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Politics and Spirituality

Politics as Pilgrimage

On the days when the campaign took us out on the road, traveling from
place to place and from voter group to voter group, I had an acute sense that
could be likened to that of an athlete who is engaged in cross-country running, or
the steeple chase, or even the marathon. That is, "running" for political office
seems to be the appropriate description. Itisa run -- a run through a field of
barriers, obstacles, and other challenges that can be measured according to
specifiable degrees of difficulty. There is a starting point, and a pre-established
guaranteed finishing point. The finish line is more time (date) than place. One
knows that one has, say, one hundred twenty more days to run, which in so many
ways can appropriately be identified with a pregnancy.

So many times were we consoled with this observation, "well, if a woman
knew the pain would be forever, she'd never allow herself to get pregnant."
Indeed, when the campaign going gets tough, one reassures oneself of the fact that
the race is temporary and of scheduled duration. It doesn't simply go on and on,

ad infinitum. Moreover, the contest is decided on the basis of judgments made



during the course of one's running, which judgments are assessed and delivered

by others after one has stepped over the finish line. Though polling information is

sometimes useful, one can never know the outcome precisely until the votes are in.
In athletic terms, running for elected office is very different, say, from

needing to subdue an opponent in a wrestling match, and from getting on base

and scoring runs in a baseball game, and from impressing judges, say, in

swimming competition. There are skills involved, but there is no real con-

sensus as to which of them are most instrumental. Training is involved, but

the training guides function like travel guides to foreign cities. They can propose

and suggest avenues of approach, but without being able to promise successful

arrival at the desired destination. By the end, of course, it is always a two-person

_ Tace: oneself against one's-opponent;-or, perhaps, as significant, the self one was

"_before one ran against the self one must become in order to run successfully.
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There is interesting interplay at both levels. And what makes all of this so intense
is that both dynamics are played out in a very public arena, which accords most
critical prominence to the psycho-social modality. No one else can run in one's
place, or on one's behalf, and yet one's running is primarily representational. And
the images that are created can assume a kind of timeless quality. Edmund
S~——— — D e e
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Muskie had a brilliant career -- Governor of

Maine, U.S. Senator, nomihee for Vice President, then Secretary of State.

But on March 27, 1996, the day after he died, the third line of his obituary
referenced the time that he stood in the snow on a street corner in New
Hampshire, and, after describing how much he had been hurt by published
remarks about his wife, shed tears publicly. From that day forward, each time
Edmund Muskie's name came up, this scene was automatically and vividly called

to mind. And itwas an event tha\tpgm*«@gq_lgﬁs than t‘e? kmlru‘lmtes in the course of a
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highly dedicated live of distinguished public service that reached over a span of
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over eighty years.

The invocation of analogies from athletics also\ situates arun for political

_office within a framework that carries clear rehglous and/or spmtual overtones

. After all a dehberate ]ourney through barners, obstacles, and SIgmﬁcant

challenges, accompamed by a sense of ordeal is the kind of human action that

meets the requirements of Ellgnmage, which subject has in-

spired a considerable body of analytical and interpretive trans-cultural literature.
Pilgrimage is what devoted inquirers do in pursuit of insight or enlightenment. It
is what persons in need do to secure healing. Pilgrimage is what believers do so
as to locate themselves at those places of distinctive magnetism so as to find

refreshment and nourishment. Pilgrimage provides passage into the realm of

experience. Itis a distinct "going forth," which, as Victor Turner and others have

S

illustrated, is surfeited with ritual ambience. ~ There are some truths that are

_inacessible in stationary-position; these require action and motion. Pilgrimage is

about movement.

A host of examples come quickly to mind. John Bunyan's Pilgrim's
Progress is probably the most obvious one, but there is also Chaucer's Canterbury
Tales, Rudyard Kipling's Kim, the stories of D. H. Lawrence, Joseph Conrad and
Patrick White, and the very impressive series of contemporary

"travel books," the best known of which is The Lady and the Monk, by the

brilliant and sensitive writer, Pico Iyer.

