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A New Paradigm of Theological 
and Biblical Inquiry 

William Schweiker and Michael Welker 

Introduction 

The work collected in this volume is part of a larger movement among 
theologians and biblical scholars aimed at reassessing the relation of 
biblical studies to theological reflection. Indeed, the theme of "Bible and 
Theology" signals for some a creative advance in interdisciplinary 
research dedicated to the integration of historical inquiry, textual 
interpretation, and theological reflection. But for other scholars, the 
theme "Bible and Theology" designates a constellation of problems 
rather than an easily identifiable research agenda. This was the 
judgment of many of the participants in the working-group on "Power, 
Powerlessness, and the Divine" that fostered the research presented in 
the chapters of this book. From the outset, it seemed to some of us that 
all possible forms of dogmatism and biblicism concealed themselves 
behind the title "Bible and Theology." Yet other members of the group 
noted that this title can hide not only authoritarian forms of theology, 
but also liberal types of "integration theology" aimed at "retrieving" the 
Bible for our time under the rubrics of contemporary thought. This form 
of "retrieval" too often misses the power and insight of the biblical texts 
in their difference from contemporary mores and life. 
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As an interdisciplinary group we have come to see that each of 
these approaches (dogmatism, biblicism, liberal theology) challenges the 
possibility of developing new paradigms of scholarly work on the Bible 
and its role in addressing basic concerns. In spite of the radical 
divergences between these forms of thought, in each case one finds the 
attempt to articulate the "unity" or "essence" of complex traditions 
through a reduction of the complexity to one root metaphor, basic 
concept, or idea.1 Persons commonly speak of "the" Bible or "the" 
Christian tradition, thereby effacing the radical complexity of these 
textual and historical realities. It is this reductionism that has rendered 
biblical and cultural traditions opaque to us, and also, often in concealed 
ways, distorted reflection on questions of pressing need in a world 
deeply influenced by the biblical traditions. We have sought to fashion a 
non-reductionistic paradigm of theological and biblical inquiry. 

What provides coherence to the inquiries presented in this book is 
our focus on an issue of grave human importance in our time, namely, 
the relation between power and powerlessness in a world dominated by 
types of oppression, technological patterns of thought and value, and 
the legacies of distortion that characterize our histories. The essayists 
have attempted to address basic issues of how we are to think about 
these matters in a way informed by the diverse texts and traditions 
associated with biblical texts and their reception in Western societies. 
The resulting paradigm of collaborative research touches basic 
conceptualities and scholarly methods with respect to a pressing 
problem of our time. 

The purpose of this chapter is to clarify this new research 
paradigm as well as to introduce basic concepts and themes found 
throughout the remainder of the book This will also allow us to isolate 
the underlying conceptual and methodological issues in biblical 
theological inquiry. Let us begin by specifying in more detail basic themes 
and ideas found in the book as a whole. 

Themes and Ideas 

The theme of this book is power, powerlessness, and the divine within 
diverse social contexts. This topic is of obvious importance. And in one 
respect, we all have some idea, however vague, of what is meant by 
power, powerlessness, and even the divine. We daily experience or 

1 This point has been made by various scholars. For instance, Elisabeth 
Schussler Fiorenza draws a distinction between, on the one hand, "archetypal" 
ideas of the text that seek to isolate the essence of the text, and, on the other hand, 
"prototypical" ideas of the text open to the internal complexity and also diverse 
receptions of the scriptures. See her Bread Not Stone: The Challenge of Feminist 
Biblical Interpretation (Boston: Beacon Press, 1984). 
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witness the exercise of power; we know the powerlessness of those who 
suffer. More than ever before, we live in an age of human power-the 
power to control the environment, to alter the genetic structure of 
species, to foster new modes of communication. These developments 
have made our planet into a global village composed of wildly diverse 
communities. It is also the case that we live in a world of powerlessness 
where most people on this planet are hungry and have little capacity to 
direct and shape their own lives. Finally, we live in an age of the 
resurgence of the religions and also traditional ideologies around the 
globe. Religious beliefs about what God requires of persons often drive 
individuals and even nations in how they exercise the power at their 
disposal. Power, powerlessness, and the divine signals, then, a 
constellation of issues that enables one to examine the texture of current 
life. It draws on ideas that are in some way understandable to all of us. 

While the theme of this book is understandable to all of us, it is not 
at all clear that we have an adequate grasp of what is meant by power, 
powerlessness, or the divine. The meaning of these ideas seems to slip 
and slide whenever we consider them in detail. What is power? Who is 
powerful? What does it mean to be powerless? How is God powerful? 
Can God be powerless? The questions seem endless. In order to help us 
reflect upon and also address these matters, the essays collected in this 
book take an indirect approach. Rather than trying to focus directly on 
the nature or function of power and powerlessness, the essayists focus 
on a reality in which power, powerlessness, and religious belief meet 
and interact, namely, the reality of human societies. By focusing on the 
activity of social construction, or world-making, we have sought to 
understand and evaluate power and powerlessness with respect to 
beliefs about the divine. 

Thus, the concern of this book is to isolate the resources, if any, the 
biblical texts hold for identifying, understanding, and changing social 
existence. This means that each essay must undertake (1) an analysis of 
some real social context, (2) engage the biblical text(s), and (3) clarify 
how that movement of thought between text and social context is to be 
made. Central to each of these "steps" of reflection is the connection 
between beliefs about the divine and ideas of power and powerlessness 
within social construction. Given this fact, we need some purchase on 
these basic ideas beyond the vague notions we have of them based on 
experience. With these definitions in hand, we can then clarify the way in 
which previous approaches to the relation between Bible and theological 
reflection manifest problems the essays seek to avoid. 

