually signifies inordinate attachment to money and things. . . .What really
            characterizes consumer culture is not attachment to things but detachment. People
            do not hoard money; they spend it. People do not cling to things; they discard them
            and buy other things.[55]  
         

      

      Margaret Miles observes that the real point of ascetic practices is not to give up
         objects but rather to reconstruct the self: “Ascetic practices rely on the intimate
         and strong connection of body and soul so that exercises that deconstruct the socialization
         and conditioning inscribed on the body by the ‘world’ can produce a new organizing
         center for the ‘self.’”[56]   No surprise that renunciation of food, sex, and other bodily preoccupations has
         been the leitmotif of monastic spiritual disciplines throughout the centuries.
      

      
      “Desert father” disciplines are often extraordinary and unsustainable; human communities
         could not flourish if ascetic practices such as celibacy became standardized. Social
         practices, on the other hand, describe patterns of activity that are salutary for
         human well-being and that ought to be sustained, at least in modified form. 
      

      
      During the liturgical season of Lent, for example, observing a “carbon fast” or eating
         less meat are healthy and sustainable behaviors that North Americans ought to extend
         beyond forty days. But daily donating a valuable personal possession is not sustainable
         over the long haul, as life-centering as this may be when observed for a set period.[57]   Likewise, a parish might invoke Sabbath logic and suspend all committee meetings
         during Lent, all the while acknowledging that regular monthly meetings are necessary
         for congregational vitality. Rigorous spiritual disciplines don’t deny what is real
         and good, but they trust the lessons faith practices can reveal via negativa.[58]  
      

      
      From the fourth century CE (Origen) through the Middle Ages, theologians and artists
         viewed Jesus’s encounter with Mary and Martha (Luke 10) as paradigmatic preference
         for vita contemplativa over vita activa. The active life was valued only inasmuch as it prepared persons for higher-order
         contemplation, conversion, or mystical union.[59]   Devotional practices rarely subverted this perspective, even though they democratized
         contemplation as appropriate to the everyday life of the average disciple. The third
         level of micro-practices, examined below, focuses even more on the native wisdom that
         individuals potentially gain by attending to their daily activities.
      

      
      Micro-practices

      
      French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu acknowledges the human instinct to identify logical
         patterns when confronting chaotic, complex reality. This management tendency can be
         limiting, however, when researchers seek to validate their theories by ignoring data
         that do not fit their mental schema. For Bourdieu, viewing the world through a theoretical
         grid or an explanatory scheme is itself a practice that obscures for the sake of securing
         power and control.[60]  
      

      
      Bourdieu prefers to examine how habits and dispositions construct personal and social
         worlds in particular ways. His key concept is habitus, the interior practice logic that often comes from knowing something somatically
         or “by heart,” even if one is unable to articulate or account for this tacit knowledge.
         For example, James K. A. Smith describes how practice-as-habitus can illumine the formative power of intimate, bodily interfaces by which technology
         devices enable social media. “The material rituals of simply handling and mastering
         an iPhone are loaded with an implicit social imaginary,” claims Smith. “To become
         habituated to an iPhone is to implicitly treat the world as ‘available’ to me and at my disposal—to constitute the world as ‘at-hand’ for me, to be selected, scaled,
         scanned, tapped, and enjoyed.”[61]   
      

      
      Proponents of a micro-practices approach advocate these strategies: focus on common,
         everyday activity; probe race, class, and gender power dynamics ethnographically rather
         than through sociopolitical categories; and privilege the experience and wisdom of
         local practitioners. 
      

      
      Having summarized three different “practice registers,” consider how each might be
         employed in a preaching course. On the micro-practice register, students examine small-scale
         habits that are durable and transposable, that can be practiced one at a time when
         preparing sermons. Students learn how to craft a compelling introduction or tell stories
         to illustrate points.[62]   On the spiritual discipline or exercise register, students deepen their relationship
         with scripture by engaging a text using lectio divina. On the social practice register, students explore how preaching is situated within
         the larger ecclesial frame of proclamation (kerygma) and the basic human activity of testimony. At this macro level, students are challenged
         to appreciate the telos of preaching, the aim of this activity that links it to other forms of truthful speech
         as well as to the web of Christian practices that together shape a way of life.
      

      
      Norms and Sources of Authority

      
      For micro-practices, authority is rooted in personal experience and may reside with
         an individual practitioner, with a virtual community, or with any cadre of persons
         shaped by a common habitus. For spiritual disciplines or exercises, teachers or instructors
         often function as authority figures, though “the church” or larger historical tradition
         serves as arbiter of authority. 
      

      
      Practical theologians whose practice theory evolves from MacIntyre make both foundationalist
         and non-foundationalist authority claims. A foundationalist claim is embedded in the
         concept of “fundamental human needs” in this definition:  Christian practices are things Christian people do together over time to address fundamental
            human needs in the light of and in response to God's grace to all creation through
            Christ Jesus.[63]   This approach is also guided by an explicit theological norm: “Each element in
         our approach presumes that Christian practices are set in a world created and sustained
         by a just and merciful God, who is now in the midst of reconciling this world through
         Christ.”[64]  
      

      
      A non-foundationalist claim acknowledges pluralism and assumes that different communities
         of practice vary in defining virtues and vices, commending hermeneutical strategies
         and approaches, and determining what counts as authoritative.[65]   A congregation in the peace church tradition, for example, might portray the virtue
         of courage by telling a story of a member who was imprisoned for resisting military
         conscription during a war. Peace church adherents would not expect the wider public
         to embrace or even understand this portrait of courage. Indeed, persons not shaped
         by peace church convictions might construe conscientious objection as cowardly “draft
         dodging.”[66]   
      

      
      For a micro-practice, tradition may be idiosyncratic. For a spiritual discipline,
         authoritative tradition may be institutionally codified. But for a Christian (social)
         practices approach, “tradition” is a dynamic, contested source of authority—whether
         mediated by scripture, ecclesiastical body, or personal experience.[67]   
      

      
      Common to all three practice registers is high regard for human reason, especially
         when trusting the revelatory capacity of reality. Empirical evidence may yield counterintuitive
         insights or even overturn guiding assumptions. For example, immersing himself in the
         liminal realm of Christian funeral practices, practical theologian Tom Long concluded
         that whenever possible, the church ought to accompany the body throughout the burial
         process. This was a radically different conviction than his initial position on the
         subject. Long summons the church to reclaim the ancient grand community drama instead
         of opting for body-less memorial services that focus primarily on the living and grief
         management.[68]  
      

      
      The appeal to empirical evidence results in divergent phenomenological approaches
         to practice. Consider the case of two investigators observing and analyzing the same
         rite of Christian baptism in a local congregation. A Platonic approach (e.g., as in Eliade, Wach, Heiler) examines how all religious phenomena participate
         in universal forms of “sacred activity.” In this approach, an investigator portrays
         structural similarities with water-based rituals of other religious traditions. Since
         water is elemental to human experience and necessary to support human life, the investigator
         asks how water functions as a vehicle for connecting humans to the sacred, regardless
         of context. This is a common approach in religious studies programs: begin with concrete
         practice and then abstract to ideal forms.[69]  
      

      
      An Aristotelian approach (as in Husserl or Schütz ) begins with concrete practice and portrays its particularity
         by probing phenomenal strata including but also going deeper than surface level. Observing
         the baptismal rite, the investigator wonders about the meaning it has for the twelve-year-old
         who was dunked in the baptismal pool in this Atlanta congregation, and for the parents
         of this child who has Down syndrome, and for the congregation members who take vows
         to support this child as she grows in faith. The investigator probes further how participation
         in this sacrament not only shapes sensibilities directly (via ritual activity) but
         also indirectly as the ritual itself mediates a deeper phenomenal level of reality
         (e.g., the gospel, mercy, redemption). 
      

      
      Views of the Theory-Practice Relationship

      
      A central claim of the practices approach is that it conceptually bridges the centuries-old
         divide between theory and practice. How so? Every practice conveys a logic or “intelligibility,”
         often in modes that are not abstract or conceptual. Practice always includes both
         action and reflection, the cultivation of “reflective practitioners.”[70]   This capacity to gain perspective and evaluate one’s activity need not be highly
         abstract but occurs on various levels throughout life—even among young children. Good
         coaches build upon this capacity and equip performers with skills for ongoing self-assessment.
         The musician’s ear is trained to hear when an instrument is in tune. The tennis player
         knows when a forehand is fluid and well hit.
      

      
      The goal of reflective practice is not to accumulate a storehouse of information or
         “facts” but rather to become wise, to embody wisdom. Being wise means knowing how
         to size up a situation, discerning what to keep and what needs to be changed. Gaining
         wisdom is mostly a process of learners developing expertise over time.[71]  
      

      
      Role of and Approach to Contexts

      
      To remain vital, faith practices must remain pliable and adaptable to particular contexts.
         For example, Christine Pohl examines how The Open Door Community adapts the ancient
         Christian practice of hospitality with homeless persons in urban Atlanta.[72]   Residents embody certain ecclesial sensibilities and intentions that have been
         constants across two millennia: opening hearts and doors to one another in Jesus’s
         name, welcoming strangers by providing them food and shelter. Other responses are
         improvised, as the community establishes safe boundaries and guidelines to protect
         guests, negotiates with neighbors and nearby businesses, and advocates for health
         care for Atlanta’s homeless population.[73]   As with other forms of knowledge, contextual innovation relies on dense “liquid
         networks” found especially in urban and commercial centers.[74]  
      

      
      Interdisciplinary Conversation Partners

      
      Practical theology shaped by a practices approach draws on and enlists a variety of
         disciplines, in particular theology (especially ecclesiology), church history, moral
         philosophy, social ethics, ethnography and cultural anthropology, ritual studies,
         performance studies, and emerging fields such as neuropsychology.
      

      
      Areas of Current and Future Research

      
      One area of current research investigates the intrinsic features of practice. A current
         study of phronesis, for example, explores how learners acquire practical wisdom as they develop expertise
         over time.[75]   A study of practical judgment could also revive axiology (“What is good and of
         value?”) by reconnecting aesthetics to ethics, informing discernment and choice by
         categories such as “beauty” and “the fitting.”[76]  
      

      
      Much work remains to be done analyzing practices in diverse cultural contexts. For
         example, a team of practical theologians examines constitutive practices of Korean
         American Christianity; in North American context, hospitality takes the form of “ricing
         the community.”[77]   Pentecostal pastors identify core practices of their tradition, such as “praying
         someone through” when that person is overcome by grief and begins weeping during a
         worship service. In the spirit of “generous orthodoxy,” inquiry is needed into what
         particular charism—what peculiar constellation of ecclesial practices—a given faith
         tradition might manifest on behalf of the wider church. 
      

      
      Within the academic context, several initiatives are underway exploring how religious
         practices might serve as a pathway through graduate studies. Emory University’s Initiative
         in Religious Practices and Practical Theology features a PhD concentration and a peer-reviewed
         journal, Practical Matters.[78]   Vanderbilt Divinity School’s Program in Theology and Practice features doctoral
         student fellowships.[79]   A more ambitious undertaking would be to reorganize seminary curriculum so that
         various disciplines are enlisted to focus on practices and directly engage students
         in them.[80]  
      

      
      Even within the practical field, disciplines could be reoriented to reflect practice
         insights. What would it be like to frame homiletics within the broader practice of
         testimony?[81]   To situate pastoral care within the context of communal, ecclesial care?[82]   To train church educators to design parish curriculum that is practice shaped rather
         than program driven?[83]   Innovative experiments already underway include analysis of how worship liturgy
         and rituals correspond to creation care practices: How do baptismal rites shape mental
         schema for relating to the ecosystem?[84]   What is the relationship between the Eucharistic table and our daily tables and
         food practices?[85]  
      

      
      A practices approach has implications for teaching, learning, and ministry formation.
         For leaders in parish and congregational settings, attending to faith practices can
         guide the entire curricular process. Practices are the larger ongoing patterns of
         Christian nurture that shape disciples. Religious education, then, is the deliberate
         and systematic plan for strengthening particular learners and communities in these
         practices as together they grow in faith. 
      

      
      But these same implications also apply to teaching about practices and a practices
         approach at the graduate level. Learners at every age and stage need direct, hands-on
         experience participating in faith practices. 
      

      
      
         	
            
            Set the stage for apprenticeship: Practices are communal and are best learned with
               others, especially when others are themselves skilled in the practices and take an
               interest in us.
            

         

         
         	
            Situate learning activities within wider communities of practice, including the global
               church today and across the ages. Faith practices are confirmed, critiqued and strengthened
               through habits of mutual accountability. Learn a hymn in another language. Host a
               guest from the church in another land. Serve with others away from “home.”
            

         

         
         	
            Repetition builds resilience as a practice is knit into the bones. Avoid reinforcing
               the impression that individuals possess innate talent. Whether a child, a teen, or
               an adult, one begins with simple skills and moves toward the more complex. Even those
               with aptitude must learn the basics, and skilled practitioners still rehearse the
               basics over and over. The best pianists in the world are not merely “naturals,” but
               have spent at least ten thousand hours honing their keyboard skills.[86] 
            

         

         
         	
            Prioritize the developmental stage of a community’s practice over the developmental
               stages of participants. Learner readiness is important, but even those primed to learn
               will be disappointed if their learning context is impoverished—for example, if a parish’s
               faith practices are anemic. If a congregation has a robust commitment to hospitality,
               on the other hand, learners of every age will have opportunities to engage in ways
               that fit their capacities.
            

         

         
         	
            Invite teachers to reflect together on how they are teaching practices in various
               contexts, including thick description of actual negotiations made as the lesson plan
               unfolds.[87] 
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            1. Field-shaping books published during this period included Don S. Browning, ed., Practical Theology: The Emerging Field in Theology, Church, and World (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1983); Edward Farley, Theologia: The Fragmentation and Unity of Theological Education (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983); George Lindbeck, The Nature of Doctrine (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1984). Though Lindbeck doesn’t specifically address practical
                  theology, his “cultural-linguistic” approach in contrast to an “experiential-expressivist”
                  approach signals the paradigm shift in theology from psychological to sociocultural.
               

            

         

         
            2. Seward Hiltner, who died in 1984, had played a dominant role in forging this consensus
                  through equating practical theology with pastoral theology, which for him meant therapeutic
                  pastoral care and counseling.
               

            

         

         
            3. Thomas H. Groome: Christian Religious Education: Sharing Our Story and Vision (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1980). In chapter 8 Groome traces the etymology and
                  history of praxis back to the sixth century BCE when the mathematician and philosopher Pythagoras grouped
                  persons who attended Olympic games into three categories: spectators who observe games
                  from a distance, active competitors on the field, and artisans who sell their crafts
                  and hobnob with the crowds. Two centuries later Aristotle built on this tripartite
                  division by identifying three ways of knowing: theoria, praxis, and poesis. Theoria is a quest for truth and wisdom (sophia) attained by contemplation. Praxis is a way of “doing something” that achieves its telos or completion in the performance of the activity itself. Playing the flute, Aristotle
                  observes, has value and fulfills its purpose well before the music stops. This is
                  especially the case with ethical conduct and political activity, an ongoing process
                  of deliberation that requires practical wisdom (phronesis). In contrast, Aristotle viewed building a house as poiesis—satisfactory only when the construction process is complete. Poiesis means “making something” that requires an artisan’s techne for skillful and proficient production. For Aristotle, praxis is a way of knowing available to free males who own property and who can participate
                  in the political process as citizens. After Aristotle, the three ways of knowing collapse
                  into two, with poiesis subsumed into praxis, resulting in the classic theory/practice dichotomy that prevails to modern times.
                  In the nineteenth century both Hegel and Marx revived the term praxis in their respective philosophies. For Hegel, praxis is the actualizing of Geist (Spirit) in dialectical history. Theoria is human consciousness of the rationality ingredient in this self-activity of Geist. In this view, theory is not separate from practice but is rather a reflective dimension
                  of ongoing practice. For Marx, praxis concerns the self-creating activity and historical agency of humankind rather than
                  Geist. The reflective dimension of praxis is directed toward human emancipation, especially from false consciousness and alienated
                  labor. In the twentieth century, Jürgen Habermas builds on Marx in probing “the knowledge-constitutive
                  interests” that human beings bring to any act of knowing. Critical consciousness is
                  essential for exposing vested interests and ideologies; movement toward emancipation
                  requires therapeutic intervention via agents who possess “communicative competence.”
                  While Habermas envisioned ideal agents as highly educated and cognitively sophisticated,
                  Paulo Freire pioneered methods of critical consciousness raising (conscientization)
                  with illiterate, uneducated poor folk in Brazil and Chile. Freire invokes the term
                  praxis when describing his “pedagogy of the oppressed,” but he does not suggest how a praxis
                  approach extends beyond his specific educational methods. 
               

            

         

         
            4. The movements in Groome’s approach involve naming and reflecting on present action,
                  then engaging how “the Christian Story and Vision” might reframe the story and vision
                  as extrapolated from present activity. Groome illustrates shared praxis in action
                  by describing how he engaged fourth graders in a unit on prayer. In his analysis he
                  gives more weight to the progression of praxis stages than to the practice insights
                  these children share about prayer. While useful for guiding group reflection, this
                  approach presumes prior activity rather than learners’ direct engagement in hands-on
                  experience. See Groome, Christian Religious Education, chap.10.
               

