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In 1944, from his prison cell at Tegel, Dietrich Bonhoeffer wondered whether Christianity had in fact outlived its usefulness as a religion.
  His sentiments have been echoed in the subsequent half-century since, particularly with the rise of the ‘post modern’ climate.  It would not be difficult to multiply logarithmically these critiques of Christianity.  That there has been an expulsion of things ‘Christian’ from the academy there is no doubt; more notably, it is paralleled in the expulsion of Jesus from the Christian Churches.  

Since the 1970’s it is asserted we have become postmodern.  Richard Jensen notes three central assumptions of postmodernism: “The first is that postmodernism shatters the optimism of the modern Enlightenment world with a strong sense of pessimism about our human future.  Second, the postmodern mind dethrones the human intellect as the arbiter of all truth.  The emotions and intuition are understood to be equally valid paths to truth.  Finally, postmodernism challenges the Enlightenment idea that knowledge is an objective reality that can be rationally known by all.  In its place, the truth of reality is understood to be relative to the community in which we participate; that is, reality is subjective.”

Mimetic theory, by this description, is truly postmodern.  The substantial grip of violence on and in culture virtually assures us of the Hobbesean possibility of the ‘war of all against all.’  The important connection between desire and imitation, missed from Plato to Heidegger, illumines the non-conscious element of the emotions and intuition and their foundational role in human cognition and awareness.
  Finally, Rene Girard has challenged the false structuring of reality on the ‘rational’ Logos of Heraclites in his magisterial work Things Hidden Since the Foundation of the World.
  

Christian theology has, in some quarters, come to terms with this modern critique.  But many ecclesial traditions and churches lag far behind.  This is the challenge for Christian preaching today: how are we as preachers, trained in critical method, to appropriate our sacred texts in such a manner so that they and we speak effectively to the person in the pew?  Mimetic theory is the place we can turn to in order to make sense out of all that has gone before and has the power to illumine the reasons for our current cultural crisis as well as the way out.

Mimetic theory now has many interpreters across many disciplines.  One aspect of mimetic theory that continually astonishes me is its applicability as an interpretive tool across the human sciences.  As a seminarian and a pastor, I could never really get handles on the interfacing of theology with the social sciences. It seemed as though every year some new fad was thrust upon us by which a theory from the social sciences was used to interpret the Bible and yet among all of the competing theories was a lack of integration, a paucity of total vision, an inability to see the grand scheme of things.  As a preacher of the gospel and one called and committed to the task of interpreting the Bible, I was grateful to find a way that brought all of the realia of human existence into focus.  

This ‘totalizing’ element of mimetic theory has been a stumbling block to many who have encountered Girard.  There is a palpable fear that mimetic theory is another form of intellectual colonization.  This is a legitimate fear for too many theories have exercised a hold on our imagination that far outpaces their usefulness and their insight.  Such a fear, at least for me, has been washed away.  In the many conversations I have had over the years with Rene and his interpreters, I have sensed an honesty without pretense that is rarely encountered in the academic world.  No interpreter of mimetic theory of whom I am aware perceives their work to be done in a corner or to the exclusion of others.  Indeed, it is the camaraderie of the men and women who make up the Colloquium on Violence and Religion that sets these discussions apart from the all too frequent passive aggressive (and sometimes openly virulent) stances often experienced in academic exchanges.  One simply cannot engage mimetic theory without becoming aware of one’s own tendency to want to be top dog.  This awareness is what keeps mimetic theorists from damning others in order to elevate their own research.  Rene has been a positive model for those who have undertaken the journey for intellectual truth and we have been profoundly influenced by his humility, candor and generosity.

Each of us has our own unique life, our own experiences, and our own combination of influences.  Mine have been theological influences for the most part and I have spent all of my adult life seeking to find ways to articulate the good news of the gospel.  I am an aficionado of Karl Barth and Dietrich Bonhoeffer and a great fan of Jacques Ellul, Jurgen Moltmann, Paul Ricoeur, Soren Kierkegaard and Thomas Torrance.  Each of these figures has been a place of refuge for me.  Yet in my previous search, I had not found a way to integrate the insights of these authors.  Questions piled upon questions until my theological house resembled that of a pack rat.  Who would help me clean house, organize my thoughts and create a livable space?