By "social construction" all we mean is that human beings 
continually face the great task of social life, that is, the demand to form 
cultures and civilizations to meet the necessities of life and to answer the 
human drive for meaning. Human beings are profoundly "worldly" 
creatures in the sense that to be human is to exist in some socio-cultural 
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world and to contribute to the continuation or destruction of that world. 
In the process of world-making, human beings are also fashioning their 
personal lives. None of us come into the world whole. Every person 
must in some way and to some degree fashion her or his life and 
character. These are of course rather general claims. They say nothing 
about particular forms of social existence or forms of personal identity. 
Indeed, the task of the essayists is to explore distinct social worlds and 
forms of personal life with an eye to the relation between power, 
powerlessness, and the divine within them. In the course of this 
examination, we learn a good deal about the difference between social 
worlds, their meaning systems, how they are structured, and also 
patterns of authority and value. 

We have also tried to isolate two interrelated forms of distortion 
which beset the work of social construction. There are, first, what we 
have called "systemic" distortions. These are distortions which function 
within the subsystems of the social order (economy, legal system, moral 
codes, media). Related to this are "systematic" distortions. By this term 
we mean the distortions operative in the meaning system of a society, its 
cultural products, and also in patterns of thinking about human life and 
society. By focusing on world-making, our research must, therefore, 
cross through the analysis of cultural meaning systems (the beliefs and 
values which shape a society's way of life), examine social structures 
(the institutions and relations which constitute the social order), 
undertake psychological inquiry (forms of personal identity formation) 
and, finally, engage in religious reflection. It is this multi-perspectival 
approach that we believe is unique to the paradigm of inquiry proposed 
in this book. We will return to this point in greater detail below. Yet the 
fundamental assumption of this volume is that the activity of social 
construction is important for understanding questions of power, 
powerlessness, and the divine. 

The difficulty is that even with an indirect approach to power, 
power and powerlessness can be understood in a variety of ways.2 In 
fact, the essays collected here draw on various conceptions of power in 
order to understand texts and social contexts. Conceptions of power 
range from understanding it ontologically, that is, as a claim about 
being, to political definitions of authority and ideas about charismatic 
leadership. More specifically, the scholars represented in this book 
distinguish between domination, or "power-over," from patterns of 
mutual empowerment, or "power-with," and the ability to act or be a 
cause in the world, "power-to." Power-over is usually linked to claims 
about political authority and also domination. An understanding of 

2 See Christine Firer Hinze, "Power in Christian Ethics: Resources and 
Frontiers for Scholarly Exploration" in The Annual of the Society of Christian 
Ethics (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 1992), 277-90. 

William Schweiker and Michael Welker 7 

power ~s the "power-to" centers on the capacity of an agent, 
commµruty, or event to act and cause things to happen. "Power-with" 
desig1;1ates patterns of mutual empowerment where authority and the 
capacity to act are shared among persons and communities: authority is 
not dependent on domination but persuasion; action is collaborative 
rather .th~n cer:itered 01;1 indi~iduals. Power has diverse meanings and 
the va~ieties of its meanmgs will be found in these essays simply because 
what is under examination is the complexity of forms of power and 
powerlessness in diverse social and interpersonal contexts. 
. Within this diversity of meanings of power we can nevertheless 
isolate a common, shared idea of power crucial to the argument of the 
chapters. G~nerally, the authors u1;derstand power as the ability to 
re~pond to, m~uence, and shape reality. As the feminist ethicist Beverly 
Wildung Harrison notes, power ''.is the ability to act on and effectually 
shape the world around us, particularly through collective action and 
institu~ional. policy." 3 On this account, not only individuals but also 
collectives, ideas, and values can have "power." The power of ideas, 
valu~s, persons, and ir:istitutions is increased not simply through 
dommation or coll~borat10n, but thro.ugh enriching and rendering more 
complex th~ capacity to respond to, influence, and shape reality. Ideas 
about domination (power-over), ability (power-to), and relational 
power (pow~r-with) are merely diverse ways in which the capacity to 
respond to, influence, and shape reality is found in social existence. 
Indeed, ~he clai~ of these essays is that the activity of social 
~onstruchon, that is, the formation of meaningful and viable worlds, is 
its~lf a profound e~pression of power. Through world-making, human 
bemgs respond to, influence, and also shape reality. 

The principle concern of the essays collected in this book is to 
isolate, ~nalyze, and enhance those events in which dominating and 
destructive forms of power (power-over) give way to creative forms of 
power (power-to, power-with) in social and personal life. Further, the 
essays seek to show the ways in which beliefs about the divine have been 
linked to power as domination as well as power as creative 
transformation of social existence. We want to address from 
theologi~al, ~ocia~, and textual perspectives the forms of systemic and 
~ystematic distortion that permeate social life. The wager of the authors 
is that there are resources internal to the biblical texts to aid in 
recognizing destructive forms of power and for articulating a new 

3 . Beverly Harrison, Making the Connections: Essays in Feminist Social 
~th.zcs (Boston: Beacon Press, 1985), 290 n. 5. As Larry Rasmussen notes, "Power 
m its most elemental, vital sense is simply the 'power to,' the power of agency, 
human and non-human agency alike, in the vast web of this miracle called life 
itself the expression of God's life." Larry L. Rasmussen, "Power Analysis: A 
Neglected Agenda in Christian Ethics" in The Annual of the Society of Christian 
Ethics (1991), 9. 
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vision of our social world. At the deepest level of reflection, the essays 
present in this book are charting the connection between world-making, 
the divine, and how we think about social existence. 