            

         

         
            5. Alasdair MacIntyre, After Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 1981).
               

            

         

         
            6. Gibson Winter advised me to read chapters 14–18 of After Virtue after reviewing a pilot study in which I described “formative ecclesial events.”
                  My use of the term “events” was indebted to C. Ellis Nelson’s Where Faith Begins (Atlanta, GA: John Knox, 1967). All human knowing, contends Nelson, is eventful and situational. Events are specific units of meaning that define a significant part of a person’s
                  life; they are emotionally charged and elicit a response; they frequently involve
                  conflict. In a situation, events coalesce at a particular time in a specific place
                  for a given individual or group. How a situation is interpreted depends greatly on
                  the cultural cues and meanings that have been internalized. “Events are too episodic,”
                  Winter observed. “What you need is a working conception of practice.” My unpublished
                  dissertation is titled Christian Nurture in Congregations: Ecclesial Practices as Social Means of Grace (1992). Drawing on James Hopewell’s narrative theory from Congregation: Stories and Structures (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1987), I show how story is necessary but not sufficient
                  to illumine social practice (MacIntyre), then probe how a social practice might be
                  construed as redemptive (Farley).
               

            

         

         
            7. The Project website is www.practicingourfaith.org

            

         

         
            8. Richard J. Foster popularized this approach in Celebration of Discipline (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1978). In Practicing Christianity (New York: Crossroad, 1988), Margaret Miles explores how ascetic practices, worship
                  and sacraments, service, and prayer prepare persons for religious experiences that
                  recenter the self, and then help them integrate and sustain those experiences into
                  their daily lives. In An Altar in the World (San Francisco: HarperOne, 2009), Barbara Brown Taylor describes material, bodily
                  practices people might discover “right under their feet, in the everyday activities,
                  accidents, and encounters of their lives” (xiv).
               

            

         

         
            9. The work of Pierre Bourdieu has been chiefly influential at this level, especially
                  Outline of a Theory of Practice (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977).
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      Historical Context

      
      In the long history of Catholic theology, pastoral theology, as distinct from moral,
         spiritual, or dogmatic theology, has had a varied and interesting place. Its most
         dominant place has been, and continues to be, within what Edward Farley calls the
         “clerical paradigm” that is the role and tasks of ordained priests.[1]   But the meaning also shifted when Catholicism embraced modernity at the Second
         Vatican Council (1962–1965). In addition to tracing pastoral theology in its distinctively
         Catholic clerical paradigm, I will also discuss the “ecclesial paradigm” that emerged
         at the Council and the subsequent “public paradigm”[2]; there is a distinctively fourth paradigm as well—the “praxis paradigm.” 
      

      
      In the patristic period, theology was “pastoral” in the sense of being written by
         pastors for their flocks or other pastoral leaders, of which the apologetics, exegesis,
         and sermons of Saints Augustine and Athanasius are examples, as is Gregory the Great’s
         Regula Pastoralis.[3]   These bishops took pains to explain faith’s meaning in light of false belief and
         practice (e.g., Arian controversy), emerging new ritual practices (e.g., the baptism
         of infants), and new historical contexts (e.g., the demise of the Roman Empire).
      

      
      In the Middle Ages theological production shifted to the university context, developing
         a radically different approach. Theologians turned to rigorous analysis of beliefs
         and practices, shaped by the newly discovered writings of Aristotle, and the impetus
         toward codes of religious law. The drive to order Christian thought and practice was
         threefold: to bring Christian thought, based on scripture and tradition (primarily
         patristic thought), into a coherent system of beliefs; to establish a philosophical
         foundation that demonstrated theology as a legitimate form of science; and to clarify
         and unify, according to these systems, a set of regulations for sacramental practices,
         most notably the practice of confession (through canon law and the medieval penitentials,
         Summae Confessorum).[4]   One of the priests’ primary pastoral tools was the “penitentials,” books that listed
         sins with a corresponding penance that could be used in private confession. Such books
         began to be compiled in the sixth century and by the eleventh century were highly
         detailed and specific but varied widely.[5]   As Albert Jonsen and Stephen Toulmin note, “In the hands of the summists, distinctions
         and classifications that had been scattered and inchoate in the classical and patristic
         authors were shaped into standard ways of describing moral behavior.”[6]   The Summas, then, became a “systematic taxonomy of human behavior” for the purposes of a “practical
         pastoral goal.”[7]  
      

      
      Despite the fact that many pastors were illiterate, church leaders recognized that
         matters pertaining to the pastoral ministry were a necessary part of theology, especially
         when it came to fulfilling the duties of the Christian life. According to Wolfhart
         Pannenberg, the first time the term “practical theology” appears is the Fourth Lateran
         Council (1215) “in which it was a comprehensive term for the theory of pastoral work
         and penitential practice.” The Council required that every metropolitan church “appoint
         a magister for this subject. He was to be responsible for teaching, in addition to holy scripture,
         what was relevant to pastoral work (quae ad curam animarum spectare noscuntur). The relevant literature was described as practical theology as distinct from speculative
         theology.”[8]   The beginning of the unhappy split in theology between the highly speculative philosophical
         theology set forth in the university context and the more pastoral, spiritual, and
         practical approaches in the local church begins at this point. Unfortunately, while
         the university-based theology flourished into major systems, Saint Thomas Aquinas’s
         Summa Theologiae being the most notable, the pastoral side of theology clearly failed to develop over
         the subsequent centuries as the abuses of the sacramental system piled up and eventually
         crushed the medieval church. 
      

      
      The bishops at the Council of Trent (1545–1563) identified the problem behind the
         scandals that erupted in the Protestant Reformation: a lack of clergy education. Priests,
         as the mediators between heaven and earth, clearly did not always know what they were
         doing or why, in large part because they remained unschooled. The bishops decreed
         that each diocese was to develop a seminarium (translated as “seed-bed”) to train pastors, housed at the cathedral, which was to
         be a school of grammar and scripture to “clerics and poor scholars.” The pastoral
         focus of theology, then, belonged to the local church, not the university setting.
         But this plan did not develop, and in its place free-standing schools for training
         clergy emerged, the first begun by Saint Ignatius of Loyola in Rome in 1553. Thus,
         the major historical context for pastoral theology in the medieval period had been
         the local church, but in the modern period the “clerical paradigm” shifted to schools
         for clergy, which increasingly came under the influence of the university.
      

      
      The Catholic form of the clerical paradigm took on a particular character, supported
         partly by the medieval theological synthesis known as scholasticism and partly by
         the demands of the modern era stemming from the Reformation and the reforms of Trent.
         In fact, scholasticism had fallen on hard times by the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries,
         as nominalism gained favor. Once again, however, as belief and practice unraveled,
         the church looked to a strong, coherent presentation of doctrines to guide practice,
         which commenced in three new types of literature for clergy. First, following Luther,
         the first official Catechism of the Roman Church (called the Catechism of the Council of Trent) was published in 1566, which was intended as a reference book for priests and bishops,
         but not for the laity. Second, the Roman Catholic Missal was published in 1570 to insure uniform practice of the mass. Following the initiative
         of Saint Ignatius in Rome, his new religious order, the Society of Jesus, took up
         the call for seminary education, built schools, and developed a curriculum geared
         toward priestly formation, called the Ratio Studiorum. Thus was born the third important genre, the manual of theology, which was used
         in Catholic seminary education for four hundred years, up to the Second Vatican Council.
         Thus, the clerical paradigm had its own clerical literature.
      

      
      What is interesting about the new textbook is that it combined the rigors of scholastic
         philosophy with a concern for pastoral (meaning sacramental) practice. The Ratio Studiorum was organized into three parts: doctrine, moral, and spiritual theology. Retrieving
         the scholastic model, doctrine presented, in a clear and orderly fashion, the beliefs
         of the church. Moral theology addressed human behavior (organized usually according
         to the Ten Commandments) as well as sacramental practice, since the purpose of moral
         theology was to guide priests in their sacramental ministry, particularly as confessors
         in the sacrament of penance. Moral theology dealt with “the minimum requirements necessary
         for salvation” and the manuals spelled out for the seminarian what constituted the
         valid and licit administration and reception of the sacraments. The section on spiritual
         theology was primarily for those who “went beyond the minimum requirements necessary
         for salvation,” and pursued the ascetical path in vowed religious communities.[9]  
      

      
      Prior to the twentieth century, the manuals of moral theology went through three phases.[10]   The first began with the revival of scholasticism and the publication of the Ratio Studiorum; in the second phase (1577–1879) the Jesuit manuals (Institutiones Theologiae Moralis) were expanded to deal with questions of probabilism (cases in which it was licit
         to follow the more probable opinion when conflicting opinions exist); and in the third
         phase (1879–1960) neo-Thomism became the official theology decreed by the church.
         Neo-Thomism emerged as the church’s response to rationalism and the various theological
         attempts to construct an epistemology and metaphysics that could unite faith and reason:
         it was deemed that Thomas Aquinas was the only reliable source and scholasticism the
         only method to be used in Catholic seminaries and colleges, according to Leo XIII
         in 1879 (Aeterni Patris). 
      

      
      What did all this mean for pastoral work and the theology informing pastoral work?
         As its critics charge, the system became one dominated by law, scrupulosity, and doubt
         regarding one’s salvation. As Josef Jungmann, the liturgical reformer noted, “preoccupation
         with its exact observance came to absorb all energies; great thick volumes were written
         dealing casuistically with explanations of the rubrics of the Missal and Breviary.
         . . . It was the Age of Rubricism [and the] ‘Epoch of Stagnation.’”[11]   Unfortunately, as the liturgical movement of the nineteenth century began uncovering
         the early practices of confession in the patristic era, seminarians were reading neo-Thomists
         manuals, which were largely noncontextual and ahistorical.
      

      
      As with many aspects of Catholic thought and practice, the Second Vatican Council
         marked some endings, such as the manuals of moral theology, and some new beginnings,
         such as the “ecclesial paradigm” in pastoral theology. The category “pastoral” shifted
         significantly at the Council, which Pope John XXIII called a “pastoral council.” The
         Council was pivotal in claiming “pastoral” as an ecclesial discourse pertaining to
         the church’s relationship to the world, most notably in Gaudium et Spes, the only document with the title “Pastoral Constitution.” As the document notes,
         pastoral means “resting on doctrinal principles” that seek “to set forth the relation of the
         church to the world and to the men of today” and to “enter into dialogue with it about
         all these different problems.”[12]    Gaudium et Spes broadened the idea of “pastoral” beyond its traditional association with ordained
         ministers in order to embrace the way in which the entire people of God witnesses
         and transforms the world. All theology was charged with becoming more open and directed
         to social and cultural realities, more pastoral, rather than closed within traditional
         scholastic categories that were essentialist and nonhistorical. Theology’s embrace
         of biblical studies, history (especially patristic thought), the liturgical movement’s
         renewed theology and practice of worship, and new dialogue partners in philosophy
         and the social sciences make the mid-twentieth century one of the most fruitful and
         productive periods of Catholic thought.[13]   Everything was possible in the advent of ressourcement (the return to the sources) and aggiornamento (bringing up to date) as the ways of the ancient past opened up new possibilities
         coupled with the embrace of the modern. 
      

      
      The “ecclesial paradigm” of pastoral theology impacted seminary studies by the mid-1960s.
         Many U.S. seminary educators viewed the seminary as too isolated—physically, socially,
         and intellectually—from the university and the world, and were eager to let aggiornamento take hold. Some began to seek membership in educational accrediting agencies, such
         as the Association of Theological Schools (ATS), and adopted the Master of Divinity
         degree in place of the Ratio Studiorum. Seminaries operated by religious orders sought affiliations with universities to
         improve their academic quality and integrity. 
      

      
      Attention to new subject matter also began to change curriculums. The liturgical and
         religious education movements, both preceding Vatican II by several decades, were
         well on their way to being fully formed disciplines. Each area had expanded its academic
         and pastoral dimensions; scholars were concerned with identifying the biblical, historical,
         and theological grounds for renewed liturgical and catechetical practice, and began
         to show an interest in the social sciences. Liturgy and preaching courses slowly expanded
         in the seminaries, whereas religious education courses and degrees took hold in colleges
         and universities, especially in summer programs geared toward women religious. By
         the 1970s and 1980s diocesan programs were established to draw laymen into training
         for the permanent diaconate (reestablished at Vatican II) and laywomen for parish
         ministry positions.[14]   
      

      
      In terms of pastoral theology within the ecclesial paradigm, an explosion of information
         in each area of ministry took place since the Council, including the development of
         professional organizations, conferences, journals, degree programs, and continuing
         education for ministers.[15]   By the 1980s and 1990s, increasing numbers of laypersons were entering pastoral
         ministry training programs, and some seminaries began to accept laypersons for the
         MDiv degree. The explosion of lay ministry in the past twenty-five years is certainly
         an outgrowth of the pastoral as an “ecclesial paradigm” as laypeople moved into professional
         ministerial roles in parishes, schools, dioceses, and national offices. Alongside
         the emergence of lay ministry, has been the rapid development of Hispanic ministry
         and theology in the U.S. context that has included ministry training in Hispanic institutions,
         such as the Mexican American Catholic College (MACC) and Anglo-based schools that
         began incorporating foci on Hispanic ministry.[16]   The expanding forms of ministry training, the specialization and professionalization
         of ministry, and new types of ministers was certainly unforeseen at Vatican II, and
         yet these changes mark one of the most significant developments in the postconciliar
         church and in Catholic theological education.
      

      
      The “public paradigm” of pastoral theology is very much related to the meaning of
         “pastoral” in Gaudium et Spes. If the ecclesial paradigm expanded the pastoral beyond the clerical paradigm, it remained
         largely focused on the internal life of the church, especially pastoral ministry.
         The public paradigm of pastoral points to the ways in which this opening out to the
         modern world meant stepping into it and becoming a player in social, cultural, and
         economic debates. It marks the end of the Tridentine fortress church that attempted
         to live by one language, one law, and one theology. 
      

      
      The public paradigm of pastoral theology is best exemplified in the work of national
         bishops’ committees beginning with the Latin American Episcopal Conference (CELAM),
         which articulated a “preferential option for the poor” at its meetings in Medellín,
         Colombia (1968), and Puebla, Mexico (1979).[17]   The United States Conference of Catholic Bishops became active in public debates
         when they published two pastoral letters in the 1980s, “The Challenge of Peace: God’s
         Promise and Our Response” (1983) and “Economic Justice for All: Pastoral Letter on
         Catholic Social Teaching and the U.S. Economy” (1986).[18]   What was distinctive about these two pastoral letters was the process of dialogue
         the bishops created by inviting experts in war and economic theory, respectively,
         for input and dialogue. In their role as pastors, the bishops first sought to be students
         and then teachers. This model of ecclesial pastoral work came to an end when the bishops
         wrote a pastoral letter on women over nine years, which was defeated in a 1992 Conference
         vote. Since that time, bishops’ conferences in the United States and abroad have shifted
         back toward the ecclesial paradigm, concerned to articulate right belief and practice,
         especially around public issues, eschewing dialogue for pronouncements about what
         the church holds to be true. 
      

      
      The praxis, or hermeneutical approach, to pastoral theology emerges from the public
         paradigm to pastoral theology and is discussed in Claire E. Wolfteich’s chapter in
         this volume, “Hermeneutics in Roman Catholic Practical Theology.” 
      

      
      Key Features and Representative Figures

      
      The orientation of the clerical paradigm has been the priest and his education. One
         of its key features in the postconciliar church is the tension between the priest
         as a medieval sacramental minister and the expanded role articulated at Vatican II
         of the ordained as priest, prophet, and king with duties related to teaching, preaching,
         pastoral care, and mission in addition to worship and sacraments. The liturgical movement
         led to the undoing of the medieval sacramental system with a return to patristic sacramental
         practice, in most cases except ordination. For example, the Rite of Christian Initiation
         of Adults became the norm for entrance into the church, the sacrament of “penance”
         became the Sacrament of Reconciliation, and extreme unction became the Sacrament of
         the Anointing of the Sick. One of the primary fault lines of the post–Vatican II church
         rests precisely on the fact that the Roman Church retains a medieval theology of the
         priesthood with a patristic understanding of baptism, Eucharist, and the other sacraments.
         The postconciliar period was marked initially by an expansion of priestly roles beyond
         the sacramental, but the decline in the numbers of parish priests has forced them
         back into predominantly sacramental roles. The narrowing of the priests’ role has
         taken place at the same time that permanent deacons and lay ecclesial ministers have
         taken up the more expanded roles of education, pastoral care, social justice, and
         administration. 
      

      
      The pastoral impulse played a crucial role in the reforms in liturgy and catechesis
         leading up to Vatican II. Both movements were spearheaded by pastors and theologians
         deeply concerned about lack of participation and understanding by the people. People
         virtually had no role or voice in liturgy and in education: the priests said all parts
         of the mass and the Catechism was taught by question-and-answer memorization. 
      

      
      The orientation of the ecclesial paradigm has been the church entering into and engaging
         the modern world. With its roots in the liturgical and catechetical movements and
         lay movements such as Catholic Action, confraternities, and devotion-based groups,
         the ecclesial paradigm placed the priest as the pastoral center of the church while
         at the same time expanding the meaning of pastoral to pertain to the whole church and to the ministry of deacons and nonordained lay
         ministers.
      

      
      The orientation of the public paradigm has been to engage the dramatic changes in
         society and culture, both in learning from and in speaking to, sometimes prophetically,
         contemporary situations. The most dynamic example in North America is the development
         of U.S. Latino/a theology, emphasizing the significance of popular religion in the
         faith life of everyday people, with particular attention to the ways in which prayer,
         beauty, story, and ritual pageantry shape migrant peoples undergoing tremendous cultural,
         economic, and social change.
      