In the prototype, Pilgrim's Progress, Bunyan likens the experience of a

properly-directed life to that of an extended journey, marked at every stage
by the quality of challenge that requires virtue or its opposite. And Joseph

Campbell has written a classic portrayal of the human journey, under the



title, The Hero With a Thousand Faces, that has the same force. in each,

the protagonist is called upon to go out to meet the call of adventure, which
adventure requires a triumph over significant danger, following which there
is a celebrated return to home with the protagonist possessing the fresh in-
sight that the journey/pilgrimage made accessible. l}eginm’ng and | ending of
pllgrlm\age are mextrlcably linked together. The acceptance of the terms is
;ﬁ\aehed to the prospect of reward or blessing, which, of course, can never be
guaranteed The risk is that the j journey is not only laborlous and manifestly
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_inconvenient, but, in numerous ways,al*sﬁgl_s_ﬁq_hfe-tllreatemng The dangers it
imposes are real. But the pilgrim knows that there is no other route to the
enlightenment that he/she has been invited or persuaded to seek.

Thus, for Bunyan, Campbell and other pilgrimage chroniclers, there are

distinct stages, or stations, along the way. Campbell identifies three categorial

ones: departure, initiation, 'and return, each of which is characterized by distinct
stages and deliberate sequences. Other analysts of pilgrimage literature term the

three phases: separation (referring to the start of the journey), the liminal stage

(referring to the journey, or to the movement, itself), and reaggregation (referring
to the homecoming). In the Campbell formulation, "the hero" returns home after
coming successfully to terms with realities that can only be found away from
home, and there is a joyful celebration. The same consequence is made explicit in

Pilgrim's Progress. When the race is over, and all significant obstacles have been

overcome, there is singing and rejoicing, and the pilgrim is made recipient to an
extraordinary blessing.

}amfuggeshng that the run for pohtlcal office is hke pilgrimage i ina

_number-of ways. Itis directed movement. It requires total involvement. The

movement and the involvement create a strong sense of community, in that one is
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accompanied on the journey by persons who are dedicated to the same cause



_Erlc\l / or to &ﬁai@g@e  pilgrim.  Thus, such pilgrimage groups are made up of
persons from all walks of life, representing all economic strata, and a wide variety
of backgrounds. All form a bond for the sake of the success of the journey, for
which all are willing to make the requisite sacrifice. In varying degrees all have
switched worlds in order to be in the company of pilgrims on the journey. Styles
of dress are simple. Institutional support structures are primitive. All that

qualifies as being luxurious or otherwise expendable is jettisoned, so that the

movement can occur without unnecessary impediment. And the bonding is as
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strong as anything the participants had previously experienced. This is why

__campaign activists, when talking about their experiences, tend to highlight one_
_campaign that was extraordinary for them: Wherever it happened, whatever the
_political season, this was the normative pilgrimage, the one in w\i—ich values and
W{? > tested. And the recollection of who actually got the most votes
sometimes occurs as an afterthought.

I'have vivid memories of picking up each day's assignment from the
campaign scheduler, getting in the car that would take me/us to our des-
tination within the district, arriving at the designated neighborhood
in which we were scheduled to walk precincts, or of walking into the room
to meet another group of voters. On and on - and on and on -- it goes during
the course of a political campaign, day after day after day, usually from early
morning until late at night. I have vivid memories of longing for nightfall,
when we could gather with others bonded with us, usually around a fire on
our patio, to swap stories about the events of the day. Iremember the comfort of
night, which afforded one the opportunity to rest so that the same sequence could

be resumed as soon as there was new day.



E\pi}grimage tetms, I w1ll never torget the final day of the campaign. In

the prototype, Pilgrim's Progress, Bunyan likens the experience of a properly-
directed life to that of an extended journey, marked at every stage by the quality of
challenge that requires virtue or its opposite. And Joseph Campbell has written a

classic portrayal of the human journey, under the title The Hero With a Thousand

Faces, that has the same force. In each, the protagonist is called upon to go out to
meet the call of adventure, which adventure requires a triumph over significant
danger, following which there is a celebrated return to home with the protagonist
possessing the fresh insight that the journey/pilgrimage made accessible.

All pilgrimage literature testifies that the journey is necessarily
inconvenient and arduous, but the goal is of such incomparable value that the
sacrifices are deemed worthy. An-essential element in the goal is the opportunity

o "see the truth with one's own eyes," and.to recognize it to-be-truth. This implies
that the truth that is consequent to p1lgr1mage is accessible in no other way. Thus,
the pllgnm is impressed with the realization that if he/she does not respond to the
call to the journey, a life-defining opportunity will have been missed, and will
never become available again.