We have now specified the basic theme and distinctive focus of this 
book, clarified some basic concepts, and also noted the methodological 
pluralism to be found among the essayists. We want next to elaborate in 
more detail the connection between reflection, social construction, and 
theistic belief. This is important for understanding the new paradigm for 
biblical-theological inquiry, since it bears upon the way in which we 
undertake disciplined reflection on power, powerlessness, and the 
divine. By clarifying this point, we will also be able to isolate problems in 
previous ways of specifying the relation between Bible and theology. 

Problems in the Relation of Bible and Theology 

The most basic problem facing those who seek a new paradigm for 
relating Bible and theology becomes clear when we compare the 
hermeneutical methods of traditional Christian theology with the 
patterns of thinking in other biblical religions, especially Judaism. This 
comparison illuminates the inner-dynamics of much Christian 
theological-biblical reflection even as it exposes an enduring problem 
and challenge to theological reflection. An important, clear critique of 
the very idea of biblical theology has been presented by the Harvard 
Jewish scholar Jon D. Levenson. What is his argument? 

In his article "Why Jews are Not Interested in Biblical Theology," 
Levenson criticizes not only the "marked anti-Semitism" found in much 
of the classical work of the early Protestant exegetes that is still often 
associated with "Biblical Theology."4 Levenson also rejects every form 
of theology that seeks to prove or articulate one form of thought or 
thematic connection as the form and system of biblical traditions. He 
criticizes all so-called biblical theologians who work out one theme (e.g., 
reconciliation, covenant, divine lordship, God's holiness, liberation, etc.) 
as the content of the biblical traditions. In Levenson's judgment, "the 
effort to construct a systematic, harmonious theological statement out 
of the unsystematic and polydox materials in the Hebrew Bible fits 
Christianity better than Judaism because systematic theology in general 
is more prominent and more at home in the church than in the yeshivah 
or the synagogue."5 

4 Jon Levenson, "Why Jews are Not Interested in Biblical Theology" in 
Judaic Perspectives on Ancient Israel, edited by J. Neusner, et al. (Philadelphia: 
Fortress Press, 1987), 281 ff. Also see D. Ritschl, '"Wahre', 'reine,' or 'neue' 
biblische Theologie?: Anfragen zur neuren Diskussion um 'Biblische Theologie"' 
in his Konzepte, Okumene, Medizin, Ethik (Miinchen, 1986), lllff. 
5 Levenson, 296. 
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From this perspective the enduring problem and challenge of 
Christian thought is the attempt to provide a coherent account of the 
diverse and polycontextual biblical materials. Not only is the Bible 
composed of diverse texts, but those texts-and even strata in particular 
"books" -are contextualized within divergent social and historical 
contexts. Given this wide diversity, how, if at all, can one read the Bible 
as a coherent whole? What is the principle of unity? Here we must note 
that implied in Levenson's criticism of the task of articulating the 
thematic or conceptual unity to the Bible is a particular conception of 
"system." The criticism is based on the assumption that to think 
coherently or systematically requires that the scholar reduce the 
complexity of the textual material to a unity through one concept, idea, 
root metaphor, or theme.6 Admittedly, this is a widely held assumption. 
For instance, Christian theologians have long fastened on the idea of 
covenant, or justification by faith, promise-fulfillment, or some other 
single idea or concept in order to specifying the unity of the biblical texts. 
We can now call this a "mono-systematic" approach to thinking; 
coherent thinking, on this account, requires the reduction of complexity 
to some more fundamental unity that explains and/ or is represented in 
the actual complexity of life, texts, traditions, and experiences. The 
reductionism in this approach leads to what we will call below the 
poverty of theory. What is needed are more internally complex theories 
and systems. We need paradigms of scholarly research that coordinate a 
manifold of approaches to texts, traditions, and societies. 

Against the "impulse to systematize among Christians,"7 
Levenson stresses "the stubborn Rabbinic resistance to losing the 
particular in the general."8 He cites Susan Handelman's book The 
Slayers of Moses. She writes that one of "the most interesting aspects of 
~abbinic t~ought is its develop~ent of a highly sophisticated system of 
mterpretat10n based on uncovermg and expanding the primary concrete 
meaning, and yet drawing a variety of logical inferences from the 
meaning without the abstracting, idealizing movement of Western 
thought." 9 Handelman's point seems to be that the operative 
h~rmeneutical method found in rabbinic thought is at once highly 
differentiated, and thus not reductionistic, and yet is also "systematic" in 

6 On the epistemological and hermeneutical depth of this problem see 
William Schweiker, Mimetic Reflections: A Study in Hermeneutics, Theology 
and Ethics (New York: Fordham University Press, 1990), esp. ch. 1. 
7 Levenson, 296. 
8 Levenson, 298. 
9 Susan Handelman, The Slayers of Moses: The Emergence of Rabbinic 
Interpretation in Modern Literary Theory (Albany: State University of New York 
Press, 1982), 19. Levenson wants to attribute this tendency of Western systematic 
theology to the Western form of thought. 
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the sense of providing the means to reflect on the coherence of complex 
textual phenomenon. In agreement with Handelman's basic intent, 
Levenson writes that "the search for the one great idea that pervades 
and unifies the Hebrew Bible is unlikely to interest Jews."10 