      
      In the clerical paradigm, the representative figures span many centuries. The revival
         of the writings of Thomas Aquinas began as early as 1431 (Henry of Gorkum, d. 1431)
         and extended into the fifteenth century (Conrad Koellin, OP, d. 1536; Cardinal Cajetan,
         d. 1534; and Francis of Vitoria, d. 1546). Jesuits developing the field of moral theology
         included Louis Molina (1545–1600) and the development of the first manual, Institutiones Morales, by John Azor (1536–1603). A major figure in this tradition is Saint Alphonsus de
         Liguori (1696–1787). Important neo-Thomists of the nineteenth century include Matteo
         Liberatore (1810–1892) and Joseph Kleutgen (1811–1883); widely used twentieth-century
         manuals include Henry Davis’s Moral and Pastoral Theology (1935) and several others.[19]  
      

      
      One of the fascinating features of the manualists’ tradition is the way authorship
         developed. Manuals were most often written in Latin with the original author from
         the sixteenth or seventeenth century cited, even though the book could be in its twenty-seventh
         edition. Subsequent authors would rewrite, edit, and add more material and republish
         the manual, but not add their names. The “silent” author was clearly part of the tradition,
         and their identity was not necessary or important; the manual represented what the
         church thought and taught, not the individual opinions of a theologian.
      

      
      Reformers of moral theology, liturgy, and catechesis were not so anonymous. In moral
         theology, two nineteenth-century Tübingen Catholic theologians launched a biblical
         understanding of the moral life: Johann Michael Salier (1751–1832) and Johann Baptist
         von Hirscher (1788–1865). In the liturgical movement important figures included Odo
         Casel (1886–1948); Josef Jungmann (1889–1975); Virgil Michel, OSB (1890–1938); and
         Romano Guardini (1885–1968).[20]   Leaders in the catechetical movement also include Jungmann and Michel as well as
         Sr. Jane Marie Murray (b. 1896) and Gerald Sloyan (b. 1919); and today, the leading
         pastoral and practical theologian is Thomas Groome at Boston College. One of the most
         significant leaders in Hispanic theology and ministry is Virgilio Elizondo, the founder
         of U.S. Latino/a theology, who established MACC in 1972 and was rector of San Fernando
         Cathedral in San Antonio, Texas (1983–1995).[21]   
      

      
      Theological reformers preceding Vatican II, such as the nouvelle theologie among French Catholic thinkers, were less concerned with pastoral theology than with
         making Catholic thought more modern and relevant by engaging biblical, patristic,
         and Enlightenment and existential philosophies. Alternative approaches to the manual
         tradition were being produced in the 1940s and 1950s, most notably Bernard Häring’s
         three-volume work, The Law of Christ (1959). Karl Rahner’s groundbreaking book, Foundations of Christian Faith (1976), was written as a seminary textbook. Both Häring and Rahner bridged the worlds
         before and after the Council, assuming that theology’s purpose was priesthood training,
         though both wrote extensively for lay audiences.
      

      
      Norms and Sources of Authority

      
      In Catholic thought and practice the central norm and source of authority is the official
         teaching of the church, known as the magisterium. Interestingly, Aquinas referred to the magisterium of the pastoral chair (the authority
         of the bishop) and the magisterium of the teaching chair (the authority of the theologian).
         But by the nineteenth century, this distinction referred solely to the teaching authority
         of the bishops under the bishop of Rome. Today further distinctions exist: there is
         the ordinary magisterium (individual bishops, groups of bishops, the bishop of Rome),
         the extraordinary magisterium (the college of bishops gathered in ecumenical council
         or the bishop of Rome issuing a solemn definition ex cathedra), and the ordinary universal magisterium (whole college of bishops united in judgment
         that a teaching is definitive).[22]   Today official teaching is pronounced through written documents that have varying
         levels of authority: encyclical letters (papal statement related to doctrine), apostolic
         letters (papal letter sent to a particular group), apostolic exhortations (papal documents
         from an episcopal synod), and occasional papal speeches.[23]  
      

      
      There is also a second area of norms and sources of authority in the Catholic tradition
         that pertain to the individual and the community: conscience, as the human person’s
         moral capacity to make judgments about what is right and wrong, and, the sensus fidelium, the communal expression of what is true and faithful among the people. 
      

      
      Conscience is an ancient moral category, reaching back to the Greeks and their influence
         on early Christian thought, which in moral theology was distinguished in two parts:
         synderesis, which is the permanent and natural capacity to know the good, and syneidesis, the act of making a moral judgment. For Aquinas, conscience is a rational capacity
         to know and do the good according to right reason. But Gaudium et Spes retrieved a more biblical view emphasizing the heart’s capacity to love the good
         and avoid evil: “To obey it is the very dignity of man; according to it he will be
         judged. Conscience is the most secret core and sanctuary of a man. There he is alone
         with God, whose voice echoes in his depths.”[24]   But because conscience is liable to error in judgment, it requires formation by
         the church. Nevertheless, the “primacy of conscience” has always meant that a person
         should follow their conscience in a moral act even if it goes against the judgment
         of others, even the church. Aquinas said that a person should “perish in excommunication
         rather than violate his conscience” even when subjected to a norm of the Church. This
         same precept was affirmed by the Council’s Declaration on Religious Freedom.[25]   
      

      
      The sensus fidelium pertains to the “consensus of the faithful” in matters of doctrine and belief and
         it also finds its roots in the patristic writers. But it is not always clear how the
         “sense of the faithful” works in the Catholic system, except that it is meant to indicate
         that the faith can come from the “bottom up” at times and can validate and authenticate
         a teaching of the church.[26]   For example, the sensus fidelium was used by Pius IX to support the development of the Immaculate Conception as a
         dogma. “If the popular praises of the Blessed Virgin Mary be given the careful consideration
         they deserve, who will dare to doubt that she, who was purer than the angels and at
         all times pure, was at any moment, even for the briefest instant, not free from every
         stain of sin?”[27]   A more recent example of the sensus fidelium that was not heeded is the 1968 encyclical Humanae Vitae, in which Paul VI rejected the majority views of two committees on the moral use
         of birth control.
      

      
      Views of the Theory-Practice Relationship

      
      The clerical paradigm’s view of the relationship between theory and practice, as found
         in the moral theology manuals, is casuistry. Casuistry is case-based reasoning that
         begins not with theories but with an actual situation that poses a problem or question.
         The method requires that one move from the particular facts and circumstances of the
         case to the theory or rule or law to determine what is moral, right, and good in the
         situation. The Jesuits began using case-based reasoning early on in their pedagogy
         and schools, particularly as a way to teach the sacrament of penance. 
      

      
      Casuistry ended up with a bad name and is often used pejoratively because of its misuse
         and abuse. In the mid-seventeenth century, the French philosopher Blaise Pascal attacked
         the Jesuits for using casuistry to support the wealthy and punish the poor. Aristocrats
         were allowed to confess their sins, recommit them, offer a donation, and confess them
         with little punishment. As Jonsen and Toulmin state in The Abuse of Casuistry, Pascal’s critique diminished casuistry to such an extent that even today dictionaries
         define casuistry as a slur. 
      

      
      Moral theologians employing casuistry, in the sixteenth century and later, distinguished
         with greater and greater precision the difference between mortal and venial sins.
         “The Theologians proposed that gravity of sin could be judged in view of the object
         of the act, as well as by the intent of the agent.”[28]   Casuistry received an added boost when the Council of Trent decreed that penitents
         were to confess their sins according to species, number, and circumstance. This required
         that the newly formed manuals began to outline and consider sins that might be confessed
         and the proper reasoning and conclusion that the priest was to use in determining
         the nature of the sin. The Ratio Studiorum sought to bring together a case with the principle or rule behind the reasoning. As
         the pedagogy developed, it consisted of the following format: “avoidance of speculative
         questions, succinct presentation of principles, acceptance of probable opinions, and
         resolution by solid argument.”[29]   Case conferences were held weekly and this pattern of thinking and learning became
         widespread among Jesuit institutions; oftentimes lay students, priests, and members
         of the public were allowed to attend.
      

      
      In the ecclesial and public paradigm the approach to theory and practice that became
         widely used in ministry training as well as parish work is called “theological reflection.”
         The wave of theological reflection that developed during the 1970s, and is still prominent
         today in many places, is a direct descendant of lay apostolic movements of the nineteenth
         and early twentieth centuries, most notably, the Young Christian Workers, which was
         started by the Belgian priest Joseph Cardijin in 1912. Across northern Europe lay
         Catholics began organizing around issues of labor, social well-being, and poverty,
         in part due to the loss of influence by the church in Western societies. Catholic
         Action movements had a broad base and expanded quickly to Latin America. By 1927 the
         church wanted more control of such groups, and Pope Pius XI defined the Catholic Action
         movement as “the participation of the laity in the apostolate of the hierarchy”—a
         clear example of the clerical paradigm.[30]   What is notable is that Cardijin encouraged a method based on the process of “see-judge-act,”
         which was later developed by Joseph Holland and Peter Henriot into the three moments
         of “social analysis, theological reflection, and pastoral planning.”[31]   The pastoral circle, as they called it, developed through their work in Latin America
         with base Christian communities in the 1960s and 1970s. 
      

      
      The other method is theological reflection, which was first developed by Evelyn and
         James Whitehead in the late 1970s and further expanded by Patricia Killen and Robert
         Kinast.[32]   A method with deep roots in mid-twentieth-century Catholic thought, it is based
         on the turn to experience in the work of Karl Rahner, Paul Tillich’s correlation method,
         and David Tracy’s revised correlation method. Primarily a hermeneutical method, theological
         reflection is conversation and dialogue between experience and tradition. The most
         highly developed praxis method is Thomas Groome’s Sharing Faith, which has influenced a generation of Catholic religious education in the postconciliar
         period. Groome employs five movements of engaged thinking related to praxis: naming
         present experience, critically reflecting on experience, engaging scripture and tradition,
         appropriation of the faith through dialectical hermeneutics, and deciding how to live.[33]  
      

      
      Each of these approaches relies on hermeneutical theories, drawing the interpretation
         of texts together with experience for the purpose of renewed faith in action. These
         methods followed theology’s turn away from scholasticism’s theoretical, universal,
         and static categories to embrace a historical and practical focus to theology: the
         aim of good theological thinking is faithful action. These methods begin with observation
         and attention to faith practice, look to the theological content and belief related
         to such practice, and draw “new” meaning and insight into renewed action. These methods
         have made a significant contribution to the church’s practice of theology as a “practical”
         endeavor in which all the baptized participate. In turn, these methods shifted the
         practice of ministry toward enabling and empowering the laity to claim the faith as
         their own and take it out into the world as a leaven for change. 
      

      
      Role of and Approach to Contexts

      
      The development of pastoral theology within the context of moral theology was primarily
         a European phenomenon that spread to the new world, taking root in the American Catholic
         context. Not only did the Jesuit-inspired manuals of theology get exported around
         the world (and read in Latin), but also the European schools of spirituality, most
         notably the seventeenth-century French School. The French School was significant in
         shaping priestly identity through rigorous formation; it eventually came to dominate
         the spirituality of women’s religious communities. Begun by Cardinal Pierre de Berulle
         (1575–1629), it emphasized devotion to the holiness of Jesus and imitation of the
         inner states of Christ, especially the kenotic self-emptying of Jesus in his suffering
         and death. The priest was to conform to Christ in his own self-emptying at the institution
         of the Eucharist as alter Christus.[34]  
      

      
      The manual textbooks are ahistorical. The philosophical starting point was to present
         the unchanging eternal truths as had been revealed by God to the church; the question
         of historical development, local context, and cultural expression did not appear in
         formal theology. The local expression of the faith (as Catholic immigrants have long
         shown) was strong and vibrant, though the “popular religion” of the people has only
         recently become a source for theology, particularly in the work of Latino/a theologians.
         The story of Catholicism’s embrace of history and historical critical methods applied
         to the Bible and tradition is the story of the twentieth century. Context becomes
         a major factor as the Roman and European hegemony in theology, language, and expression
         gives way to a truly “catholic” presence of global Catholicism. Pastoral theology’s
         concern for context has most often appeared when it remains close to the local and
         the particular; context tends to give way when the universal has meant uniformity
         across cultures. 
      

      
      Interdisciplinary Conversation Partners

      
      As noted above, the dominant cognate discipline for much of pastoral theology has
         been philosophy, either in the form of scholasticism or neo-scholasticism (its nineteenth-century
         form). What is most striking today is the absence of historical and biblical studies
         as a source well into the twentieth century, which changes dramatically with the acceptance
         of modern biblical scholarship in 1943 (Divino Afflante Spiritu). Even in the work of Karl Rahner and his turn toward the subject, philosophers (Aquinas,
         Kant, and Heidegger) remained his primary conversation partners. It is not until the
         work of his student Johann Baptist Metz that the actual lived experience of the human
         person—in this case, human suffering—becomes the central category of theological inquiry.
         Following from Metz, Latin American theologians began to analyze economic poverty
         and injustice as the people’s primary source of suffering, opening the way to liberation
         theology.
      

      
      As I have argued previously, pastoral theology never developed into an academic discipline.[35]   Pastoral theology, which is still largely the domain of seminary and ministry education,
         remains largely underdeveloped. Areas such as liturgy and religious education continue
         to thrive, but have not shared in the creation of an academic scholarly enterprise
         called “pastoral theology.” Courses are offered in preaching, pastoral care, canon
         law, social ministry, and administration, but pastoral theology continues to reside
         as a curriculum category lacking intellectual foundation related to these practices.
      

      
      Areas of Current and Future Research

      
      I became concerned about the field of Catholic pastoral theology after I was hired
         in a Catholic university graduate school with a seminary. In this job, pastoral, not
         practical theology, the discipline I was trained in, was now my context. Early in
         my position, I began researching pastoral theology in the Catholic context and became
         concerned with what I found. As stated above, despite the explosion of the ecclesial
         paradigm in the wake of Vatican II, pastoral theology never developed into a respectable
         academic discipline. Peter Phan argues that pastoral theology, in the Catholic context,
         has too many meanings or associations, which confuses its scope and purpose, including:
         the shepherding role of the pastor, clinical pastoral education and pastoral care
         (the common way Protestants use the term), practical disciplines of ascetical and
         spiritual theology, and the method termed “theological reflection.” Phan states, “It
         is common knowledge that the nature and task of pastoral theology is highly controverted.[36]   Thus, future areas of research must emphasize the scholarly and disciplinary foundation
         of pastoral theology.
      

      
      As it is now, many people continue to use “pastoral theology” interchangeably with
         “practical theology” while at the same time recognizing a real difference between
         them.[37]   It is important to note that this does not mean that practical and pastoral foci
         are missing, but rather the way “practical dimensions of theology are conceptualized
         tends to be different in Catholicism” from Protestantism.[38]  
      

      
      One of the primary factors related to the lack of disciplinary activity is the fact
         that Catholic theology began to move away from the seminary and closer to the university
         in the 1960s. Pastoral theology remained in seminary education, but did not develop
         as an area in university-based theology, which was growing and expanding after the
         Council (e.g., Bible, history, systematic theology, and ethics). According to Earl
         C. Muller, the collapse of neo-Thomism “left the seminaries somewhat adrift though
         their fundamental purpose, the training of priests and other pastoral ministers, precluded
         their ever moving in the direction of religious studies. This clear purpose combined
         with the tendency of seminary faculty to be overworked and under-published has led
         to a more recent stereotype of the seminaries as ‘pastoral shops’ over and against
         the universities where ‘scientific’ theology is done, a reversal from the pre-Vatican
         II situation.”[39]   In many ways, pastoral theology was left behind since it had no real place in Catholic
         university-based theology. It was emerging as a curricular category in seminary education
         at the point when seminary education was no longer the determining factor of Catholic
         theology. The great irony is that Catholic theology stepped into the modern world
         precisely at the point when modernity was most under threat, and the postmodern gained
         ground.
      

      
      The problem, then, is both one of location and reputation. Some universities began
         graduate-level ministry education for religious and laypersons after Vatican II, but
         generally, a separate school or department was charged with ministry training.[40]   Dual theological programs (departments and centers or institutes) persist today,
         with two separate faculties, one in “theology” and the other in “pastoral studies.”
         Thus, professional education for ministry, either in seminaries or pastoral institutes,
         is not the central focus of Catholic theology. This is much different than the location
         and production of Protestant theology, which has flourished in seminaries and divinity
         schools, but is not as central to Protestant colleges and universities, many of which
         lost their religious identity. 
      

      
      Pastoral theology has also suffered from a reputation problem, which seems to be a
         truly universal problem in Christian theology.[41]   Katarina Schuth points out that pastoral theology is a recent discipline added
         to theological education; it tends to be the most controversial among seminary faculties,
         the area of strongest disagreement and greatest concern about what and how to teach.[42]   In her study, 20 percent of the Catholic faculty referred to the regrettable “erosion
         of the academic” due to the increase in pastoral studies courses.[43]   In 1992, Robert Imbelli and Thomas Groome stated that pastoral theology was viewed
         as less demanding, rigorous, and serious and, “relegated to part-time personnel teaching
         at odd hours, consisted of various courses that lacked clear cogent integrated vision.
         One consequence was that the substantive fields were let off the hook from pastoral
         questions and could maintain an objective stance in relation to contemporary concerns.”
         Pastoral theology has come to be an “administrative convenience” and a “delivery system
         for the more prestigious theology.”[44]     
      

      
      In fact the weakness of pastoral theology is directly related to the fact that it
         is not a discipline. It can be located in its parts—liturgy, religious education,
         pastoral care, or homiletics—but each operates independently and not in a shared way.[45]   There is little evidence of pastoral theology as a theological discipline in Catholic
         discourse: there are no academic journals for pastoral theology, no professional organizations,
         and no graduate programs for a doctorate in pastoral theology, and few theologians
         would identify with pastoral theology. In terms of the practice of ministry, the pastoral
         as practice never became a respectable arena of scholarly inquiry. 
      