_In pilgrimage terms, I will never forget the last day of the 1994 campaign.
My wife Lois, two of our three children, our son-in;law and grandson, and I were
loaned a large GMC Suburban van for the final three days of the campaign, which
we used to try to cover every town and city in the 22nd District. Of course, we
couldn't stay very long in any one of these locations, but we did make contact with
voters, shook hands up and down the main streets of each place, and tried to fan

the enthusiasms of as many people as we could excite or encourage. Th_e most_

\exhllaratlo\ came, however, when we knew that thetlme for campalgmng had
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ended and that we were ﬁnally free to return home
S~ T~ '



We began singing and shouting, while recalling the long weeks of the
campaign. We began swapping stories of the difficult times as well as the
uplifting times. We played music tapes we had enjoyed before, which had been
put on hold when campaign-driving time was used as campaign-strategy time.
And we began singing -- singing for joy, singing because of the relief, singing
because the finish line was near. And during the final fifteen minutes, as the GMC
suburban simply hurtled its way back into Santa Barbara, it was almost as if the
outcome of the election was already known to us. We had survived. Indeed, we
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had prevailed -- prevailed over an election process that could easﬂy have exp101ted

us, prevalled over all of the accusahons that we didn't know how to be credible
- TN
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pphhcal Candldates prevalled over all o_fih_e adv1ce (much of lf ‘professional, some
_of it costly) abc about _Whlch we had been &15p051t10nalLy suspicious. Itwas as
satisfyinga period of time as I have experienced, and it was crowned by our entry
into El Paseo Restaurant where our supporters had gathered, with music, good
food and drink, and our family. To run for political office is to place oneself in a
race, the completion of which, almost regardless of the outcome, brings both
satisfaction and excitement. Igreahze_that the race is over is to sense that life can
_begin to return to some sense of nermalcy. It's why those who devised the
liturgical year made provision for the exciting, uplifting, exhilarating high holy
.days, to be followed by days when the human spirit could simply take refuge in
what is most appropriately called "ordinary time."

We say it is like religion, because religion gives such prominence to journeys
and-pilgrimages. Indeed, it is e;reh appropriate to conceive of the fpheﬁeh of
_religion as_lending_pel:‘i;(yiisation to time, a‘nucl then to insertingrqualitative_
-gradationsinto this periodisation, _How better to insure that the days of one's life
_are (j,isft‘inc_;ive,,that life itself has purpose, and that there can be perceptible

progress toward the goal. Religion, in short, enables humans to measure their life,



which, of course, 1ncludes exammmg one's hfe, which, as Socrates noted, is the
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essence of the vita contemplativa. The degree of soul-searching that at belongs to

politics, particularly in the heat of the campaign, is not unlike that that is fostered
&rehgl\on The difference is that rehglon prov1des a standard, or some authorized

vectors, in relatxonshlp to wh1ch the > search is co,nducted,JN_hﬂe the vectors that are

—

_most prominent in polltlcs are the numbers that tell one how it appears that one is
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_doing relative to how one's opponent is doing,

Politics as Mendicant Experience

S

looked at via an awareness of the dynamlcs Qf rehg_ont_ We refer to_ t_h_e m_end}—
_cant character of political life, that is, to the fact that the person running for elected
office pursues that goal while begging for support monies. In traditional reh’gtous
_terms, a mendicant is a pers;t;he Jr/etlounces the ownership of personal property,
and, sometimes in very austere fashion, relies on the good will and charity of
-others for his/her daily needs. Mendicants belong‘s to all religions that have
monastic traditions. In Buddhism, for example, a mendicant is a one who begs for
bread. Within Christianity, the Dominicans and the Franciscans are the most
prominent mendicant orders, but Carmelites, Servites, and lesser known groups
belong to the category as well. The mendicants ]ourneyed from place to place,
requestingalms, and-engaging the people they met 1n\the1r teachmgs concerning
_the meaning of life. They renounced personal possessions and mundane pursuits
to win a higher crown, which they understood to be their obligation in life.
Admittedly, unlike the monks, the political candidate is not sent out with

no more than modest clothes, a begging bowl, and sacrosanct teaching, but the

imagery is similar. Therpoklitic___ivan, by comparison and contrast, asks for



money from virtually everyone with whom he/she comes in contact, even those
peoble whom he/she may not know atall. A person indicates an interest in_
_running for political office -- as I did -- and the question is: are you willing to
spend at least six (or maybe eight) hours per day asking for money? If not, it's as if
_the would-be candidate is resisting the most-singularly defining vow. If so, one is
welcomed to the field, accorded a kind of group blessing, and sent out with a list
_.of potential financial supporters. The challenge is to reach as many of them as
possible before the electorate registers its vote.