Thus, the problem facing anyone who seeks a new paradigm for 
relating Bible and Christian theology centers on the relation between the 
complexity of the texts and traditions in question and the drive for 
reflective coherence found in traditional hermeneutical methods. The 
criticism is that theological reflection is reductionistic in that it specifies 
the principle of coherent thinking through a single, simple "great idea." 
This is why Christian theologians have often spoken of a "canon within 
the canon." A "great idea," say, for instance, justification by grace 
through faith alone, provides the principle, the measure or "canon," for 
identifying the unity of the Bible and also its canonicity for faith and life. 
But even that is not all. This "great idea," the canon in the canon, .is 
taken in traditional Christian thought to identify not only the meaning 
of the text, but, much more, the unity of thought and reality itself. Read 
from its "center," the Bible is revelatory of the ultimate nature of things. 
To think the great idea (the canon in the canon) is nothing less than to 
think the very meaning of reality. The "world" is inscribed within the 
logic of the "great idea" encoded in and expressed through the diverse 
biblical materials. This act of inscription has been the basic aspiration 
and central task of much traditional Christian biblical-theological 
reflection. 

The criticism of this hermeneutic strategy is now widely voiced in 
the academy. It has been made by feminist theology (traditional theology 
effaces the experience of women through a reductionistic systemization 
of experience), contextual forms of theology (that is, traditional 
theology in trying to specify the structure of worldly existence and the 
divine denies the deeply social character of human life), and process and 
hermeneutical theologies (that is, the conception of 'being' and its 
relation to 'God' in traditional theology not only effaces the question of 
the meaning of being but negates the internal relation of God and 
world). The same point is made by post-structuralist thinkers who speak 
of the loss of "metanarratives" as defining the postmodern age and the 
current rejection of modern forms of reductionism centered on the 
human subject-the thinking 'I'-and unified philosophies of history. In 
all of these cases, the criticism of inherited patterns of biblical
theological thinking centers on the relation that can and ought to obtain 
between the complexity of phenomena (experience, traditions, texts, 
societies, etc.) and methods of thinking. This criticism seems basic to the 
host of positions now called postmodern; it is, in large measure, shared 
by the authors represented in this book. 

10 Levenson, 298. 
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After the loss of an all-integrating form of thought or unified 
them~, after the "great idea" and the dream of "the" system, is there still 
a subject matter that runs through the biblical traditions? Can we think 
systematically and pluralistically at the same time, or, is systematic 
inquiry always reductionistic? These questions have played a central role 
in recent discussions of Bible and theology. Indeed, much of the research 
that has taken place under the programmatic rubric of "Bible and 
Theology" has clearly distinguished itself from the kind of traditional 
positions presented and criticized by Levenson and others. Recent 
scholarship takes the Bible as an "astonishingly pluralistic library with 
traditions accumulated over a period of more than 1500 years."11 It also 
seeks consciously to be interdisciplinary and pluralistic in its approach to 
the material. This has meant taking seriously the various biblical 
traditions in their concrete differences within distinct Sitze im Leben. 
Finally, scholars have insisted on the fact that there are distortions not 
only in the history of reception in church history and ancient culture, but 
already the biblical traditions themselves can and often do offer 
distorted and confused perceptions of the divine and reality.12 In other 
words, the criticism of reductionist interpretive methods has been voiced 
by scholars interested in the relation of Bible and theology. 

T~e presen~ volume mu~t be seen as part of this larger scholarly 
ente~pnse that is self-consciously pluralistic, interdisciplinary, and 
seekmg to address honestly the distortions and possibilities found in 
t~ese tr~ditions. The research agenda proceeds from a complex and 
differentiated engagement with the manifold witnesses to the divine to 
understandings of self aml world, and to social, cultural, and m~ral 
expectations found in traditions. However, reaching this judgment 
about the project we have undertaken has exposed yet another set of 
problems for the authors. These difficulties center on the connection 
betweer:i claims about God and patterns of religious thinking. They 
cent~r, mother words, on the great idea of Christian theology (God's 
r~la!10n to th~ world) ~nd the attempt to inscribe reality within the 
biblical narrative of Gods dealing with the world. What does this mean? 

Granting the complexity of biblical traditions and cultural 
contexts, two basic problems have presented themselves to us in the 
course of our work. The first problem is the pervasive assumption that 
because of the complexity of traditions and social contexts it is 
impossible to develop a coherent, that is, systematic, mode of thought 
equal ~o !h~ complexity of our subject matter. Given the poverty of 
reduchorushc systems, many postmodern thinkers simply reject all 

11 Heinz Schiirmann, Gottes Reich-Jesu Geschick (Leipzig: St. Benno-Verlag 
1983), 246. ' 
12 See James Barr, Biblical Faith and Naturnl Theology The Gifford Lectures 
for 1991 (Oxford, 1993), 208ft. 
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attempts to develop coherent paradigms of thought and research. They 
advocate ad hoc patterns of thought concentrating on forms of local
knowledge and the practices of particular communities. Let us call the 
problem this first option poses to the very possibility of developing a 
new paradigm of biblical-theological inquiry the challenge to reflective 
coherence. The second and related problem is that the scholar or 
theologian, under the pressure to develop coherent proposals for actual 
life, orders the complexity of material into a thematic constellation in 
ways that merely repeat the problem of reductionism at a new, more 
subtle level. This ordering is either through overly formalized modes of 
thought based on vague theological ciphers or a rhetoric of progressive 
moralism. Let us call the problem this second option poses to our 
undertaking the challenge to reflective complexity. In our context, then, 
the double challenge to scholarly work is how to achieve a balance 
between coherence and complexity and thereby to avoid reductionist 
modes of thought or ad hoc accounts of traditions, texts, and 
communities. Let us explain this double challenge in more detail. 