So much contemporary and historical preaching was not good news, but the same old news of a tired and angry god.  The more I engaged historical critical analysis of the Bible, the more frustrated I became at the chasm that existed between the church and the academy.  I came to see that the history of the church is full of poor questions and dead end answers
.  Was there to be no way out of this impasse? 

What follows are some summary thoughts on how Rene Girard and mimetic theory have helped me to reframe how I perceive the task of Christian theology. Like Bonhoeffer I want to know ‘who is Jesus Christ for us today?”  Mimetic theory makes a lasting and necessary contribution to those called to proclaim the good news of the gospel.

Christian theology is first and foremost transformative anthropology.  This is a phrase coined by Tony Bartlett, which admirably captures a foundational element in the reconsideration of Christian theology.  Mimetic theory, in itself, is essentially nothing other than anthropology, but when viewed through the lens of a ‘theology of the cross’ empowers a transformation of theology.  That is, at the cross our god concepts die.  The New Testament writers and early church fathers called this death of god concepts the conquering of the satanic powers, the powers that rule human life.  In the cross of Jesus the horizon of the kingdom of God’s love and forgiveness is opened and our self understanding is transformed as we relate no longer to the ‘gods of this world’ but to the Creator of heaven and earth.  James Alison has also written vigorously on this.

We become those who no longer imitate the desires of the world; the kosmos structured on a dysfunctional logos, (I John 2:15ff) but instead, like Jesus, become those who seek God and God’s rule with a singular focus. This transformation does not remove us from the world but enables us to be active agents of the transforming character of the love of God in all of our relationships.  We find a profound congruence here between Girard, Barth and Bonhoeffer in the collectivity of our human condition.  Girard’s understanding of humanity as interdividual is echoed e.g., in Bonhoeffer’s ‘Christ existing as community’ or in Barth’s representational Christology.  Particularly in western Christianity where naïve notions of individualism have long held pride of place, the collective redemption and reconciliation of humanity in the cross and resurrection of Jesus moves us out from beyond our own self centered concerns to our fellow human beings as one-with-us.  

The New Testament writers perceived the great power behind the imitation of the love of God expressed in Jesus.  To desire as Jesus desired is to desire the transcendent in the immanent neighbor, to recognize that love of God and love of neighbor form a unity that cannot be broken.  Rather than separating theology and ethics, mimetic theory grounds each in the other in the redemptive event of the cross.

I have long been concerned about what I perceive to be the growing influence of Christian myth, particularly in the American churches.  These are stories’ structured according to the victimage mechanism whereby Jesus not only dies at the hands of an angry God but where we also are nothing more than sinners who may fall into the hands of this raging divinity.  This Anselmic/Calvinist poison mediated through both Protestant and Catholic traditions in America is evidenced in the longtime crises in these churches where in/out groups are formed, scapegoating is commonplace and cultural victims become necessary to the continued maintenance of the community.
  Rene has so thoroughly exposed the roots of our cultural and ecclesial formation in violence that it is impossible to put our heads back in the sand.  Likewise, the work of the members of the Colloquium on Violence and Religion has solidly critiqued the false structuring of this pseudo-Christian religion and pseudo-Christian message.  In the past two decades this new generative anthropology has rewritten the basic ground rules for how we are to conceive cultural versions of religious myth and reformulate the framework of gospel so that we may indeed proclaim news that is good, redemptive and healing.  Like anyone else who works in the discipline of theology I am greatly indebted to Fr. Raymund Schwager’s seminal insights in this regard
.

Rene has also called attention to the work of the Spirit in the world in a way that is not limited to the narrow notions, confines and limitations of most churches.  His work on the Paraclete has called attention to the fact that God is at work throughout our history, our institutions, our great writers and artists and indeed all those who recognize the deconstructive power of the gospel.  The corollary to this is Rene’s appreciation for the apocalyptic element in the gospel and the recognition that as the gospel is preached and the Spirit is at work, the mechanism which grounds human culture is coming to an end.  Throughout the history of the church there have been those who have felt themselves on the edge of a temporal abyss but in our post 9-11 world, which has become increasingly globalized and capable of exterminating the human race, we recognize the Hobbesean possibility of the final collapse of human civilization as we know it.
  