      
      If pastoral theology—as that part of theology that pertains to the training of pastoral
         ministers—has a future, it must take its content and location seriously. The ecclesial
         and public paradigms of pastoral theology reside in social ethics since moral theology
         moved away from its central concern with the sacrament of reconciliation. If pastoral
         theology is to have any future, it must take doctoral studies more seriously. Even
         today, there is a surprising dearth of doctorates in pastoral theology (especially
         in homiletics and pastoral care). A 2001 Auburn Center study reported that the practical
         areas across ATS schools would experience the largest number of retirements in the
         next ten to fifteen years (60 percent of practical theology faculty members were over
         fifty-two).[46]   In examining practical theology faculty hires from 1992 through 2000, the study
         revealed that Catholics are in an alarming situation. Twenty-two Catholic schools
         hired new faculty in pastoral positions over the eight-year period, whereas Protestant
         schools hire new practical theology faculty at a much higher rate; Catholics hire
         the largest number of part-time pastoral theologians (38 percent) as compared to Protestants
         (10 percent); Catholics are less likely to hire pastoral theologians in tenure-track
         positions (85 percent were contract hires) or with doctorates (18 percent had doctorates).[47]   Within the top suppliers of doctoral degrees in practical areas, only two Catholic
         schools are listed, accounting for 3.8 percent of the hires.[48]   The numbers would suggest that Catholic theological education is in a crisis in
         regard to hiring in pastoral theology, but in fact the opposite is true: few schools
         experience the current situation as a crisis because this is the way pastoral theologians
         have always been hired in Catholic seminaries and theological schools.[49]   Developing strong doctoral programs both in pastoral or practical theology as well
         as doctorates in pastoral care, preaching, social ministry, and administration would
         go a long way to advancing each of these areas and improving their academic credibility.
         If pastoral theology is to be more than a curricular heading, it will require a method
         and approach that links these fields together into a comprehensive understanding of
         the practice of ministry. 
      

      
      Despite these concerns, pastoral theology remains a constant and positive presence
         in most seminary and Latino/a ministry-training institutes. At this point it is unclear
         whether the movements in Latino/a theology and ministry to embrace local culture,
         popular religious practices, and family-based ministries will reshape graduate programs
         in ministry in Catholic schools. According to Carmen Nanko-Fernández, Latino/a theologians
         are “virtually absent, as partners and resources, in shaping agendas, strategies,
         and discourse in the scholarship of both pastoral and practical theologies.”[50]  It is also not clear the extent to which Latino/a ministry programs are retaining
         Anglo-based models of ministry curricula or offering new ways of training pastoral
         leaders. The hope remains that grassroots efforts in ministry education in the Latino/a
         community could reshape the paradigms discussed in this chapter.
      

      
      Finally, there is rising interest among Catholic theologians in practical theology
         as a field and discipline, perhaps because pastoral theology still resides very much
         within the clerical paradigm. Yet it is not clear at this point to what extent the
         place and relationship between pastoral and practical theology in the Catholic context
         has been sorted out.
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         It is 10:00 AM on Good Friday. Thousands of Latinos have gathered to join the annual
            procession of the Via Crucis. Women and men, young and old, rich and poor, blue-collar
            workers and professionals, U.S.-born and immigrants, documented and undocumented,
            mostly Catholics but also Protestants, practicing and nonpracticing Christians. .
            . . Wandering through the streets of the barrio, the crowd stops every now and then
            to meditate upon the fourteen stations of the Way of the Cross, read biblical texts,
            and offer reflections usually associated with their struggles and hopes. They are
            there to walk with Jesus. The procession is likely to last several hours. Latinos/as
            of all ages execute dramatic performances that transport the imagination of the participants
            through the alleys of history, inviting them not only to contemplate what happened
            as Jesus walked on his way to Golgotha to give his life for humanity but to recreate
            those same moments here and now. It is more than mere imagination; this is true anamnesis.
            Children ask what is happening; adults do not seem to have the exact words to respond.
            All simply walk with Jesus. Some stop to look with perplexity and occasionally with
            disbelief asking how something like this could have happened; others find themselves
            making connections between these events and the passion of their own lives, asking
            the same question. The multitude moves along while singing familiar hymns and reciting
            prayers memorized from childhood. Some find themselves crying or angry, unable to
            explain why; others contemplate in silence, feeling part of something much bigger
            than what they can describe. By the end of the day, participation in the Via Crucis
            will have served as an opportunity to ponder in a unique way what it means to be human,
            Latino/a, American, Christian, and more particularly iglesia (church). 
         

      

      Christianity in the United States is undergoing a profound reconfiguration as part
         of a double movement: from the grass roots to the top, from the margins to the center.
         At the heart of such transformation are the faces and voices that until recently were
         treated as irrelevant minorities, outsiders, and estranged others. Ironically, it
         is those faces and voices that are filling our churches, bringing new life to entire
         communities, and reclaiming the Christian experience in old and new ways. The opening
         vignette offers a glimpse of what has become a common scenario in the streets of many
         neighborhoods throughout the United States. Mainstream Catholics realize that many
         among them stopped practicing this form of public devotion, yet it is very alive among
         Latinos/as. Protestants try to understand the elements of cultural Catholicism that
         still permeate the sensibilities of Latinos/as in their denominations. What kind of
         practical theology emerges when scholars intentionally reflect upon religious expressions
         that are rooted in the sociocultural experience of U.S. Latinos/as?[1]  What does this theological discourse say to the broader world of practical theology
         and other areas of theological reflection?
      

      
      On occasion mainstream scholars and ecclesial leaders tend to treat the U.S. Latino/a
         experience as homogeneous and somewhat static. The opposite is true. The U.S. Latino/a
         experience is complex because of the diversity of religious expressions, cultures,
         social locations, histories, political worldviews, and generational differences that
         characterize it. Most Latinos/as share Mexican roots, yet there exist significant
         differences between immigrants from Mexico and Mexican Americans. Differences are
         even more striking when one looks at the cultural and religious worldviews of Caribbean
         Latinos/as, or that of immigrants from Central and South America. Latino/a practical
         theology emerges out of such complexity, and within this tradition will vary depending
         on which areas of the Latino/a experience are engaged and what methodologies are embraced.
         Rather than assuming that there is “one” Latino/a practical theology or “one” method
         of Latino/a practical theological reflection, it is more accurate to speak of Latino/a
         approaches to practical theology.
      

      
      Latino/a practical theologians in general share the concerns and sensibilities of
         Latino/a theological scholars advancing discourses in other areas of theological thought
         such as biblical studies, Christian ethics, or constructive theology. This translates
         into methodological affinities that affirm the centrality of practice, experience,
         and context in the development of all forms of theological discourse. Such affinities
         allow for a dynamic conversation between practical theology and other areas of theology,
         modeling a way forward and challenging traditional dichotomies (for example, theory
         versus practice) that still reign in the academy and in the larger society. However,
         are U.S. Latino/a theologies, both in their Catholic and Protestant versions, major
         exercises in practical theology? The answer to this question requires some caution.
         While it is important to highlight the similarities between the two fields, the reduction
         of U.S. Latino/a theological thought to “practical theology” is inadequate. There
         are efforts in the areas of Latino/a systematic theology, Christian ethics, and biblical
         scholarship, to name a few, that go beyond the boundaries and immediate concerns of
         practical theology. Nonetheless, as both fields continue to hone their identity and
         methods, practical theology will find a strong ally in U.S. Latino/a theology.
      

      
      U.S. Latino/a theologies have consistently critiqued the failure of mainstream forms
         of theological discourse and ecclesial structures to appropriately address the questions
         and needs of Latinos/as, even when many churches have become or are becoming mostly
         Latino/a. Mainstream academic discourses and socio-ecclesial structures in the United
         States remain remiss in engaging Latino/a theologians and pastoral leaders in a sustained,
         mutually critical conversation. Moreover, when they do, their approach toward 
Latino/a theological works is often tokenistic, with the expectation that they do
         not threaten the status quo of dominant forms of theological discourse. Scholars and
         students of theology are encouraged to visit them―in the words of Marcella Althaus-Reid
         as “theme parks”[2]―but seldom such interaction implies serious engagement that may lead to transforming
         the way they theologize. Carmen Nanko-Fernández raises a similar critique when assessing
         the development of practical theology in the United States.[3]  Practical theologians share in the struggle to justify the validity and the need
         for our field in a theological world dominated by systematic theology, ethics, biblical
         studies, and religious studies.
      

      
      For Latino/a practical theologians this turns out to be a twofold challenge: to justify
         the existence and boundaries of our own theological field and to affirm the relevance
         of the U.S. Latino/a experience as a source of theological discourse for all. Under
         these circumstances, and aware of the limitations of the playing field, naming all
         expressions of U.S. Latino/a theological discourse as practical theology may simply
         be used to further ignore U.S. Latino/a theologies—hence the need for appropriate
         distinctions. Meeting this dilemma halfway, some Latino/a scholars are creatively
         developing important theological projects using methodologies and discussions that
         clearly build on practical theological sensibilities and commitments.[4]  
      

      
      Historical Context

      
      Latinos/as in the United States trace our presence back to the early years of the
         sixteenth century. The creation of the first Catholic parish, Nombre de Dios in St. Augustine, Florida, the first major missionary efforts, and the first attempts
         to establish Christianity in the United States took place in the context of the Latino/a
         experience. More than a century before the Puritan Pilgrims arrived in Plymouth in
         1620 and almost three centuries before Baltimore became the first Catholic diocese
         in this country (1789), Latinos/as were present.[5]  During the nineteenth century, Latinos/as played an important role in the expansion
         of Protestant Christianity in various parts of the country.
      

      
      A wealth of historical resources lies behind the U.S. Latino/a experience that begs
         to be explored more intentionally by practical theologians. Included would be the
         remarkable work of the Franciscan Friar Bernardino de Sahagún (1499–1590), called
         “the first anthropologist.”[6]  He documented the lives of indigenous groups in the southern United States during
         the sixteenth century, using techniques that preceded the emergence of modern anthropology,
         such as field interviews which were transcribed, compared, and eventually cataloged
         in ways similar to what today is known as ethnographic analysis. The impressive development
         of Franciscan and Jesuit missions throughout the American South stand as testimony
         to the first systematic efforts to evangelize native peoples and the growing mestizo
         population during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The development of catechetical
         and liturgical resources to sustain the faith of Mexican Americans and other Latino/a
         groups during colonial times illustrates some of the best efforts of what later would
         be called “inculturation.” The political activism of Latino/a pastoral leaders such
         as Padre Antonio José Martínez (1793–1867), el cura de Taos, or César Chávez (1927–1993), with the farmworkers movement in the second part of
         the twentieth century, provide examples of Christians drawing from their faith tradition
         to resist racism and other forms of injustice against Latinos/as. Fr. Felix Varela
         (1788–1853), a Cuban refugee, promoted the integration of immigrants in the church
         and society, anticipating advocacy efforts among Latino/a Catholics and Protestants
         on behalf of immigrants today. Much needs to be done in practical theology to recover
         the history of Latino/a Protestant preachers, pastors, and missionaries who established
         vibrant communities throughout the country, facing the challenge of differentiating
         themselves from Catholicism and from the dominant Euro-American Protestant worldview.
      

      
      Key Features and Representative Figures

      
      More recently, Latino/a practical theological efforts have been intimately associated
         with the pioneering work of scholars who today are considered the founders of U.S.
         Latino/a theology—Catholic and Protestant—and some organizations that have sustained
         its development. Among the Catholic pioneers is the work of Virgilio Elizondo, a priest
         from San Antonio and the founder of U.S. Hispanic Catholic theology. Elizondo began
         writing in the 1960s at the time of the Civil Rights Movement, the Chicano Movement,
         and the implementation of the Second Vatican Council. For more than five decades,
         Elizondo’s work has raised awareness about the impact of the sociocultural location
         of Mexican Americans and other Latinos/as in the United States upon their religious
         self-understanding.[7]  In 1972, Elizondo founded the Mexican American Cultural Center (MACC),[8]  the first center of theological formation and ministerial training explicitly focusing
         on the Latino/a socio-religious experience in the United States. MACC soon became
         a center of theological exchange where clergy, theologians, and laypeople could envision
         better ways to serve the Latino/a population in the Church throughout the country.
         MACC facilitated important conversations among U.S. Latino/a, Latin American, Euro-American,
         and European scholars that shaped the vision of an entire generation of pastoral leaders
         and thinkers.[9]  Several of its students eventually became bishops, theologians, and key pastoral
         agents throughout the country.
      

      
      Jesuit Allan Figueroa-Deck has also been an influential voice in practical theology
         among Latino/a Catholics. His reflection has focused on how the institutional church
         can better evangelize and develop structures and practices to effectively incorporate
         the rapidly growing Latino/a presence in the United States.[10]  Figueroa-Deck has been instrumental in the founding of several organizations whose
         goals are to support and advance the reflection on ministry among Latino/a Catholics:
         the National Council for Catholic Hispanic Ministry (NCCHM) and National Catholic
         Association of Diocesan Directors for Hispanic Ministry (NCADDHM). He also served
         as one of the founding members—along with Virgilio Elizondo and six other Latino/a
         scholars—of the Academy of Catholic Hispanic Theologians of the United States (ACHTUS).[11]  
      

      
      Latina scholars laying the groundwork for a Latino/a Catholic practical theology include
         María Pilar Aquino, Carmen Cervantes, Ada María Isasi-Díaz, and Ana María Pineda.
         Aquino builds on her experience and contributions to Latin American feminist theology.
         She advances a discourse that stresses how Latinas, in Latin America and in the United
         States, have become part of an emancipatory dynamic that affirms the particularity
         and potential of women’s insight while challenging pervasive social ills like machismo,
         oppression, and violence against women. Cervantes, while not a theologian by training,
         has dedicated her career to developing some of the most articulate reflections on
         Hispanic youth ministry. She founded the Instituto Fe y Vida, an organization dedicated
         to developing resources and offering training to those who work with Hispanic jóvenes (youth and young adults) in the United States. Isasi-Díaz (1943–2012) was well known
         in theological circles for her development of mujerista theology, an approach to theological reflection that intentionally uses ethnography
         and is committed to liberationist activism on behalf of Latinas. Ana María Pineda
         has offered important contributions in the areas of popular Catholicism, theological
         education of Latinos/as, and Hispanic ministry.
      

      
      In the second part of the twentieth century, U.S. Latino/a Catholics adopted a spirit
         of teología de conjunto (these words in Spanish point to collaborative work and thinking),[12]  which is basically an exercise of practical theology that led to four Encuentros Nacionales de Pastoral (National Pastoral Encounters) in 1972, 1977, 1985, and 2000. The Encuentros sparked important theological and pastoral reflections about Latino/a Catholicism.
         Their reflections embraced the “See-Judge-Act” method, which has shaped many pastoral
         efforts and reflections during the last half century in the United States and Latin
         America. The method is at the heart of the influential pastoral circle.[13]  The Encuentros provided language, data, symbols, strategies, and an overall vision that continues
         to inspire ministry and theological reflection among Latino/a Catholics in the United
         States. The 1985 Encuentro launched a three-year process that concluded with the 1987 National Pastoral Plan for Hispanic Ministry.
      

      
      Among the pioneers in Latino/a Protestant practical theology, Justo González and Orlando
         Costas stand out. Justo González, born in Cuba, is considered the founder of Latino/a
         Protestant theology. A historical theologian by training, González is well known for
         works on the history of Christianity and Christian thought, as well as important works
         on biblical interpretation and ministerial praxis. Any consideration of how Latinos/as
         do practical theology must take seriously González’s insight that Latinos/as read
         the Bible “in Spanish”: “When the people read the Bible, and read it from their own
         perspective rather than from the perspective of the powerful, the Bible becomes a
         mighty political book. This is what I mean by ‘reading the Bible in Spanish.’”[14]  Such reading presupposes a non-innocent approach to the Bible and to our own history.[15]  According to González, we cannot afford to ignore the historical facts that violence,
         oppression, and injustice were at the genesis of the U.S. Latino/a experience and
         continue to be part of our contemporary reality. To read the Bible or our history
         claiming “innocence” about those realities―or to idealize the past and practices that
         evidently must be challenged―is practically to be complicit in the suffering of many
         and a failure to be prophetic. The pioneering work of González is also associated
         with the founding of important organizations that support and facilitate the development
         of Latino/a practical theology. Among these are the Asociación para la Educación Teológica
         Hispana (AETH), the Hispanic Theological Initiative (HTI), and Hispanic Summer Program
         (HSP). González was also instrumental in the establishment of Apuntes: Reflexiones teológicas desde el contexto Hispano-Latino, the oldest journal of Latino/a theology in the country (founded in 1981).
      