Traditions, Contexts, and the Poverty of Theory 

The Bible represents II an astonishingly pluralistic library with traditions 
accumulated over a period of more than 1500 years." It seems obvious 
that there is no single progressive direction through the entire length 
and breadth of these texts. These texts have also been part of an 
"astonishingly pluralistic" historical reality of thousands of years. And, 
in fact, the constellation of texts and histories designated by "the biblical 
traditions" now exists within a world reality in which roughly one-third 
of humanity defines its religiosity with respect to those traditions.13 For 
good and ill, the biblical texts and traditions have deeply impressed 
themselves on what we can call "world culture" or "world ethos." At the 
level of texts, history of reception, and current contexts, we confront an 
overwhelming complexity characterized by divergent forms of mutual 
interrelationship that shapes current life. In the face of this fact, are the 
only options simply to turn, on the one hand, to the particularities of 
distinctive communities and their forms of local-knowledge, or, on the 
other hand, to insist on a universal perspective? Our situation is a 
shared planetary space composed of diverse, often competing, 
communities and traditions. We must think about the coherence and the 
complexity of our situation, emergent forms of life, and also diverse 
histories. 

13 See David Barrett, World Christian Encyclopedia: A Comparative Survey 
of Churches and Religions in the Modern World A.D. 1900-2000 (Oxford:Oxford 
University Press, 1982). 
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The authors represented in this book have sought to reflect upon 
this situation with respect to the question of power and powerlessness. 
We have placed the question of understanding the biblical texts and also 
theological discourse within the reality of social life. The question of 
'God' is then posed as a second-order reflection arising from inquiry into 
these power matrices in social construction. We conclude that the rather 
impressive power of a tradition to shape for good or ill global reality is 
not understandable in terms of one principle, one form, or one simple 
content that supposedly designates a power (call it the divine) operative 
aside from other actual social powers. Of course, classical theism and 
other forms of theology in Western societies that produced a 
transcendent personality, such as the christological concentration of 
much 20th century theology, often sought to designate this "power" 
operative in the world. These theological positions did so with respect to 
a massive symbolic center, a lordly figure, that specifies the interrelation 
between traditions and contexts in terms of domination. That is to say, 
'God' was conceived as a unifying, dominating power necessary to 
explain historical and social reality. 'God' was the principle of any form 
of systematic thinking; 'God' was the great idea. To think the being of 
God-whether given in reason or revealed in the Bible-is, then, to 
think the overarching and dominating coherence and unity of reality. 
This idea of God thereby articulated and backed one conception of 
power-power as domination. It was often specified symbolically 
through patriarchal and militaristic imagery; God is sovereign Lord, for 
instance. 

On seeing this point, we better understand the real depth of the 
methodological problems noted above and the pervasive sense in 
postmodern discourse of the poverty of theory. Systematic thought can 
be reductionistic, and, furthermore, this conceptual strategy is often 
wedded in classical theism to the question of power. In classical theology 
and its impression on Wes tern thought, the act of thinking about God is 
in fact to conceive of the unity of all that is, the coherence of reality, from 
the perspective of a dominating power operative outside of relations to 
other social powers. The act of thinking and a specific conception of 
power (domination) become wedded in much (but not all) classical 
theism. The canon within the canon, accordingly, centered on how this 
'God' acts on the world witnessed to by the biblical texts. All of reality is 
to be inscribed within the narrative logic of this God's dealing with the 
world. We judge that this theistic form of systematic thinking leads to 
reflective coherence but at the cost of reflective complexity. 

In this light we must ask: Is the agenda of a theism of domination 
implicitly or explicitly found in the biblical texts? Do the diverse 
traditions and texts of the "Bible" warrant and inform the conceptual 
enterprise of isolating a dominant power as the unity of thinking? Is it 
necessarily the case that any attempt to think the coherence of complex 
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phenomena-like the biblical traditions in their social contexts with 
respect to our world situation-devolves into an assertion of 
dominating power that falsely orders the very complexity we seek to 
understand? Manifestly, many contemporary thinkers answer yes to 
these questions. They take this to define the limits of classical theism and 
also the poverty of theory. Accordingly, the postmodern move in 
theology and biblical studies has often been to turn to the welter of 
particular texts, traditions, and contexts as if these are self-explanatory, 
and, further, to celebrate the flux or play of experience and language as 
supposedly generative of meaning. And in reaction to this move, other 
scholars, usually identifying themselves with the modern, 
Enlightenment project, have tried to reassert the demand for 
generalized strategies for validating cognitive and moral claims. Thus, 
the twofold challenge to reflective coherence and complexity is played 
out in the academy as the clash between modern and postmodern forms 
of thought. 

The issues behind this debate over postmodernism cover a wide 
array of problems. How are we to think about the patterns of 
interdependency that constitute our world situation in order to address 
the real, concrete problems facing us? Additionally, how are we to think 
about those particular texts, traditions, and contexts in terms of their 
beliefs about meaningful life? More profoundly, what is the connection 
between power and thinking, a connection often seen in how God has 
been understood in Christian thought? These questions seem difficult to 
address if one simply insists, as many "postmoderns" do, on the poverty 
of theory, or, conversely, if one flatly rejects, as many "moderns" do, any 
pluralistic sensibility. Caught between these extreme positions, scholars 
interested in addressing pressing human problems have been forced into 
what we now judge to be false forms of coherence. 