In the midst of this working of the Spirit and realizing that as we preach the gospel we contribute to the destructuring of the world, we are not doomsayers. People avidly seek something other than the violence, hatred, and vengeance generated by the coordinates of religion and culture.  Rather than turn these seekers outward to a false transcendence, to a kingdom by and by, we, like the early Christians, turn our attention to the needy, the outcast, and the victims of our cultural breakdowns.  While we may indeed have an eschatological hope for the renewal of creation and all of humanity, we are not lead out of ourselves in pseudo religious ecstasy but deeper into our own communities.

I have come to believe that the essential transformation of Christian theology can and will only occur when we begin our anthropology and our theology from the point of reference provided by the cross of Jesus. In other words, from the point of view of the victim, or what Bonhoeffer called ‘the view from below.’  Contemporary hermeneutical dilemmas fade away.  Preaching that takes its cue from an ‘ism’ is graciously regenerated by the Spirit given in the cross of Jesus; the perspective of the persecutor and the justification of victimage no longer hold sway (John 7:37-39, I Cor. 3).  As Christian preachers we are not bound to take our cues from inherited theological paradigms that are infected with the myth making violence of religion, instead we find the exposure and defeat of all violence in the forgiving victim of the Cross who represents God before us.  Far from creating a new cult of victims, the forgiving victim is the singular truly transformative agent in the world.  This is the power of the Spirit of Jesus in the world today
.

On all sides we are assailed with cries for retaliation and revenge.  Christian complicity in these chaotic pleas is exposed with the cry from the cross, “Father, forgive them, they do not know what they are doing.”  It is difficult for me to read Christian theology that continues to act as though violence stops violence, power renders power ineffective or retaliation is an effective balm for emotional pain caused by suffering.

At the beginning of this twenty first century Christian preachers are faced with only two options, to either continue in preaching the mythologized version of the gospel that has come to us in various dress, or to proclaim the good news of the gracious, ever living Creator shown in the person and message of Jesus.  Rather than conceiving of Jesus through the inherited categories of the western metaphysical tradition, mimetic theory has brought about the imperative to once again perceive Jesus in his Jewishness, as one who interprets the character of his Abba to us in his actions, his words, and his miracles.  In the gospels we are given the story of a human life lived before the Father, a humanity shaped by desire for the Father alone.  In the face of Jesus and how he related to his contemporaries we can and may find the character of this Abba.  In short, the gospels present Jesus as one who imitates his Father and in the gospels is found the liberating message that opens hearts and minds to also become imitators of the divine character.

Finally, Rene’s development of mimetic theory has removed the Satan from the realms of our mythologizing, from the false transcendence that we have given to evil.  Satan is no longer to be perceived as an abstraction, as something akin to God, but as one whose disguise is removed.  Satan is an anthropological category.  Evil arises from within, not without, the human species.  Evil does not exist prior to the generative power of imitated desire.  Thus there is no transcendental dualism that has to be posited prior to the advent of humanity’s mythmaking
.

Questions of theodicy become unnecessary from this perspective.  History is seen to be less of a battle between good and evil than it is to be seen as full of the promise of redemption.  This redemption does not take place as the false redemption of myth, but it does take place within myth, at its very center.  In becoming the center of myth as the persecuted victim, Jesus transforms that center by seeking forgiveness for us and thus brings about not only the transformation of desire but also the transformation of myth and its structures and systems, and our history as well.

We may also find ourselves naming the mimetic processes, just like the ancient prophets. It must be said that evil does not take kindly to being exposed any more in our time than it did in Jesus’ day.  There is a certain risk in distinguishing myth from gospel.  Cultural mythology does not take kindly to its unmasking.  Whether that myth is expressed religiously, politically or academically does not matter, the voice of myth has many mouthpieces.     And yet, like the prophets, we are not frightened by ‘the center that will not hold.’  We know that this center must fail, because it dehumanizes. By sharing in the sufferings of others and living and teaching forgiveness we contribute to the deconstruction of victimage thinking and culture.  Evil has lost its power in the event of the cross.  In the death of Jesus Exile has forever become Exodus.

I still consider theology the most joyful of disciplines and I am glad to be able to share in exploring how mimetic theory illumines biblical texts.  How has the work of Rene Girard changed my thinking?  It has focused me and at the same time has allowed me to see a bigger picture, more than I could have ever dreamed or imagined.   The simplicity of mimetic theory brings focus, its applicability vision.  I can no longer do theology etsi Girard non daretur. Rene does not have all of the answers, he is not always right.  But he is the best guide for where humanity needs to go in its thinking and Christians in their theology as we begin this ominous twenty first century.  
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