      
      Orlando Costas (1942–1987)—a pastor and theologian born in Puerto Rico who did missionary
         work in Latin America and taught in the United States—made important contributions
         to the field of missiology that continue to have significant potential for a Latino/a
         practical theology. Costas advocated a missiology that is both liberationist and respectful
         of context. Costas argued that establishing a right relationship with God should function
         as the goal of Christian mission. Such a right relationship includes the development
         of rightly ordered social structures. For this to happen, mission must revolve around
         a threefold axis: service, social reform, and liberation (understood as the overcoming
         of structural injustice), which belong together.[16]  Costas saw the United States as a new mission field where many people are alienated
         from God and neighbor. He observed that Latin American Christianity, coming from the
         periphery, is uniquely positioned to share its many gifts with the larger society
         of the United States.[17]  Latino/a practical theologians today resonate with Costas’s prophetic voice, particularly
         at a time when nearly half of the U.S. Catholic population is Latino/a and several
         Protestant denominations are being revitalized and transformed by the growing presence
         of Latinos/as.
      

      
      Daisy Machado figures prominently among Latina Protestant theologians pioneering practical
         theological reflection. Her scholarly work has addressed important questions related
         to women’s (particularly Latinas’) issues, exploring the theological category of borderlands. Machado’s work has been important in the development of organizations that facilitate
         access to theological education for Latinos/as. She was the first director of the
         Hispanic Theological Initiative and currently serves as the director of Hispanic Summer
         Program. Other Latino/a Protestants who pioneered models and methods of theological
         reflection in the early stages of U.S. Latino/a theological thought with which practical
         theologians can find methodological resonances include figures like Efraín Agosto,
         Ismael García, Robert Pazmiño, and Eldin Villafañe.
      

      
      Norms and Sources of Authority

      
      The relationship of the theologian to the faith community is central to U.S. Latino/a
         practical theological projects. An overview of the fast-growing body of writings on
         U.S. Latino/a theology reveals agreement on what this relationship needs to be. The
         Latino/a theologian understands herself to be a member of the comunidad. The theologian walks with the community. Latino/a theologians often speak of themselves
         as poets, teachers, interpreters, prophets, or activists. All these roles presuppose
         some relationship to a group of flesh-and-blood people, la comunidad. While Latino/a theologians converse with the larger world of theology, other scholarly
         fields, and ecclesial structures that regulate religion, our views bear the marks
         of personal and scholarly experience deeply shaped by belonging to a specific community.[18]  The work of Virgilio Elizondo on mestizaje and the religious experience of Mexican Americans in the Southwest, for instance,
         is largely autobiographical. Cuban American theologian Ondina Cortés recently proposed
         a practical theology of reconciliation rooted in her own experience and that of Cuban
         exiles.[19]  
      

      
      Such belonging on the part of Latino/a practical theologians may be associated with
         ministerial assignments or a more intentional presence marked by the desire to accompany
         the Latino/a community on its journey. Many non-Latino/a theologians also participate
         on such journeys. Yet, it is important to acknowledge a deeper level of participation
         in the experience of the community that gives unique insight into the work of the
         Latino/a theologian: ethnic and cultural belonging. For the Latino/a practical theologian
         this is not a choice; this is who we are. The task to reflect theologically is intimately
         linked to the question of personal and communal identity. The Latino/a practical theologian
         does not have to imagine what it means to be a Latino/a person in the United States,
         to experience marginalization or to suffer the effects of racism or to struggle to
         be recognized as equal voices in the academy and society.[20]  Our lives unfold in the spaces between cultures, languages, and worldviews that
         deeply shape our daily existence—just like the Latinos/as we encounter in our faith
         communities and neighborhoods. We find ourselves interpreting and practicing our faith
         with our communities sometimes functioning at the margins of both church and society.
         We understand the rituals and symbols that give life to other Latinos/as, are familiar
         with their history, and able to grasp meanings that are not always evident outside
         of the Latino/a cultural matrix. When we frequent the centers of ecclesial, academic,
         and social life, enjoying the privileges afforded by our professional lives, it is
         not unusual that we find ourselves “out of place”—not because we do not or cannot
         succeed in those centers but because the communities to which we belong are not there
         or their questions are not consistently engaged.
      

      
      Practical theology undertaken from a U.S. Latino/a perspective cannot be reduced to
         the content of what is practiced, nor to carefully designed methodologies that give
         a consoling sense of order, nor to a technical analysis of practices and rituals,
         or even a set of rubrics and “how-to” instructions claiming to guarantee some form
         of effective Christian praxis. While there is room for some of these elements in practical
         theological discourse from this perspective, such outcomes cannot be the final and
         most meaningful result. Practical theological reflection that is true to the Latino/a
         theological vision must bring into creative balance the following dynamics: the faith
         in Jesus Christ of the U.S. Latino/a community as interpreted and practiced in lo cotidiano (the everyday); the realidad (reality) of Latinos/as in the United States in all its complexity; theological and
         ministerial accountability to the comunidad (including clarity about the intentional positioning of the theologian in it and the
         promise to theologize en conjunto); and a commitment to transformative and liberating practices that challenge the
         presence of sin in all its manifestations in church and in society.
      

      
      There is a rich tradition of pastoral praxis among Catholic and Protestant Latinos/as
         in the United States, ranging from ministry in local communities to evangelizing enterprises
         and missions to major initiatives such as the Encuentros.[21]  Such tradition needs to be mined with more intentionality since it has been instrumental
         in shaping the identity of entire faith communities and practices that to this day
         distinguish the U.S. Latino/a Catholic and Protestant experiences. Still few efforts
         have been made to map out what could be called a Latino/a practical theology[22]―this chapter can certainly be considered one of them. Most allusions to practical
         theology focus largely on ecclesial dynamics such as evangelization and mission, religious
         education, and pastoral care. Yet, many of these efforts have emerged in isolation
         and most still need to deepen into the intertwined historical, ecumenical, philosophical,
         sociological, psychological, political, and multicultural layers that shape the complex
         Latino/a experience in the United States. Two reasons may have prevented a more deliberate
         systematization of Latino/a practical theologies. On the one hand, Latino/a theologians
         and pastoral leaders may have fallen into a pattern of assuming that our pastoral
         praxis can take for granted intuitions that may have yielded good results in the past
         or in Latin America or in non-Hispanic communities. The immediate consequences of
         this perception are theological and ministerial stagnation and the inability to effectively
         respond to the challenges of the here and now―not to mention the paralyzing nostalgia
         that pervades many forms of ministry in Latino/a communities. On the other hand, Latino/a
         scholars explicitly advancing scholarship as practical theologians—and, ideally, trained
         to do so—need to be more intentional about naming the language, questions, and methods
         of Latino/a practical theologies. A case in point is the fact that several Latino/a
         theologians use the categories “pastoral theology” and “practical theology” interchangeably
         with very little explanation as to which term fits better our work and how it is perceived
         beyond Latino/a communities. This requires that professional boundaries and spaces
         be better defined within our own theological circles, of course maintaining the necessary
         channels of collaboration and dialogue. If everything is practical theology, nothing
         is.
      

      
      Views of the Theory-Practice Relationship

      
      Some may be tempted to assume that Latino/a practical theological reflection is only
         relevant to Latinos/as. Such an assumption can only lead to further marginalization
         of this specific community. The particularity of the U.S. Latino/a experience, in
         all its dimensions, constantly makes claims upon the larger whole, whether church
         or society.
      

      
      The particular community (not the abstract idea of “community”), constituted by flesh-and-blood
         people, gives life, sustains, demands participation, keeps accountable, and measures
         the relevance of the insights of practical theology and practical theologians. The
         validity and universality of the claims that practical theologians make are tested
         when confronting the faces of U.S. Latinos/as living in the particularity of their
         communities and circumstances. The contemplation of the particular experience of Latinos/as
         reveals that life in the everyday involves constant flux, change, and complexity.
         Life is on the move, always a project. The practical theologian who embraces the particularities
         of such experience critically examines and considers all universalizing and homogenizing
         agendas, especially those that aim at blurring the intrinsic value of difference as
         well as those that implicitly benefit some at the expense of others.
      

      
      The particular is a window into the universal. Conversely, the universal cannot actually
         exist, at least within the confines of our historical existence, without the particular.
         If one speaks of truth, beauty, goodness, it is in that which is particularly true
         and beautiful and good that one first experiences those dimensions of human existence.
         This, in turn, legitimates the affirmation that there are many elements of truth,
         beauty, and goodness in the richness of the Latino/a experience. This is not always
         recognized in many sectors of American society, even among churches. From a U.S. Latino/a
         practical theological perspective, I conclude that any theological discourse built
         on the pretention of abstract universality at the expense of particularity is bound
         to become irrelevant or oppressive, likely both.[23]  
      

      
      The various projects that constitute what has come to be known as U.S. Latino/a theology
         coincide on a sustained critique of the reductionist understandings of praxis that
         have characterized modern intellectual life, including many contemporary theologies.
         Much has been written about this from a Latino/a perspective. Allow me to offer some
         core observations about this specific point.
      

      
      Latino/a theologians, along with many practical theologians, critique the modern reduction
         of praxis to mere “production” (technȇ). Praxis is not simply practice; praxis is “both intellectual enterprise as well
         as action,” suggests Ada María Isasi-Díaz.[24]  In real life, therefore, praxis is not the “irrational” end result or application
         of deliberative processes of the mind, but the actualization of who we are―simultaneously
         in thought and action―as intelligent, contemplative, relational, and engaged beings.
         This critique points to the much richer understanding of praxis as phronȇsis, namely as practical knowledge or wisdom.
      

      
      Because communities are constituted by people engaged in relationships, the interpersonal
         dimension of life is hardly captured by mere theoretical abstractions. It is in the
         praxis of the comunidad, through “an aesthetic, affective, and active participation in (‘fusion’ with) the
         sacramental relationships, symbols, and rituals”[25]  of the people, el pueblo, that we come to fully understand who we are and what we do as human beings and believers.
         Notice the emphasis on participation. According to Roberto Goizueta, praxis is intrinsically
         relational.[26]  
      

      
      A consequence of modern reductionist understandings of praxis is the separation of
         truth and meaning. In a dichotomous paradigm, truth appears to be attained only through
         theory (rationalistic exercise) and meaning becomes the realm of praxis, limitedly
         interpreted as “irrational” or “less rational” and potentially dispensable. Latino/a
         theologians react to this inadequate separation by insisting that truth and meaning
         always go hand in hand in praxis. Roberto Goizueta insists that “truth is not fundamentally
         a thing but an event. As a human event it demands intelligibility.”[27] 
      

      
      These brief observations allow for a much more holistic understanding of the relationship
         between theory and praxis, one that thrives not in their separation but in their intrinsic
         unity. It is not surprising, then, that Latino/a theologians turn unhesitatingly to
         the praxis of the community where truth emerges in the multiple relationships that
         shape human existence, particularly: God and humanity, I and thou (we), and we and
         the created order.
      

      
      In the process of attending to the praxis of the community, practices of popular religion
         play a central role in the thought of Latino/a practical theologians. These practices
         provide not only language and expression to the faith lived in lo cotidiano, but also theological insight about how Latinos/as experience God here and now.[28]  Building on the observations made until now, in the following section I illustrate
         how the relationship of theory-practice comes to life in the practice of the Via Crucis.
      

      
      Role of and Approach to Contexts

      
      From a Latino/a perspective, the starting point of any practical theological exercise―and
         any other form of theological discourse―needs to be the lived experience of the people.
         How could it be otherwise? It is here and now, in lo cotidiano, where we constantly discover what it means to be human in relation to ourselves,
         others, the created order, and the God of life revealed in the person of Jesus Christ
         by the power of the Holy Spirit. In lo cotidiano, Christians create and embrace symbols, rituals, narratives, and practices that help
         them interpret and mediate those relationships. Such symbols, rituals, narratives,
         and practices are often inherited as part of the larger traditions within which our
         faith communities are inserted; others are born in the context of the everyday (at
         home, among friends, in the margins of church and society, and in the midst of exile
         and persecution).
      

      
      Religious symbols, rituals, narratives, and practices capture in a very unique way
         how people understand God’s presence in their lives and how they understand themselves,
         others, and the created order in light of their experience of God. These religious
         expressions serve as evidence of the encounter between the human and the divine in
         history. Further, they reveal how we are transformed in that encounter. Such encounters
         do not occur in some neutral space or in an abstract imaginary, but in the midst of
         particular sociohistorical and cultural circumstances that shape ordinary existence.
         Consequently, social location, history, and culture matter greatly in the effort to
         make sense of what it means to be in relationship with God.
      

      
      The experience of the Via Crucis is an example of how the encounter between the human
         and the divine is mediated today in the lives of many Latinos/as who participate in
         this ritual across the United States. The Via Crucis is by no means a Latino/a-specific
         celebration. From the beginning, Christians have remembered in ritual ways the moments
         associated with the passion and death of Jesus. Yet when the Via Crucis is celebrated
         in the particular sociohistorical and cultural circumstances of Latinos/as in the
         United States, we find ourselves before an instance of lived faith in the everyday
         that has as much to say about God as it does about the people involved in it. The
         Via Crucis is an occasion for Latinos/as not only to express our faith in a public
         way, but also to reflect on our personal experience as shaped by those social conditions
         that prevent many from living fully (for example, poverty, racism, and institutional
         marginalization).[29]  In contemplating the vulnerability of Jesus in his passion, Latinos/as witness in
         a very personal way how the God-man suffers and hopes for life that is new―like many
         of us―amidst a profound gesture of divine solidarity and love. The community in turn
         reciprocates God’s solidarity by marching with Jesus as he carries his cross, also
         seeing in his face that of the undocumented immigrant, the underpaid migrant worker,
         the single Latina mother who has two jobs to make ends meet and has little time to
         see her children, the professional who was not promoted because of his accent and
         the color of his skin, and the young person living in between cultural and linguistic
         identities. In the Via Crucis celebrated in many Latino/a communities, we see the
         church coming to life as a community of solidarity.[30]  
      

      
      U.S. Latino/a theologians have not hesitated to use the religious symbols, rituals,
         narratives, and practices of the people―el pueblo―as key sources for theological reflection. While many of these expressions find a
         home in the comunidades de fe (churches, temples, shrines, parishes) where Latinos/as regularly worship, others
         are performed or contemplated at homes and places beyond churches, which do not always
         have the endorsement of church officials or theologians. It is not unusual that some
         of these expressions of popular religion incorporate non-Christian elements.[31]  If one is to ponder the encounter between God and humanity in the here and now of
         history—an encounter that promises to be salvific—there is certainly no better place
         for the practical theologian to begin than the religious expressions, places, and
         practices where such encounter is explicitly recognized.
      

      
      Reflection on those instances of religious experience would be insufficient without
         serious consideration of la cotidianidad (life in the ordinary).[32]  The Latino/a practical theologian takes on the added commitment to participate in
         the ordinariness of reality as it is for Latinos/as in the United States, not as an
         external observer or an expert who does the work of theologizing for others, but as
         a member of the community.[33]  The embrace of the Latino/a realidad,[34]  where sin and grace are part of our own existential historicity, has specific implications
         for the theological task. On the one hand, it guarantees that the process of interpreting
         and handing on the faith will not happen without the Latino/a community. On the other,
         it demands a theology that is consistent with praxis that intentionally mediates God’s
         infinite and gratuitous offer of salvation as liberation.
      

      
      Practical theology from a Latino/a perspective, therefore, needs to be rooted in a
         double-awareness: the faith of the people (in all its expressions, including but not
         limited to those that are officially recognized or sponsored by the churches) and
         the particularity of la realidad cotidiana (reality in the everyday). Consequently, practical theologians must pay close attention
         not just to what Latinos/as believe, but also to how they interpret and live their
         faith, the context in which this faith is interpreted and practiced, the sociohistorical
         and cultural circumstances that shape the lives of the believing community, and the
         implications of what it means to be Latino/a and Christian in the United States today.
      

      
      Interdisciplinary Conversation Partners

      
      To address the multiple concerns of Latino/a communities, the practical theologian
         requires interdisciplinary conversations within the field of theology (for example,
         with constructive theology, biblical studies, liturgical theology, and Christian ethics)
         and cognate fields such as psychology, education, political science, and sociology.
         However, there are two conversations that Latino/a practical theologians engage in
         on a regular basis: U.S. Latino/a theologies and cultural studies. As we observed
         earlier, Latino/a theologies model questions, methodologies, commitments that draw
         explicitly from the religious and sociocultural experience of U.S. Latinos/as in lo cotidiano. Because these theologies operate under the conviction that theology begins in the
         praxis of the community, practical theologians are not perceived as strangers but
         as important partners in the framing of critical conversations.[35] 
      

      
      With respect to cultural studies, the conversation about the role of culture in shaping
         the praxis and identity of Latino/a comunidades has and continues to play a crucial role in U.S. Latino/a theological discourse.
         The field of cultural studies, and more particularly Latino/a studies, offers important
         tools for practical theologians to explore the evolution of practices and symbols,
         historical processes shaping the Latino/a ethos, conversations about race and ethnicity,
         and the literary narratives that capture the many ways in which faith and culture
         have coalesced as part of the Latino/a experience in the United States, Latin America,
         and the Caribbean.
      