The purpose of this volume is not simply to abandon theory, but, 
rather, to challenge the basic connection between power and forms of 
thought found in much traditional reflection. We have done this so that 
we might (1) avoid reductionistic accounts of texts and social contexts 
while (2) having the means to provide a coherent account of complex 
social and textual phenomena. The authors have undertaken reflection 
on a manifold of traditions and social contexts by using manifold 
scholarly methods. We might call this "a many-to-many-through-many" 
relationship of Bible and theology. Bible and theology are not related as 
if they represent unified entities. Rather, the many and divergent 
strands of thought found in the "Bible" are related to the full complexity 
of our social reality through the use of various interpretive methods. We 
have attempted to avoid the covert connection between power and 
systematic reflection while nevertheless hoping to articulate the 
coherence of complex traditions. 
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Is this agenda an impossibility? Are we finally left with an 
either/ or: either we forego all concern for systematic reflection in the 
name of particularity, or we seek once again the "great idea," the 
unified system? This question is not merely academic in nature. In a time 
of global interdependence when diverse and divergent cultures must 
interact amid increasing economic conflict and ecological pressure, does 
the scholar have anything to say about the meaning and direction of life? 
It is in light of these matters that we can understand prevalent forms of 
thought and why our working-group diverges in important respects 
from each of them. While offering genuine insights, these options finally 
offer false forms of coherence in thinking about traditions, texts, and 
social contexts. 

Traditions and Contexts: False Coherence 

Thus far we have noted two fundamental challenges to current 
academic. work: the c~allenge to reflective coherence, and the challenge 
to reflective complexity. In the face of these challenges, theorists over 
the course of this century have in fact developed formal patterns of 
thought on the level of hermeneutics, cultural theory, and social critique 
that are compatible with the complexity of traditions, texts, and cultural 
realities. Thinkers have developed the formal means to examine the 
polysemic nature of texts to present a world of meaning (hermeneutics), 
the social order and its divergent cognitive claims (discourse theory and 
communication ethics), and even the emergence of increasing complexity 
within the natural world (new physics). These developments have had 
grave impact on contemporary theology in terms of theories about 
language, understanding of the status of cognitive claims, and even 
~la~ms ~bout God and the natural world. Granting those developments, 
1t 1s still the case that we have not developed rich material and 
contextual forms of thought. This lack is seen in the two most dominant 
forms of theological reflection given genuine pluralistic sensibilities. 

First, highly developed postmodern and postliberal theologies 
rightly begin hermeneutically with the material levels of texts, 
narratives, traditions, and contexts but then reduce these to formal 
co~structs t~rough vague ciphers of integration (e.g., Ground of Being; 
Ultunate Pomt of Reference, God as "model," the Bible as "narrative," 
the "mystical and political"). A single cipher is drawn from complex 
materials or imaginatively constructed by the theologian and then taken 
theologically as the principle for understanding worldly existence. This 
means that discourse about the divine is symbolically designated or 
practically postulated as the unity behind the diversity of the world or 
supposedly rendered forth in "narrative" as the form of biblical 
discourse. These forms of thought deeply influenced by the 



16 A New Paradigm of Theological and Biblical Inquiry 

developments in hermeneutics, social theory, and even physics not~d 
above manifest a pluralistic sensibility in that they do not assume a uruty 
simply given within the biblical texts or diverse cu~tural forms. 
Nevertheless, these positions do specify the theological task as 
articulating that unity through concepts, images, symbols or in ecclesial 
practice. Second, forms of reflection arising out of sensitivity to the 
contextual nature of all thought and life seldom go beyond a rhetoric of 
progressive moralism. The coherence of theological ~g is not 
specified into terms of its ground, point of reference, or d1scurs1ve form, 
but with respect to a specific socio-moral agenda theology ought to 
serve (e.g. liberation, Christian identity, ecological and global 
responsibility). In doing so, there is a failure to see how any form of 
discourse and any moral agenda is transmuted and variously 
understood within complex, highly differentiated social systems. 

The first theological response to pluralism reduplicates the 
problem of reductionism at the level of ideas and discursive forms 
(symbols, images, models of God, narrative) and thus effaces the 
material reality we seek to understand. This second response never 
reaches beyond the social-political context other than through appeals 
to a moral-political agenda that is quickly lost given the way complex 
social systems function. In both of these theological options there has not 
been a successful response to the need to enhance reflective complexity 
along with reflective coherence. Because of this, the biblical texts and 
traditions either become irrelevant in theologies driven by the need to 
isolate an ultimate ground, the texts are reduced to a discursive form 
used to foster Christian "identity," or they are co-opted within a specific 
moral agenda and thus reduced to hollow rhetoric given the hard facts 
of social life. Is it any wonder that the rubric "Bible and Theology" 
would spark aversion and suspicion by thinkers aware of the 
shortcomings of these modes of thought? 