If politicians saw themselves as mendicants, they would have a much clearer
picture of what the run for office requires. But, for many candidates, this is by far
the most difficult challenge of all. For, to put oneself in the posture of having to
ask for money -- both for one's cause and for oneself ---is.to place onself in

wSEEJ,'?CFiOD to th(y)fehp.erﬁerns }'11'10 are willing to be supportive. To be subject to
_them is to ca;fy the obligation fCQ;Q.QiheiLhidding‘.r Perhaps politicians can find the
proper consciences to deliver on these obligations. But there has to be a sense of
gnawing reluctance to give up one's self-dependence, and all of the confidences
 that are sustained therein, in order to be faithful to a mendicant's vocation. When
_the monks.agreed to mendicant's vows, they were counseled to look to God for all
of their.needs. God's bounty would provide, and there would be signs of such
beneficence on days the monks least expected it. For politicians, the situation is
_rather different. Wlthout gifts of money campalgns cannot move forward Apart
from adequate support a cahdldate cannot win a political contest. The support a
_monk seeks, however, is affirmation of the way he/she trusts the universe is
ordgded That is, he/ she lives-by grace, the support of others, and the bounty of

whoever rules this earth. In politics the same transactions have become so

completely tarnished that they become bane rather than blessing, impediment
f/ — S —r



than facilitator, and the element of the process that is most vulnerable to

So far, in this chapter, we have addressed the question of the relationships
between politics and spirituality by focusing specifically on the dynamics of
running for office. We have suggested that there are similarities to journeys and
pilgrimages, topics that attract keen interest within the world of religion. We have
also suggested that the politician's role is similar to that of mendicant monks. Each
is dependent upon monetary gifts from others in order to survive.
politics_and.the content of religion carry similarities. Both religion and politics are

Intent on pointing toward the way the world ought to be. That is, both religion

aqq_politigs f_e_:gd on idealism. Each is ggsigned to motivate individuals to seek
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what is best, highest, most inspiring. The content of each is directed toward the-
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_realization of aspiration._ -
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Progressive Politics and Progressive Spirituality

In this regard, it is not surprising that religion and politics have often
_formed informal partnerships. Republican politics today, for example, is nearly
synonymous with the ideals and principles of the Christian Coalition. And
there are heavy doses of "liberation theology" (and old-style social-gospel
theory) in the incentives that propel the Democrats forward. All of this says
N4 that politics lend pragmatism to rel\iqgi/q\g‘s? jgi:e/a\li which ideals are more repre-
é sentative and constitutive of the soci;ty and culture than anything else.

_The big question here is why has the religious side of progressive pgh—
>/<, tics been so quiet or dormant in recent years? From the other side, the tele-

/7 / vision evangelists, Rush Limbaugh, Bill Bennett, and others have all been



expressing themselves to national radio and television audiences. From the
progressive side, there has been little if any talk-show sponsorship. Yet, the

progressive movement is not without spiritual sensibility. After all, this is

~

the party of the Rev. Jesse Jackson. Itis the orientation to public life that can
count Hillary Rodham Clinton's "politcs of meaning” among s theological

. ac/hi_qyemenfgg» Itis I;‘;t deym¢()i§pi§i§galjty. Rather, when it came into be-
ing, its tenets ééuld ilafaly be expressed without invocation of significant reli-
gious and/or spiritual language. But it doesn't seem to be this way any longer,

and at the very time that the life of the spirit seems most vulnerable and com-

mands most attention.

How should it happen that the books listed most prominently on The

New York Times weekly best-seller list are books on the subject of

spirituality? During the week that this paragraph is being written, that list
places Thomas Moore's Care of the Soul, M. Scott Peck's The Road Less Travelled,

and its sequel Further Along the Road Less Travelled, Marianne Williamson's

Iluminata, together with Jack Canfield's and Mark Victor Hansen's Chicken Soup

for the Soul among the fifteen books that sold most copies nationally. On the same

list is Crossing the Threshhold of Hope by John Paul II and The Book of Virtues,

by William Bennett. It is arguable, of course, that the latter two entries should be

classified as conservative rather than progressive documents. But we cite them

here not as illustration of the direction of current American politics, but as further

evidence of the strong pull contemporary America feels toward spirituality.