      
      Areas of Current and Future Research

      
      What are Latino/a practical theologians writing about and where are we advancing our
         scholarship? To respond to this question requires first looking at the context in
         which this scholarship takes place. Latino/a pastoral leaders and practical theologians
         typically find ourselves advancing praxis in the midst of disproportionate, unrealistic
         expectations. It is not unusual that dioceses, churches, and universities have offices
         or areas of study dedicated to Hispanic ministry or theology in which one person oversees
         the entire operation for the “Latino/a community,” usually with meager resources and
         the assumption that this person would always know the “how to” of ministry and theology
         in the Latino/a context. The illusory character of this expectation is exacerbated
         by the fact that in many communities and institutions Latinos/as are often a demographic
         majority. In the meantime, entire teams of non-Latino/a pastoral leaders and theologians
         do ministry or theology―with no adjective―with exponentially more resources and the
         comfort of specializations that rarely include Latino/a concerns. Theologian Juan
         Francisco Martínez, speaking of the challenges of serving Latinos/as in churches,
         offers a portrait of what for many is “the ideal Latino/a pastor,” a portrait that
         easily applies to what is expected of the Latino/a practical theologian:
      

      
         The ideal Latina pastor has a clear sense of divine call and has demonstrated it in
            the life of the church. She is completely bilingual (oral and written), understands
            the complexities of the Latino community, has training in intercultural relations,
            and has transnational experience. She has theological formation that includes biblical,
            theological, ministerial, and transcultural knowledge, understands the importance
            of the church having a missional perspective, and knows how to minister in the midst
            of the changes of a globalized world. She also needs to be a person willing to live
            among the people to effectively minister in an incarnational way.[36]  
         

      

      One only wonders how many practical theologians outside the Latino/a context, and
         that of other so-called minority groups, is held accountable to similar expectations!
      

      
      The following seven themes capture much of what has been written from a Latino/a practical
         theological perspective to date:
      

      
      
         	
            
            Hispanic ministry, evangelization, and mission: reflections about organization of
               ministry in dioceses, parishes, congregations, and pastoral centers.
            

         

         
         	
            Latino/a liturgy and spirituality: scholars pay close attention to ways in which Latinos/as
               worship, and how popular religiosity and narrative nurture our spiritual lives. There
               is a growing body of writings on preaching from a Latino/a perspective. Among Latino/a
               Catholics, attention to the emergence of ecclesial movements and their impact on church
               dynamics, especially parish life and leadership formation, is growing.
            

         

         
         	
            Pastoral care and counseling: addresses trauma, abuse, displacement, marginalization,
               and family crises, including spiritual direction and legal counsel.
            

         

         
         	
            Hispanic youth ministry: a number of practical theologians explore the experience
               of growing up Latino/a in the United States and how churches serve this particular
               population. Among the main issues addressed are cultural identity, ecclesial belonging,
               and pastoral outreach. Latino/a Catholics have developed a robust body of writings
               on pastoral juvenil hispana.[37]  
            

         

         
         	
            Latino/a public faith and commitment to social justice: theologians call attention
               to the development of a public theology rooted in the praxis of the Latino/a religious
               experience in lo cotidiano, including the analysis of community organizing efforts, the marginal location of
               Latinos/as in society and churches, as well as immigration.
            

         

         
         	
            Christian and theological education: reflections on particular pedagogies, methods,
               and themes that respond to processes of faith formation and theological education
               in light of the Latino/a experience, addressing issues of access to educational structures—including
               schools, universities, and graduate centers of theological formation for ministry.
            

         

         
         	
            Cultural diversity and interculturality: practical theologians are becoming more intentional
               about interpreting U.S. Latino/a Christian praxis using intercultural frameworks while
               advocating for intercultural competency in ministry and theology. From this perspective
               the dialogue with African American, Asian American, Native American, and Latin American
               scholars has yielded great insights that point to commonalities in terms of praxis
               and sociocultural experience.
            

         

      

      
      The questions, methods, and insights that fit into the category of practical theological
         reflection from U.S. Latino/a perspectives are deeply linked to the experience of
         being Christian in lo cotidiano. Much of the literature in these areas focuses on urgent questions and issues affecting
         the lives of Latinos/as in our immediate ecclesial contexts. “Ecclesial” should not
         be understood narrowly as self-referential and focused merely on church politics and
         institutional interests, but as a natural starting point where the theologian and
         the comunidad coincide in an exercise that demands putting our own houses in order to then engage
         wider public concerns.[38]  
      

      
      At the end of the vignette that introduced this chapter we read: “By the end of the
         day, participation in the Via Crucis will have served as an opportunity to ponder
         in a very unique way what it means to be human, Latino/a, American, Christian, and
         more particularly iglesia (church).” How do we know this? This is the conclusion that the scholar and the community
         doing practical theology from a U.S. Latino/a perspective reach en conjunto. As a Latino practical theologian and scholar of religious education, every Good
         Friday I walk with my comunidad in Lawrence, Massachusetts, where our parish is located. Ours is one of the twenty
         poorest cities in the entire nation and a place where many Latinos/as―more than 70
         percent of the city’s population―struggle to live fully. Ours is a comunidad that inspires some of the best practical theological reflections because of the people
         who constitute it and the circumstances that shape their lives. It is a privilege
         to walk together during the seasons of the year, to worship together, and to feed
         the hungry at a meal center built by the community and where everyone is welcome.
         We share the faith with people of all ages and bring the hope of the Good News to
         those who struggle. We also partner with organizations that advocate for access to
         education, health care, quality jobs, and assistance to those most in need. The insights
         about practical theology from a U.S. 
Latino/a perspective shared in this chapter reflect a thorough examination of theological
         literature in this area; they also reflect my own experience as a practical theologian
         intentionally walking with my comunidad.
      

      
      Practical theology from a U.S. Latino/a perspective yields abundant fruits as long
         as the practical theologian is willing to make the radical commitment to insert herself
         in the lived experience of the community: to learn about the practices, rituals, narratives,
         and symbols of the people and to participate in them and pray with them as Christian
         disciples. It is an invitation to do theology with the women and men who interpret
         such expressions in light of their lived experience in lo cotidiano and to be interpreted by those expressions as we encounter the God of life in the
         here and now of our shared human experience. Practical theology from a U.S. Latino/a
         perspective challenges theologians, ministers, educators, and communities to live
         and walk with God’s people in the places and circumstances where God’s people live
         and walk searching for the God of revelation mediated through Jesus Christ. In the
         end, it is a theology for which the what (practices, symbols, and commitments), the
         who (the community and the practical theologian), and the where (the context of lo cotidiano) must go hand in hand.
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      White Practical Theology
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      This chapter was not originally in the table of contents for this book. Like many
         anthologies, the plan for this volume assumed that white racialization was the norm
         of the discipline, and “other” ethnic or racial groups needed to tell the story of
         how their cultural norms and racialized identity inflected the universalized (white)
         field of practical theology. However, when the authors gathered in person to discuss
         our drafts, many grew dissatisfied with this assumption, recognizing again the historical
         injustice that leads to such structuring of theological knowledge, and the need to
         interrogate and interrupt this practice when we can. The authors of the volume struggled
         together over what it could mean to write a chapter about “white” or European American
         practical theology. Given the historical exclusion of ethnic minority scholars in
         higher education, we wondered whether “white practical theology” was coextensive with
         the modern history of academic practical theology. 
      

      
      White people often become aware of their own racial history and cultural norms through
         protest scholarship from groups of people who suffer and endure under the dominating
         culture. White practical theologians have not often had to give an account of our
         own cultural norms and dominance, how they affect the ways we do practical theology,
         and the strengths and limitations of these cultural inflections in the ways that other
         racialized groups have been required to do so, even as an ongoing rite of passage
         for scholars of color, as our colleague Courtney Goto notes in another chapter of
         this volume. As privileged members of the dominant social group, we find this task
         difficult. We are immersed in the privilege and narrowness that whiteness has afforded
         practical theology. For example, the kind of practical theology that we have written
         has been a conversation between religion and culture, from theological analyses of
         popular and commodified culture to cultural critiques of theological knowledge. Only
         over time, and through critical reviews, have we come to understand the full extent
         of the white racial bias in our theology. In our major works we cited mostly white
         authors, dealt with mostly white-privileged questions, and made reference to cultural-religious
         resources most obvious to white readers. We did not have the wherewithal to ask why
         or to try otherwise beyond token connections to related research in other racial and
         ethnic communities. Therefore, we did not understand well the appropriate limits of
         our theology—or the racial dimension of its generation. It has taken fifteen years
         to begin to integrate this critical vantage into our work.[1]   
      

      
      Against the individual and collective resistance to analyzing white social location,
         this chapter calls white practical theologians to consider how their work is related
         to the larger cultural project, influential and dangerous, of whiteness. The work
         of white scholars critically assessing white racial projects in theology more broadly
         and practical theology in particular is in a nascent stage, requiring more attention
         from a broader range of scholars. 
      

      
      Historical Context

      
      The terms white and European American have different historical import and distinctive histories as labeling terms. Rarely
         heard in ordinary conversation, European American (or Euro-American) is a more recent
         term created to parallel the use of terms such as African American and Asian American,
         the identities that attempt to capture a legacy of immigration and trans-global migration
         in neutral terms. To be “white” in the United States, however, has a political and
         legal history that is worth recounting briefly, as the religious and social significance
         of the term undergirds the social location we attempt to describe in this chapter.
         Thandeka, in her book Learning to Be White, recounts a version of the Virginia laws that first created the legal category of
         whiteness there. Prior to the late 1600s, persons of European descent in America were
         commonly accounted by religious categories: they were the “Christians,” contrasted
         to the “heathens” or “savages” that they had encountered already living on the land.
         Thandeka argues that the creation of the category of white was a means of granting
         social status to extremely poor persons of European descent to keep them from allying
         with extremely poor persons who had initially come as indentured servants and eventually
         as slaves from Africa. By creating a common identity category of white, lower-class
         European persons became socially allied with the economically dominant class, decreasing
         the likelihood of shared rebellion with persons of African and American Indian descent.[2]   This connection did not replace the earlier religious distinctions but rather built
         on and refined them, perpetuating race as a theological and religious as much as a
         biological category.[3]   
      

      
      Over time, immigrant groups were granted status in U.S. culture as they were able
         to assimilate and to be considered “white.” Many groups initially were not considered
         white, which required not only light skin color but identification with English ethnic-religious
         and class cultural markers. Immigrant groups such as Sephardic Jews, Irish, Germans,
         and Italians were not immediately recognized as white.[4]   After whiteness was formalized into laws that granted citizenship and the right
         to own property to white persons, lawsuits such as Ozawa v. United States (1922) and United States v. Bhagat Singh Thind (1923) emerged as Japanese, Indian, and other immigrants attempted to gain the full
         benefits generated from being declared legally white in the American racial caste
         system.[5]   To be white meant being able to own property, to vote, to move into certain neighborhoods,
         and to receive mortgages with government-loan backing. Practical theologians’ resistance
         to speaking of white theology is understandable, given the shameful past of “white”
         as an adjective of supremacy, its particular history of political apartheid and economic
         oppression that systematically privileged certain groups over others. While white
         cultural norms extend beyond these political and economic privileges, including some
         key values and practices that we explore in the following section, this particular
         history must be accounted for because of its enormous influence in the European colonial
         system. 
      

      
      Many white theologians, in church or academic contexts, will protest: We do not recognize
         ourselves as having a racial history! We hate racism! We did not make ourselves white!
         Race is not the focus of our theological project! Scholarship on race and racialization,
         however, offers a reply as straightforward as it is subtle: all pigmented classifications
         and their enduring cultural meanings have been invented and enforced by threatened,
         precariously “advantaged” social groups as forms of discriminatory classification
         through racialized “comprehension.” Those who inherit the “winning” side of this history
         have the benefit of not noticing their “color,” which is then free to operate in depth,
         without name. The “white” frame strongly shapes what counts as theological work in
         our field, making it difficult to make whiteness in practical theology appear not
         as an evanescent “nothing” but as a definite location. 
      

      
      Like the other forms of practical theology in this book, white practical theology
         can be thought of under specific conceptual categories, such as having key features
         and representative figures, as specifying an approach to context, and as figuring
         the relationship between theory and practice. The use of these categories throughout
         the text, however, may well be an example of how white cultural norms frame theological
         conversation and potentially reduplicate the colonizing characteristic of white theology.
         Against the background racial dynamics of the field, they can invite abstract comparisons
         of categories across forms of practical theology instead of responsible immersions
         in histories and bodies. They risk reinstantiating white ways of proceeding with seeming
         objectivity. We name these risks even as we employ the categories to discuss white
         practical theology in what follows.
      

      
      Key Features and Representative Figures

      
      How do we know what constitutes a white theology? White theology manifests a proprietary
         spirit about universal things through sustained indifference to particular, diverse
         forms of living. The by-product of colonial Christianity, white theology presumes
         to speak for and about others without a sense that the others might also be speaking
         too, and speaking back. It innovates strategies for keeping others silent by hemming
         them in rhetorically through effective theological forms—logic, conceptual clarity,
         love-paternalism, abstraction—which are forms of aggression masked as neutral or even
         positive Christian ways of proceeding. White theology need never declare its own racial-ethnic
         home base, because of the historically granted advantage of not thinking of itself
         as having one. White theology disavows this advantage through essentializing and well-protected
         descriptions: of Christianity as such, and of Christian texts, concepts, practices,
         beings, beliefs that are rendered ahistorical and universally significant. “Other”
         things are not necessarily religious and threaten white order—lived experience, human
         bodies, feelings, sex, irrationality. These merit careful treatment by white theology,
         either ignoring or pre-framing them within a universally defensible religious boundary,
         and with reference to the authoritative scholars that support this framework. 
      

      
      Similar to other racial and ethnic forms of practical theology, white cultures and
         white practical theology encompass a wide range of experiences and influences. White
         practical theologians inhabit multiple intersections of gender, nationality, theological
         understanding, and ethnic experiences. In other words, no single white culture exists,
         but rather there are constellations of overlapping practices and embodiments of whiteness
         and white privilege. As both authors of this chapter are white, now upper-middle-class
         U.S. citizens, our reflections arise largely from those particular experiences, though
         our gendered, theological, and regional locations are different. In the following
         paragraphs, we reflect on initial features that share the marker of white and discuss
         how they have impacted the development of white practical theology. It is important
         to emphasize that the reproduction of white hegemony in practical theology occurs
         not through the presence of any one of the following elements, but rather in how they
         can work together and articulate each other in the service of a proprietary spirit
         that furthers inherited racialized social-ecclesial disequilibria and marginalization.
         Noting connections between a characteristic element or a particular theological project
         and whiteness does not render those works “evil” or “useless.” However, awareness
         of the entanglements between norms of the discipline as it emerged among white scholars
         and norms of white cultures involved in systems of racialized domination and oppression
         should and must raise significant questions about the ways in which white practical
         theology perpetuates colonizing beliefs and practices through its common ways of proceeding.
         
      

      
      Focus on the Individual

      
      Almost any writer who attempts to describe the social construction of whiteness begins
         with the ideal of the individual. Attention to the rights owed to, the virtues developed
         by, and the property owned by individuals stand at the center of white culture. As
         opposed to cultures that are defined as being more “collective,” white culture attends
         to the experience of the individual person, their failures, their achievements, and
         their personal and spiritual development. While an emerging focus on the importance
         of community and the social context offered some alternatives to this unrelenting
         respect for the individual person at the end of the twentieth century, this attention
         to community and social setting was a corrective to a more dominant individualist
         pillar of white culture. White-conditioned legal systems, educational systems, even
         religious systems are typically concerned for the status, rights, responsibilities,
         and redemption of individuals. 
      

      
      In practical theology this individual focus can be seen, for example, in the initial
         understanding of pastoral care as a one-to-one counseling relationship following the
         norms of psychotherapy (itself embedded in white practice).[6]   In education, the focus has often been on what individuals know, how they come
         to know in church and family settings, and what they can do with that knowledge. Practical
         theology has attended to the work of individual clergy, with careful delineation of
         the role and importance of the pastor that was later identified in the field as the
         problem of the “clerical paradigm.”[7]   Even the structure of this book, with its identification of “key figures” in each
         chapter, embodies the idea that theological history is made by discrete actors. Often
         in practical theology, the history of the field is told as a story of successive pioneering
         theologians who introduced new concepts.[8]   The attention to individuals highlights the unique capacity of each created being,
         but it is also a particular lens that hides some important realities about the communal
         nature of Christian traditions, the functions of cultural identity, and the dependence
         of individuals on social structures of support and resourcing to survive and thrive.
         
      

      
      Belief in Progress

      
      Another common element of white culture embodied in practical theology is the idea
         that the future lies within the mastery of those near the center of the social-ecclesial
         structure, a congenital confidence in progress toward an imagined end-state that surpasses
         our current reality. As Bonnie Miller-McLemore describes the field of practical theology:
         “Ultimately, practical theology is normatively and eschatologically oriented. It not
         only describes how people live as people of faith in communities and society. It also
         considers how they might do so more fully.”[9]   White hegemonic culture can use this confidence to beat back fate, resignation,
         the inevitability of certain structures, the cyclical and enduring nature of time,
         or the importance of tradition for tradition’s sake. This cultural element can be
         both a blessing and a curse. On the one hand, this future-orientation imagines change
         to address situations of injustice, inadequate conditions for living, and other limiting
         factors that can cause suffering and oppression. On the other hand, the assumption
         that we have agency to bring about progressively better practice in the future can
         inhibit action on seemingly intractable problems because white professional agency
         and belief in progress demand that we do not engage where we cannot guarantee productive
         outcomes in our lifetime. Ethicist Sharon Welch names this orientation the white ethic
         of control.[10]   
      

      
      In Christian theology, the history of a variety of white movements, from the more
         positive nineteenth century abolitionist movements to the more abhorrent Christian
         Identity movements have expressed this cultural norm of belief in progress.[11]   Many white people are historically incentivized to believe that they can co-create
         with God to build a better world through Christian programmatic intervention. This
         element persists in contemporary white practical theology, with emphasis placed on
         increasing faithful practice and alleviating oppression and suffering in the future,
         often related theologically to participating in the in-breaking kingdom of God.[12]   One finds almost every­where in practical theology invocations of “transformation”
         as nearly a default language for the aim of practical theology. This notion must be
         handled with care. Is confidence in future transformation an unearned degree of purchase
         on the theologian’s ability to foretell the improvement of others’ lives? This future
         orientation contrasts to other meaning systems that might focus on survival, harmony,
         balance, or beauty within current reality. Such a belief deflects attention in white
         practical theology from dealing with chronic situations, enduring with beauty, or
         gracefully living into the inevitable. Some resistance to this future-orientation
         is expressed within the hospice movement, to which pastoral theology has contributed
         greatly, and within practical theological work on theodicy, but a focus on the beauty
         within the inevitable contradicts white cultural norms emphasizing agency to bring
         about an improved future.
      