The perception that we are searching for a new paradigm of 
thought is widely held. For instance, Camel West has recently noted the 
demand for a "nuanced historical sense" and "subtle social analysis" 
that are to communicate and evolve, but do not indoctrinate social 
commonalities and moral-political projects.14 The insights of the 
currently dominant forms of thought must be acknowledged. But in the 
face of the challenge posed by "Bible and Theology" what lies beyond 
moralistic appeals, vague ciphers, or older forms of reductionism? We 
identify the current demand for a new conceptual model and method of 

14 Cornel West, Prophetic Thought in Postmodern Times: Beyond 
Eurocentrism and Multiculturalism, vol 1. (Monroe, ME: Common Courage 
Press, 1993). 
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reflection as the search for a multi-perspectival social critique.15 By this 
we mean a pluralistic method of thought aimed at understanding, 
isolating, and overcoming distortions in the social world(s). This form of 
reflection cuts against a long history of thought noted above that is 
mono-systematic (reductionistic, non-pluralistic) in specifying the 
structure of thinking, and orders moral and metaphysical material from 
a top-down perspective. The purpose of this book is to redeem 
interdisciplinary work aimed at articulating common thematic 
structures that will not prevent access to particularity or order the 
material from a top-down perspective. 

We have come to believe that a culture of difference is itself a 
necessary context for multi-perspectival inquiry. The very nature of an 
interdisciplinary research group (1) must be characterized by diverse 
thinkers who work inductively, or "bottom-up", in particular context(s) 
but with respect to a shared thematic concern (power, powerlessness, 
and the divine), (2) the process of interdisciplinary work must be self
conscious about the methodological and conceptual problems facing this 
work, and (3) there must be a willingness by all to reconsider and 
reconceptualize organizing themes in light of the process of scholarly 
exchange among diverse perspectives. These concerns have directed the 
labors of our working-group so that the process of our deliberations 
have been part of the subject matter in question. In this respect, we have 
attempted to enact a new paradigm of interdisciplinary work that 
centers on material and contextual considerations without loss of the 
question of how to think systematically about complex phenomena. The 
coherence of our work is found in the critique of social distortions arising 
out of the relation of power and powerlessness. 

Toward a Paradigm of Interdisciplinary Work 

Thus far in this chapter we have attempted to isolate the problems that 
beset the enterprise of "Bible and Theology" with respect to (a) religious 
traditions and the forms of rationality they involve, (b) connections 
between systematic thinking and domination found in much, but not all, 
traditional theism, and (c) dominant trends in current thought that 
either do not escape or do not grasp the depth of this problem. We have 
also (d) stated the aim of this book as enacting a paradigm of 
interdisciplinary work designated as a "multi-perspectival critique" of 
the human activity of social construction. Examining the theme of 
"power, powerlessness and the divine" within a project on "Bible and 
Theology" has then forced our group into a line of inquiry that reaches 

15 We understand "critique" here in the constructive sense of the art of 
distinction. 
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well beyond the usual rubric of such work. It has forced us to .consider 
how it is we think about the divine, power, and powerlessness m a way 
that does not reduplicate longstanding problems. . . . 

The organizing purpose of the book and of all of the .md1_v~~ual 
essays is to explore patterns of power and pow:rl.essness, theu cnhc1sm 
and transformation in diverse strata of the biblical texts and cultures 
and also in Western thought and culture. We tried to incorporate 
multiple perspectives on this question and thereby. soug~t to better 
understand the place, if any, of biblical and theological discourse and 
practice in these complex social pr?cesses. In o7de~ to fu~t~e.r a 
material-contextual and yet systematic mode of thinking, we m1hally 
bracketed the usual debates about methodology in religious studies in 
order to examine the complexity of biblical discourse about power with 
respect to our own moral, political, ~nd religious situatio~s. The 
outcome of this inquiry has been to refashion how one ought to thmk and 
speak of the divine. How is this so? 

The discovery that orients our inquiry is the appearance of an 
explosive tension at work in the human activity of _world-making, 
manifest within the interfaces of complex textual and social phenomena. 
This "explosive tension" was between powers of domination an?- ot.her 
powers working for the transformation of these patterns of dommahon. 
These other powers-often depicted in terms of powerlessness or 
strangeness-were readily designated by the biblical texts as the divine. 
Amid instances of these "explosive tensions" we thus found examples of 
the emergence of novel forms of world-making that were rid, or at least 
sought to rid themselves, of basic distortions. Ba~ed on this finding, ~he 
essayists have been moved to ask: What happens 1f we take the explosive 
tensions present in the contextual and material levels of traditions, 
texts, and social contexts seriously for reflection on power, the divine, 
and even systematic thinking? In this light, we judge that 'God' cannot 
be conceived (1) removed from the conflicts and processes of 
transformation in social reality, or (2) through the systematic reduction 
of complexity to a single principle or "great idea." Discourse about the 
divine is defined with respect to understanding and explaining emergent 
social processes, the very dynamics of world-making, in which 
oppressive and destructive relations of power and powerlessness are 
legitimated, criticized, or transformed. Moreo.ver, power m~st . be 
understood within these complex explosive tensions when dommat10n 
confronts "other forces" in the emergence of new forms of life. What 
differentiates the divine and the demonic, legitimate and illegitimate 
forms of power, is then the extent to which a power matrix respects ~nd 
enhances the emergence of just forms of life. The emergent forms of iust 
social construction are nothing less than disclosures of God. Discourse 
about God is, then, to be undertaken by sustained attention to the details 
and dynamics of world-making. In this way our theological agenda 

William Schweiker and Michael Welker 19 

radicalizes previous forms of the theology of culture, a form of inquiry 
aimed at the religious depths of human cultural activity, into reflection 
on world-making itself.16 

This paradigm of biblical-theological reflection seeks, then, to 
move reflection on power and powerlessness from a theism of 
domination and control to a consideration of the transformation of 
distortions in social reality as the basic datum for claims about God and 
God's action. We understand this agenda to arise out of our reflection 
on the material-contextual resources of texts and traditions even as it 
bears on systematic and formal dimensions of reflection. All of the 
authors chose analogous problems in cultural and biblical traditions, 
problems that we have designated conceptually as "systemic" and 
"systematic" distortions.17 These concepts allow us to specify those 
powerful forms of thought, value, and belief about human life, 
community, and culture that appear to be unquestionable and even life 
enhancing in a specific society, but, in fact, are destructive, detrimental 
to life, deceptive, and socially poisonous with respect to the viability and 
flourishing of actual life. In this respect, the biblical texts and their 
historical contexts become a resource for understanding and explaining 
deep patterns of distortion in Western history as well as providing 
means to reflect upon overcoming those distortions. Thus, "Power, 
Powerlessness, and the Divine" designates not only the title of this book. 
It also expresses how we understand the forms of distortion and their 
transformation that the research paradigm seeks to understand, 
critique, and, in the case of transformation, to further. 

The connections among power, powerlessness, and the divine are 
interpreted by the scholars whose work is found in the pages of this book 
in view of very different problems, biblical traditions, and scholarly 
methods. In this respect, the essays taken as a whole represent a "many
to-many-through-many" approach mindful of systemic and systematic 
distortions to the question of power, powerlessness, and the divine. Yet 
the title of this volume also seeks to designate an explosive tension that 

16 For an early attempt to specify this agenda see William Schweiker, "To 
Dwell on the Earth: Authority and Ecumenical Theology" in Worldviews and 
Warrants: Plurality and Authority in Theology, eds. William Schweiker and Per 
M. Anderson (Lanham: University Press of America, 1987), 89-112. More 
recently, see Michael Welker's account of "realistic theology" in his God the 
Spirit, translated by John F. Hoffmeyer (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1994). We 
should note that our conception of theology differs from recent proposals for a 
"world theology" (W.C. Smith; J. Hick) and also for a "global ethic" (H. Ki.ing). 
Our focus is on world-making, and not simply the diversity of religions in the 
world, and, ethically, on understanding, judging, and overcoming forms of 
distortion rather than merely articulating general principles of right action. 
17 We have used this term rather than "ideology" in order to clarify the 
connection between value-systems and patterns of thought and also to recognize 
the fact that any form of thought and belief is, at some level, an ideology. 
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in specific ways is real and important within biblical traditions, the 
history of Western thought and life, and our contemporary world. We 
have dared to argue that the problem of identifying and overcoming 
social distortions focused on the connection of power, powerlessness, 
and the divine-while not denoting the meaning of the text-at least 
provides a way to reflect coherently on diverse materials and contexts. 
This is the answer we propose to the challenge raised by Levenson, 
Randleman, and other critics of biblical-theological reflection. We have 
made this argument mindful of the material, contextual, and formal 
dimensions of interdisciplinary work in our time. Insofar as that is the 
case, the chapters of this book also meet the dual challenge to reflective 
coherence and complexity. It remains the reader's task to assess the 
adequacy of our proposal by engaging the contribution of each author. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter we have attempted to specify the most basic moral
religious concern of a new paradigm of biblical-theological inquiry and 
the reasons for our apprehension about the usual understanding of the 
enterprise of "Bible and Theology." Additionally, we have sought to 
clarify how reflection on that very apprehension has led us to seek a new 
direction for research and also better to understand the connection 
between power and systematic thinking within theistic traditions. 
Finally, we have specified how we have refocused the question of the 
relation between Bible and theology in terms of distortions and 
possibilities in social construction as the context to explore the relations 
among power, powerlessness, and the divine. 

It is our hope that the work collected in this volume will be a 
catalyst to further discussion on the relation of Bible and theology. More 
importantly, we hope that biblical scholars, theologians, and all 
concerned persons will seek to understand the problems and possibilities 
of the great task of world-making which befalls human life. Insofar as 
that task is undertaken, then our intellectual resources and energies will 
be rightly focused on matters of pressing importance even as we will 
come to understand better the world in which we live in all of its fragility 
and promise. 

2 

The Ambivalence of Power 
in Early Christianity 

Gerd TheiBen 

Religious faith is not only confronted with power, but it is power with 
some. ambivalent effects. Faith not only motivates people to admirable 
altr1:1ism, but to excesses of inhumanity. Religious beliefs not only 
motivate people to resolve conflicts, but also hinder the solution of 
social and political conflicts as a result of fanaticism (as in Northern 
Irela~d, Cyprus, the Middle East, and India). Religion contains both 
blessm.g and curse. Whoever interprets religious traditions 
pr~f 7ssi~nally ta~es responsibility for turning the dangerous power of 
religion into blessing, whenever this may be possible. This also requires 
uncoverin~ the ambivalent function of religion where it appears to be a 
mere blessing. Research into religion must not be controlled by a "myth 
of innocence'~ as if it were an ent~rely 1;>eneficial faith which we just had 
to fre7 from its ~strangements, distortions and perversions. Religion as 
such is as ambivalent as power itself. And religion is all the more 
ambivalent if religion is dealing with power. 

I. ~hall tr~ to sho~ this by us~? early Christianity as an example
a tradition which motivates my hving and thinking. I wish to conceal 
neither this nor my opinion that even in the beginnings there was a dark 
shadow, a certain tragedy. 

In the first part, I shall present (very briefly) the theoretical 
framework whereby I shall examine the correlation between religion 
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