      
      White Supremacy

      
      The language of white supremacy often creates a strong negative reaction among white
         persons who do not usually think of themselves as participating in a racial hierarchy
         or furthering white hegemony. Theology has played an important role in supporting
         the idea that white people were set apart by the creator to spread God’s word and
         intentions for creation. When theology serves such racial exceptionalism and cultural
         superiority in the United States, it serves a hegemonic structure known as “white
         supremacy.” Many associate white supremacy with the more violent strains of racial
         hate groups, such as the neo-Nazi movement or the Ku Klux Klan. However, scholars
         working against racial oppression locate white supremacy on a continuum of which such
         groups are merely the extreme. More common is a low-key “preference” given to white
         cultural norms as morally, organizationally, and aesthetically superior. For example,
         predominantly white schools and neighborhoods are understood as “good” and “safe”
         neighborhoods, while racially diverse urban neighborhoods are considered “risky” both
         in terms of personal safety and economic investment. This consistent and institutionally
         embedded preferencing sustains white supremacy. As ethicist Gary Dorrien writes:
      

      
         If you live in this society without being constantly reminded of your race, and don’t
            have to worry about representing your race, and can worry about racism without being
            viewed as self-interested, and don’t have to worry about being targeted by police
            for your race, then you are a beneficiary of white supremacism.[13]  
         

      

      Dorrien underscores that white supremacy exceeds the preferences of individuals, influencing
         systems of law enforcement, modes of racial discourse, and access to systems of power.
         Often the benefits of white supremacy in this vein are defined as white privilege.
         
      

      
      This descriptive privileging of white experience has been a substantial portion of
         the field of practical theology in the United States, a field through which whiteness
         has been perpetuated as a covert, often unquestioned, normative way of proceeding.
         The field works this way because a select group of church settings have generated
         the great mass of research in the renewal of practical theology dating to the 1980s:
         largely white, middle-class, mainline Protestant, historically male-governed, and
         more or less connected to European ecclesial-theological heritages. This does not
         mean that nothing like practical theology was happening outside these settings, but
         the academic field was not required to “define,” “find,” or “locate” practical theology
         in nonwhite settings because of the early makeup of its participants, a legacy of
         white supremacy and histories of blocking access to higher education for nonwhite
         persons. Practical theology was renewed in the emerging crisis of mainline white Protestant
         communities in the 1980s, and the struggle for ecclesial vitality and relevance in
         an increasingly pluralistic and “secular” society continues to animate the field.
         Meanwhile, the continuing crisis of mainline Protestantism has been joined by crises
         for other Christian communities (Anglicans, Roman Catholics) and other religions (Judaism)
         that now recognize that their older patterns of affiliation and structures of adherence
         are profoundly challenged in contemporary culture, and for which a turn to practices
         seems to promise a way through the crisis. The professional society for practical
         theologians in the United States, the Association of Practical Theology, is a continuation
         of earlier societies begun in 1950, first the Association of Seminary Professors in
         the Practical Fields, and then its successor the Association for Professional Education
         for Ministry,[14]   whose core constituency was mostly white male mainline Protestant ministers and
         seminary professors. A constellation of white touchpoints in scholarship and church
         practice, then, was the field’s official habitat for many decades, and remains an
         extraordinarily influential force in the present because it is not effectively problematized
         by the white scholars who constitute the great majority of academic practical theologians.
         This is a powerful momentum that often shows up—unintentionally but influentially—for
         example, in the way an account of the field is given. Citing nearly exclusively white
         authors does not seem problematic, brief general gestures toward nonwhite theologies
         are made, and contributions from specific nonwhite scholars are muted. For example,
         Gordon S. Mikoski’s survey of mainline Protestant practical theology invokes race
         only when naming two works about African American churches as examples of engaging
         social science, leaving race itself off the table and consigning the white references
         that make up the rest of the outlines to be racially unmarked, in other words painting
         the field as normatively but covertly white.[15]   Richard Osmer’s account of practical theology in the United States does not mention
         race, references no nonwhite authors, and does not name any nonwhite theologians contributing
         to contemporary U.S. paradigms.[16]   Kathleen A. Cahalan’s typology of practical theology does not name or discuss any
         nonwhite authors.[17]   These scholarly accounts maintain the historic preferencing of white scholarship
         as central to the field even after significant work by scholars of color has been
         published and taught.
      

      
      Orderliness and Procedural Clarity

      
      White Europeans and their cultural descendants share a long cultural history of organizing
         procedurally, often in order to increase efficiency and convenience. White cultures
         consolidated in the industrial revolution, developing ever more precise schedules
         for moving capital, products, and people, and progressively differentiated systems
         of bureaucracy that both shape and reflect efficiency as a mode of cultural organization.
         Such cultural practices honed in the colonial period have helped credit the idea that
         those with the means to order reality can export throughout the globe our governmental
         structures and cultural norms to improve other peoples’ economic systems and social
         relationships, and, incidentally, control their resources and labor to our benefit.
         While there is also resistance to this cultural norm built into white culture, the
         trust in order and procedure stands as a key feature.[18]  
      

      
      In white practical theology, this love for orderliness is evident in the embrace of
         procedural rationality and orderly method as a distinctive marker of influential approaches
         in the field. As an expression of the cultural privilege of whites and an inherited
         proprietary disposition toward setting the terms of the field, one would expect a
         white discipline to be preoccupied with questions of method, indeed of defining the method that would “govern” the whole field, and that then would be assumed to be
         “applied” (with local variations, of course) to local or indigenous communities.[19]   This is, in fact, what happened and still happens in much of practical theology.
         Other academic motives for methodological inquiry exist, but one cannot help but notice
         how prominent the methodological debates have been in practical theology, and at the
         same time—in a field that specializes in pastoral experience in the American context—how
         little race and ethnicity have factored explicitly into those conversations. Even
         in such a field-defining work as Don S. Browning’s Fundamental Practical Theology, in which Browning featured an African American Pentecostal church, he did not have
         to theorize his whiteness even as he tended to theory-build around blackness. Browning,
         at the same time, also expressed the relativity of his position: he made continual
         references to the white churches with which he was familiar as a way of intuitively
         contrasting his avowed “liberal” prejudgments with the findings of his research.[20]   
      

      
      Meritocracy and Belief in the System

      
      Because whites created the systems under which “other” people were made to live in
         the places they colonized, another white cultural inheritance is commitment to those
         systems and the status and merit-granting categories they create. Often, this ideology
         takes the form of belief in a meritocracy: the idea that fair institutions will give
         any person who works hard and perseveres due credit and will award virtuous behavior.
         This belief in the system also arises in the general trust, investment, and loyalty
         afforded to religious institutions, social service agencies, governmental systems,
         corporations, schools, and other legitimized institutions of white culture.
      

      
       In white practical theology this belief in merit may translate to defenses of the
         institutional church and its materials (teachings and teachers) as the essential site
         of God’s revelation. Practical theology has been imagined as a discipline contributing
         to the work of the church, even creating better linkages between academic institutions
         and religious ones. These connections have been important to the legitimacy of professional
         education of clergy, and they have broadened the attention of theological education
         to attend more fully to living persons and communities. At the same time, this mission
         has also occluded certain areas of research—an issue Tom Beaudoin raised as he began
         research on the process of deconversion among Catholics.[21]   This institutional loyalty leads to a lack of attention to people not invested
         in traditioned Christian practice, rendering them theologically uninteresting except
         as potentially evangelizable. Another system that white practical theology respects
         is the academic study of religion, with its attendant guilds, methods, and systems
         of legitimation within institutions. Since the field of practical theology has been
         reinvigorated, so has the attempt to gain legitimacy as a discipline, trying to achieve
         status through academic institutional channels. Attending to these naturalized concerns
         for legitimacy with the powerful institutions that support and maintain the authority
         and capacity for research and publication within the field raises important questions
         about the ongoing effects of this alignment with seats of power on the theories generated,
         the populations studied, the critiques made possible, and the concerns ignored by
         white practical theology.[22]   
      

      
      Practical theology in the U.S. academy, then, is largely white theology, even and
         especially as that whiteness does not register as its own color and remains, precisely
         as white, unable to be acknowledged without difficulty. There are of course exceptions,
         those unusual cases where white scholars push back against whiteness and foreground
         the experience, discourse, and practice of nonwhite, disprivileged, non-male individuals
         and groups.[23]   Those “exceptions” are gaining ground in recent years and have led to the rethinking
         that gave rise to this chapter, which will hopefully help refigure the “norm-exception”
         frame so as to eventually resituate white theologians as, in political scientist William
         Connolly’s terms, simply “a minority among minorities,” who “drop the implicit insistence
         that [their] legacy provides the authoritative center around which other traditions
         are compelled to rotate.”[24]   
      

      
      At this point, some white readers may wonder whether we argue for anything redeeming
         about white practical theology. The problem is not “getting over” white theology,
         as if race can be overcome so easily in the world we have inherited. White practical
         theology must turn from an exercise of the cultural unconscious to an intentional
         exercise of white ethics, to make white practical theology more complexly “white,”
         and “practical,” and “theology.” Because in the short space of one chapter we are
         unable to engage the breadth of white practical theological traditions represented
         in the other unracially marked chapters of this book with nuance and precision, we
         have chosen to use as a sustained example the part of the field drawing heavily on
         Alasdair MacIntyre as its primary theoretical understanding of practice. We believe
         that returning regularly to this example will help readers understand how different
         elements work together in generating white practical theology. The theology we will
         consider consistently through the following sections as an example of this strand
         of white practical theology is the “Christian practices” approach as articulated by
         Dorothy C. Bass and Craig Dykstra.[25]   While far from representing the full scope of practical theology today, nevertheless
         their work has been quite influential in demarcating the current landscape for the
         discipline.[26]   In the following sections, we analyze this white practical theological approach,
         although the manner in which other parts of the field perpetuate the cultural ideals
         of whiteness can and should be similarly investigated.
      

      
      Norms and Sources of Authority

      
      One persistent focus in practical theology has been the increased faithfulness of
         Christian persons of faith. In search of this outcome, in white practical theology
         authority takes the form of moral management through shaping faith by appeal to Christian
         practice-principles that are taken to be broadly relevant, applying across difference
         and expressing God’s intention for humankind. Whether it is the “reign of God,” personal
         liberation, the deep grammar of Christian practices, or the practice of finding meaning
         through correlation, traditional Christian sources, especially scripture, are first
         stabilized in their meaning, and then read to specify how people should “really” live
         if they are to be Christians. The key to norms and sources of authority, however,
         is not the entire history of Christian “norms” or “sources,” but rather a European-descended
         Protestant selection of sources that allow practice to be seen as directable by goals,
         harmonious with belief, reformable through “shaping,” and under the control of a directive
         analysis. Of special interest to certain forms of white practical theology are scriptural
         stories that seem to give divine warrant to specific practices; theological figures
         that effectively organize and reform communities and individuals; debates about reason,
         rationality and theories of knowledge insofar as these open onto Christian purchase
         on public practice; and contemporary philosophies that emphasize virtue and distinctiveness.
         
      

      
      Such theology boldly positions itself as aligned with God in saving the world through
         improved Christian behavior and belief. For example, Bass and Dykstra claim that “when
         they participate in such practices, Christian people are taking part in God’s work
         of creation and new creation and thereby growing into a deeper knowledge of God and
         of creation.”[27]   Such an assertion is so commonplace in practical theology as to no longer give
         pause, but it is breathtaking in its presumption, providing such a theological approach
         an assertion of very high status. Many white practical theologians write as if the
         Christian tradition can be invoked in uncomplicated ways without interrogating how
         it has been intertwined with ideals of white racial domination. There is a confidence
         about the nature of God, about what God wants for the world, about the direction that
         God is moving and a sense that we can be aligned with it. The idea of participating
         with agency in God’s kingdom, of finding out what the tradition says about a particular
         topic without interrogating the racialized history of practice and its connection
         to colonizing pedagogies, perpetuates a subtle connection between white racial identity
         and God’s ideals for the world.[28]   Paying attention to the entwining of white cultural norms and the development of
         such categories provides an important counterweight to this assertion of high status.[29]  
      

      
      White theology finds warrants in the tradition, especially in the scriptures, for
         telling “others” the truth about themselves. The Christian tradition is read as an
         ordering narrative of the soul expressed in church life in ways thoroughly mappable
         in advance. For example, in an appeal to the New Testament’s letter to the Ephesians,
         the reforming and saving ambitions of white theology are evident. The “letter’s author,”
         argue Bass and Dykstra, “is telling his readers who they really, most fully, most truly are.”[30]   In aligning their theological claims with this ultimate vantage point, we can observe
         a curious inversion: the “internal goods” generated by Christian practices turn out
         to function similarly to disciplines and sciences of the self that arise simultaneously
         with and perpetuate white economic and political structures of European colonial capitalism.[31]   
      

      
      The introductory section of the recent encyclopedic Wiley-Blackwell Companion to Practical Theology, titled “Way of Life: Shaping Faith among Believers in Home and Society,” foregrounds
         the “Christian practices” approach. With the exception of Susan Dunlap’s chapter,[32]   the authors (including present coauthor Katherine Turpin) put forward principles
         and practices drawn from Christian tradition, especially scripture, as more faithful,
         true, or deepened ways of life than the competing life practices found in the surrounding
         culture. They often take the occasion of a personal or professional experience to
         generate a broadly applicable theme, speaking from and for the Christian whole and
         the whole Christian, understood almost entirely with reference to white and European
         authors. The framing of this section, as noted by Bonnie Miller-McLemore in her introduction
         to the volume, sets this descriptive task before the authors in order to start the
         work embedded in the particular experiences of everyday believers.[33]   All of the authors of these framing chapters are themselves white, and class-based
         determinations are evident throughout, with references to vacations and conspicuous
         consumption. The lack of racial groundedness in these chapters designed to represent
         the broad applicability of practical theological work in everyday life seems striking,
         but accurately reflects much of the mainstream culture in practical theology.
      

      
      Views of the Theory-Practice Relationship

      
      White practical theology often starts with finding contemporary practice inadequate,
         unfaithful, confused, contradictory, or otherwise in need of the theological intervention
         that the theologian can provide. The everyday practices of humans are characterized
         by damaging binary distinctions, which need to be repaired through Christian reshaping.
         For example, a major problem for practice named is that “connections are often severed
         or obscured . . . between thinking and doing, domesticity and public life, liturgy
         and social justice.”[34]   In a common if “unintentional” theological move, white practical theology tries
         to maintain its colonial leverage by a rhetoric of tight connection between belief
         and practice, for example, trying to shape “concrete human acts joined inextricably to substantive convictions about how things really are.”[35]   
      

      
      The overcoming of binaries recapitulates colonial history, making white theology a
         purifying, reforming, ordering theology that will civilize its adherents, making them
         more virtuous Christians. Perhaps this is why Bass and Dykstra employ the basic apparatus
         of the philosophy of Alasdair MacIntyre, even though they supplement it theologically.[36]   Virtue is theorized as emerging from “social practices,” which are “complex social
         activities that pursue certain goods internal to the practices themselves.”[37]   From MacIntyre they also inherit that the basic social problem for theology is
         “the separation of thought and action.”[38]   But who is afflicted by the separation problem? Established theologies arising
         from specific race-ethnic-identified communities, like Black, Latino/a, or Asian Theologies,
         for example, do not typically traffic in such separations that white theologians often
         see as so essential.[39]   For Bass and Dykstra, practice matters, then, because it is the key to moral improvement.[40]   The relationship between theory and practice is structured by the imperative to
         reform and civilize practice through practical theology.
      

      
      Role of and Approach to Contexts

      
      White practical theologies render history and society in terms that are paradoxically
         claiming contextual specificity through locatedness in the Christian community and
         speaking too abstractly and broadly about these historic communities as if they were
         not conflicted, multiple, and contextually specific. This means that white practical
         theology often suggests a locatedness but forecloses it at the same time, by portraying
         Christian life as a bland pious agency amid a romantic communalism. For example, Bass
         and Dykstra write: “What moves do people make as they encounter one another in the
         context of God’s grace? What words do they say, what gestures do they perform, what
         relationships do they enter?”[41]   The question is constructed as if pointing to particular people and their everyday
         practice, but invites an improved future faithful unity to those actions. This abstraction
         allows accounts of Christian history to be whitewashed, devoid of substantial conflict
         and difference, such as: “The earliest accounts of Christian origins depict groups
         of people doing things together in the light of and in response to God.”[42]   So, too, for accounts of theological anthropology: the “very character of human
         existence” is said to exist in “embodiment, temporality, relationship, the use of
         language, and mortality.”[43]   Christian practices’ existential language floats free of actual experience: “we
         all have bodies,” “we are all mortal,” we all have “vulnerability.” However, these
         are highly charged concepts when they arise from specific communities, and some bodies
         are more mortal and vulnerable than others, and what counts as an experience of one’s
         body is also culturally situated and subject to racial/class/gender circumstance.
         What goes unnamed is how these experiences arise under certain conditions of relative
         freedom and oppression. The common white theological move here that we are using these
         particular authors to explore is to invoke the existential category, deal with it
         as an abstraction, and through conceptual clarification offer a humanizing or civilizing
         moral remedy. As theologian James Perkinson has well observed, this is part of a soteriological
         drive evident in the history of white power in the West: white authority, exercised
         in white theological rhetoric, is presumed to be salvific. Existential and phenomenological
         language in white practical theology often universalizes experience that is secretly
         built on a specific frame while naming others as having color, ethnicity, or race.
         
      

      
      Interdisciplinary Conversation Partners

      
      Historically, white practical theology has been eager to be in conversation with institutionally
         legitimated fields of academic discourse, primarily connecting with the social sciences,
         philosophical discourse, and historical, biblical, and systematic theology. To recount
         the specificity of all of the interdisciplinary conversation partners is to recreate
         the work of many of the other white chapters in this book. Our earlier discussion
         on the concerns for legitimacy of the discipline as a marker of whiteness points us
         to another silent partner, the desire for practical theology to gain respect from
         the other historically strong fields in white theological education: biblical studies,
         systematic theology, and historical theology. 
      

      
      To embrace an antiracist ethic of engaging whiteness, critical white practical theology
         will need to engage important conversation partners in ethnic and cultural studies.
         Already, much of our awareness of the markers of whiteness comes from dialogue with
         scholars from other racial groups who have helped us to understand our own cultural
         tendencies and instinctive moves. Kincheloe argues that a key feature in the pedagogy
         of critical whiteness is learning to listen to others, a countercultural practice
         in a culture in which white culture dominates.[44]   While this commitment to listening to others describing their cultural particularity
         over against the norms of the field has been happening in the field for some time
         now, white practical theology must continue to struggle not to listen to these partners
         as interesting inflections of the field but rather as central to the shaping and reshaping
         of its forms of dialogue, conceptual and methodological framing, and research directions.
         In addition to colleagues within the field of practical theology, critical white practical
         theologians can find partners in antiracism and anti-oppression work in critical pedagogy
         and numerous activist movements that seek greater equality by paying attention to
         whiteness and its impact on theoretical categories, understandings of practice, and
         modes of reflection and analysis.
      

      
      Areas of Current and Future Research

      
      Because white practical theologians have attended carefully to the practices of living
         human beings in their contexts, many have reckoned with the realities of racial context
         in their work. In each of the subdisciplines of practical theology such as homiletics,
         spirituality, pastoral care, and religious or Christian education, white practical
         theologians have heard the concerns about their largely unrecognized social location,
         often reflected to them initially by colleagues of color in the field, and thus have
         begun to write and address what it means to be white in their work. These often article-length
         pieces include topics such as “coming out” as white as a spiritual journey, preaching
         about racism in white congregations, and how whiteness affects pastoral care in hospital
         chaplaincy.[45]   Each of these articles includes important beginning points of attending to the
         significance of white racialization within the disciplines and addressing practical
         implications of that racialization. Often this work takes into account the cultural
         importance of the whiteness of the community of faith or of the religious practitioner
         in an intercultural contextual setting. Not many pieces by white scholars have attended
         to the deep methodological impact of white racial norms on the conceptual structures,
         research methods, and pedagogies of the field of practical theology, although some
         of this work has been begun more broadly by practical theologians in reflections on
         the implications of white identity in theological education.[46]  
      

      
      An example of attention to white racialization is Paul Kollman’s work on the perils
         of racial privilege in the practice of Christian mission, which often operates within
         social realities of “othering” that depend on racialization.[47]   He notes: “The ongoing life of white racism and related social currents that confer
         privileges unequally due to differentiating factors like race continue to disfigure
         the church’s mission in ways both hidden and obvious. Ethical reflection is needed
         to discern and combat it.”[48]   Kollman at first considers the possibility of a zero-tolerance approach to anything
         that embodies white privilege in the mission field, but then notes rather honestly
         that such a policy would likely eliminate mission practices and evangelization as
         we know them altogether, and perhaps intercultural contact.[49]   Realizing the impossibility of avoiding white racial privilege, he proposes a sort
         of missionary privilege tax as a constructive practice combating the history of white
         colonial dominance: “Of course such costs and benefits cannot be easily calculated,
         but aspiring toward some equivalence between the privilege received, on the one hand,
         and the undoing of the implicit structural injustice reinforcing the privilege, on
         the other, seems a reasonable start.”[50]   While Kollman backs away from his provocative initial insight that the entire venture
         of Christian mission as we conceive of it may be wrapped up in white supremacy, his
         efforts to address the legacy of that racism are a helpful start to an important conversation
         among white practitioners and scholars in and beyond his field.
      

      
      In terms of reflection on the field of practical theology from white scholars taking
         their own social location seriously, an example is Melinda McGarrah Sharp’s recent
         chapter on “Globalization, Colonialism, and Postcolonialism.”[51]   Sharp begins to ask many helpful questions about whose experiences, voices, and
         communities are considered and whose are ignored in practical theology.[52]   Sharp documents the attention to intercultural realities and oppression in pastoral
         theology, and ends with a call to dominant culture scholars: “A postcolonial practical
         theology must cultivate the ambiguous partnering that creates room for more authentic,
         mutual, creative, and diverse participation.”[53]   At the same time, she notes that this sends practical theologians on a journey
         in largely unchartered waters, and with the potential to become lost in order to seek
         “uncharted possibilities,” pointing to the untested nature of such work.[54]   Other scholars have begun to consider the insights of postcolonial theory in the
         various subdisciplines, often pushing themselves to attend to the impact of their
         dominant social location on their understandings of practice and theory.
      

      
      For the field to grow and for practical theology to more fully realize its promise
         as a radical project for the study and generation of plural forms of curating divine
         experience, whatever keeps whiteness invisible and yet ultimately authoritative must
         stop. Attending to the whiteness of practical theology ought not to serve to reinstantiate
         the colonial grid for theology out of which whiteness was elaborated, but to make
         available a new future for whiteness. Paying attention to the “form” of white practical
         theologies allows us to see not only the framing norms of white cultural values but
         also how whiteness is rendered “clear”—in the sense of “invisible.” As white practical
         theologians learn to see whiteness operating in the forms of their work, we can see
         how white practical theological formulations function as defensive holding strategies.
         In other words, these theological claims about practice are not just claims arising
         from a careful analysis of Christian sources about practice, but largely unconscious
         attempts to maintain the silence of the generative power of whiteness. 
      

      
      In future research, white practical theologians will need to take seriously the reality
         that the renaissance of practical theology coincided with an expression of white Protestant
         ecclesial crisis expressed obliquely as an existential-racial crisis.[55]   Concern for the revival of Christian practice and the relevance of congregational
         life mingle with concerns about the increase of racial and religious plurality (including
         nonbelief) in the United States. Scholars have long documented a crisis of the maintenance
         of white authority being expressed as a deeply motivating but utterly inadmissible
         shame, anxiety, and fear about maintaining the racial center.[56]   The extent to which the project of enlivening Christian practice and belief serves
         simultaneously as a (perhaps unconscious) attempt to maintain white racial dominance
         through revitalizing the cultural superiority of historically white mainline Protestant
         denominations needs further exploration. Frank acknowledgment of the intertwining
         of white racial projects and white practical theology may alleviate the unknowing
         culturally invasive qualities of white practical theology. To carry forward a color-conscious
         critically white theology, we need a racially aware style for white practical theology
         that sees its universalizing formulations as instances of anxious white recuperation
         of cultural homogeneity in face of its threatened dissolution, and at the same time
         as an act of mourning for an imagined past. Such a move allows white theology to tell
         white theologians as much about ourselves as we think we are telling others through
         our theology. This will require confronting what Talal Asad calls the colonial theological
         “preoccupation with establishing as authoritatively as possible the meanings of representations
         where the explanations offered by indigenous discourses are considered ethnographically
         inadequate or incomplete.”[57]   White practical theology will have to admit and disavow its attempts to manage
         the meanings of practice for other people in a colonizing and culturally invasive
         manner. 
      

      
      Shifting an entire field of discourse tied to a legacy of oppression requires a substantial
         counter-discourse unmaking discriminatory practice in theological culture in order
         to allow a different reality to emerge. White practical theology inherits centuries
         of racism in and through Christian theology. This legacy exceeds any particular religious
         or academic institution, theologian, or work, but is an effect of the accumulation
         of all of these. To assign a theologian singular responsibility for uncritically furthering
         white theology fails to address the depth of this cultural practice, as would praising
         a specific theologian for undermining that repetition. 
      

      
      White practical theology is not an approach to practical theology as much as it is
         a recognition of a deep structure for theologizing. White scholars cannot take or
         leave it. To position oneself or one’s work as outside the history of white supremacy
         seems to us one of the gravest dissimulations, but also the most ordinary temptation,
         of the white practical theologian. The therapy for this temptation will take the form
         of an active entry into white theologians’ racialization through an active rereading
         of “classics” and other influential works in practical theology from white-aware perspectives.
         This work should eventually lead to theories of whiteness in practical theology richer
         and broader than what we have proposed in this chapter. 
      

      
      The field need not wait for the elaboration of such theories to begin including “white”
         in all future U.S. practical theology that categorizes by ethnicity and race. As both
         condition and fruit of such inclusion, practical theologians can undertake research
         relating whiteness studies to practical theology through individual research, conferences,
         and publications. Just as the admission now of Protestant bias can be made and begun
         to be integrated into practical theology, so too will we need a new history of practical
         theology as a discipline from the vantage of white privilege and supremacy.[58]   
      

      
      Will the emergence of practical theology in Catholic contexts affect the white situation
         of practical theology? Roman Catholicism is a diverse tradition drawing on a rich
         global tradition of numerous cultures, and within the United States it is rapidly
         becoming a majority non-European religion. It has been characterized as a “sleeping
         giant” in the field of practical theology, presumably because of Catholicism’s distinctive
         sacramental approach to religious practice and also because of the antiquity, strength,
         and breadth of Catholicism.[59]   Yet its role in the field poses a special challenge with regard to whiteness. Recent
         research has brought out the depth of the whiteness of the Catholic academic theological
         tradition in the United States and the continuing legacy of white supremacy and reality
         of white privilege in the U.S. Catholic Church.[60]   As James Cone observed, “If one read only white Catholic theologians, one would
         hardly know that Blacks exist in America or had the capacity for thought about God.”[61]   Given the racial affinities between the smaller Catholic guild of practical theologians
         and the majority white Protestant guild, we predict that it will be easier for the
         field to welcome and critically assimilate Catholic practical theologies than avowedly
         white practical theologies.
      

      
      The emergence of the question of the whiteness of practical theology could mark a
         profound shift in awareness for the field—at least and especially for white scholars.
         Our hope is that this chapter will occasion further discussion and research, that
         it will initiate conversations where none had been before, and that it picks up concerns
         that are already alive among some practical theologians. Practical theology, so attuned
         to making faith-sense of the present, has now a moral mandate to place itself as a
         historical discourse too often uncritically on the side of white concerns, and in
         this new placement, or conversion, to proceed differently in every part of its existence.
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      Chapter 17

      Conclusion

      
         
         
      

      
      Practical theology is a conversation. Other metaphors have been used to describe practical
         theology—a field, a map, a discipline, or a discourse. One could even see this book
         as a tour by a docent in an art museum, or a walk through various wings of a large
         house. We consciously did not define practical theology, since our goal has been to
         show its variety, extent, and plurality through several of its key features. While
         it may seem messy to some, giving it a definition seemed to impose an order that might mean losing some perspectives. We
         believe that the plurality in this book expresses a vitality, movement, and range
         of harmonies, in many parts of the academy and churches, that is worth noting. Perhaps
         the notion of conversation works best. Practical theologians tend to be thoughtful,
         creative, collaborative, and friendly—all ingredients for an ongoing and lively conversation.
         We find among ourselves enough overlapping interests to keep us engaged with one another
         and we find enough differences to make things perpetually interesting. 
      

      
      In conclusion, we would like to offer a few observations regarding points of commonality
         and divergence, and invite you to do the same. Three points of commonality that stand
         out are the ways practical theologians respect the self-identification of other theologians,
         our emphasis on context, and the emphasis on interdisciplinary studies. Three points
         of variation have to do with the way we approach historical context, the nature of
         human experience, and the use of biblical and normative sources.
      

      
      Many authors respect the boundaries between practical theology and other areas of
         theology, most notably systematic and constructive theology and ethics, even when
         people’s work in those areas looks a lot like practical theology. Practical theologians
         are respectful in not naming others’ work as practical theology, acknowledging that
         each scholar must designate their discipline or guild. Consistently, though, we see
         where the boundary lines are blurred. Clearly this is a time when theologians across
         disciplines are feeling more comfort and creativity in not holding hard and fast to
         disciplinary boundaries. There is greater fluidity of ideas and approaches in all
         of theology; some people claim practical theology as a home, and some do not, but
         what is most refreshing is the way in which the practical, the local, and the particular
         contexts of people’s lives are receiving theological attention.
      

      
      What matters, of course, is that disciplines are able to frame what they are disciplined
         about: the kinds of questions, methods, and approaches they most want to engage. It
         is probably not the case that the blurring of disciplinary lines will cause identity
         confusion in the theological disciplines. Perhaps it can allow for greater cross-fertilization
         and appreciation among the different discourses and registers in which theologians
         work, particularly at a time when practical theology is becoming a more appreciated
         partner in the theological world.
      

      
      A second place of convergence where practical theologians meet is their deep commitment
         to context. We asked each person to note how their own life intersected with their
         chapter: “Why did this approach or theme in practical theology capture your attention
         and become an important area of your work?” The stories people recount, usually related
         to formation in childhood, college, or graduate school, point to an experience that
         raised a question or a problem that they could not not pursue. The authors equally claim that all theology is contextual, rooted in a living
         community, and for the sake of a community. Because identifying one’s context is very
         much a part of contemporary theology, it was essential that we added a chapter on
         white practical theology, which was not part of the original plan. We realized that
         we were repeating a familiar pattern in the context of theology in North America in
         which the context of Euro-Americans is rarely foregrounded by its practitioners, while
         scholars from minority groups are asked to write from their context. Hopefully the
         chapter will be a call to white practical theologians to interrogate their own racial
         context, shifting the way in which all practical theologians talk about context. 
      

      
      A third point of convergence, like context, is the interdisciplinary partners that
         practical theologians converse with. No surprises here. The areas identified make
         a long and interesting list—clearly practical theologians like theory. In fact, it
         is always good to ask a practical theologian what he or she is reading, watching,
         and listening to—a key feature of our disciplined approach is to embrace culture,
         ideas, and experiences that are broad, distinct, and new.
      

      
      Where are some of the places where we diverge from one another? One difference is
         in the historical contexts identified as background for particular approaches, with
         some authors reaching back to patristic and medieval texts, and others noting the
         recent emergence of questions and methods in their approach. Another area where authors
         vary is the relative weight given to the sources of practical theology. Experience
         clearly is a focal category, with practice close behind, but whose experience is normative?
         Experience has for many years been cast within white, middle-class experiences of
         culture and religion, but what happens to theories of experience when we name that
         context as one particular experience? Likewise practical theologians place great importance
         on the experiences of the poor, marginalized, oppressed, and suffering; liberation
         motifs have pushed theologians to attend to ever more experiences of oppression than
         were originally defined when liberation theology emerged in the 1960s and 1970s. Clearly
         practical theologians are not finished naming the subaltern narratives of those whose
         experience is not accounted for in theology. 
      

      
      A third place we diverge is the extent to which scripture and tradition play a normative
         role, with some approaches relying more heavily than others on these theological norms.
         Furthermore, the ways in which our ecclesial traditions are engaged in a particular
         practical theological approach varies. What happens when we foreground these traditions
         and the norms by which we make our theological claims? What role, in each case, do
         these sources play in an approach to practical theology? 
      

      
      There are certainly other points of convergence as well as divergence, but it would
         be much better if you, the reader, told us what you see. As you read across these
         chapters, where do you see commonalities in regard to each of these areas? Where do
         the approaches diverge? And, what, do you think is missing from our template that
         you would add? 
      

      
      As we look to the future of practical theology, each author offered several ideas
         too numerous to summarize here. It is our hope that practical theologians will begin
         to take up many of these issues that have yet to be explored in our field, particularly
         comparative practical theology across religions, aesthetics and beauty, technology
         and the digital culture, multiple religious belonging and amphibolous faith, and the
         search for authentic spiritual practices. As practical theologians look to new ideas,
         methods, and issues to explore, there remains a long-standing interest and commitment
         in practical theology to lo cotidiano, the identification of the marginalized we do not yet see, and to our own “duplicitous
         forms of oppression,” as Dale Andrews noted, from which we seek to be free. As a company
         of colleagues, serving multiple communidads, practical theologians hope to make some difference in the lives of faith communities
         they belong to and serve. 
      

      
      In this book, we have provided an opening to several key approaches at play in the
         ongoing conversation that is contemporary practical theology. What do you hope practical
         theologians will be working on in the coming years? What do you hope to contribute
         to that effort? We invite you to join us!
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