In this regard, it is important to note that Norman Lear refers to the

requirements of the life of the spirit in virtually every public interview. Lear's

EL/ point, it seems, is that human beings today are experiencing a profound disconnect
7

“ /" between the materialistic, superficial ways in which they are conducting their lives



as distinct from some tacit recognition of that which is most fundamenal to them,
namely, the life of their souls or spirits. Lear has asserted that too much of the
criteria for success and happiness in our society proceeds by quantification: we
measure our well-being by the numbers -- dollars earned or acquired, miles
traveled, square footage owned, weight gained or lost, etal. Of course, one can
dispute some of the contentions, and even question their bases from within this
growing body of literature and social and cultural commentary. The point is that
in an age alleged to have be-come secular, the discussion of spirituality has become
prominent in contemporary American life. The books that address this subject are
being sought and read carefully, and the teachers and practitioners are being

readwidely consulted.

_Think what would happen if the spiritual force that is inherent in the interest in
_such books like Peck's The Road Less Travelled, Williamson's [lluminata, and, say,

__the writings of Matthew Fox were to find expression in politics. The problem is
_ that much of this "new age spirituality" is very individuated in focus and intention,
~and has not yet assumed strong collective responsibility. But there is no reason

why it shouldn't, and there is no reason why it couldn't. Indeed, this, it seems, is
the missing link. Those who view life from the progressive side have not yet
% ~found the formula to link their politics and their spirituality. A lot of them who
are into politics are not tuned into spirituality. And many within the spiritual
movements are not yet respectful of politics. In fact, in some instances,
.progressive spirituality has been established in lieu of meaningful politics. The
disdain f6r politics is a manifestation of a much more pervasive disdain for
institutional life of most kinds. Numerous 1960s and 1970s spiritual and political

enthusiasms were born out of "question authority" incentives. This is how the

counter-culture acquired both strength and ambition. To function in a counter-
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fashion one must raise challenges against the status quo, and this translated into a
severe questioning of the legitimacy of prevailing institutions. It seems ironic, or
does it, that the criticism of professional politics and professional politicians that
surfaced dramatically in the 1994 election can be interpreted as the conservative
version of the same counter-culture motif that progressives advanced a decade

or two earlier. The strong anti-government sentiment follows the same sequence.
First, in the 1960s, the progressives expressed themselves against an entrenched
national government that was institutionally resistant to the anti-war fervor that
developed dramatically. In the 1980s, Ronald Reagan came to power preaching that
government (particularly in its federal form) was indeed the people's enemy. The
same thesis was advanced in 1994, but this time it was focused on the government
over which the Clinton Administration and the Congressional Democrats held
power. All of it, from the 1960s to the present, can be interpreted as clear,
unmistakable expression of a deep and growing dissatisfaction with what
government stands for and symbolizes. It is not at all surprising, therefore, that
those who find their entry into political involvement via anti-government, anti-
institutional sentiments are not quickly going to transfer such deconstructionist
sentiments into active involvement in the political process. In other words, if the _
mode of ordlg"s~ attachment to politics is deconstr__u_c_ﬁonj-st,mgggl\(_i_ll__gqt be easily

_persuaded to come out in strong favor of any political candidacy.. Rather, the

_tendency will be to keep one's distance, protect one's detachment, and prevent

one's
personal freedoms from being diminished or qualified by potentially debilitating
intrusions. )

Much "new age" spirituality can be portrayed in precisely this way. That is,
it came into prominence in opposition to or contrast with the prevailing

conventions of the time, all of which were enjoying the benefits of built-in social,



cultural and institutional supports. "New age" spirituality provided its
practitioners and devotees with real alternatives to the status quo. That is, instead
of making a selection from among various institutionally-sanctioned religious and

cultural possibilities, "New Age" _spirituality enables its advocates _to_f@higg
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51gnals that orientations to life need- not be restricted to that fmite set of
possibilities that enjoy authoritative sanction. New-agers find such sanctions to
be restrictive and stultifying, robbing that which is most deeply and distinctively
human from discovering and realizing its legitimate fulfillment. Me
tg resisi the diminishing powers o‘f everythmg th_at en]oys mstitutlo_nal
xl/egi_tigi@tio;n., It is easy to understand, therefore, why persons whose most
significant experiences in life are identified within "new-age" frameworks, and by
"new age" nomenclature, will not rush to involve-ment in a political process that is
regulated by the manifestly partisan self-interests of the political parties and
ﬂﬁéfepnducted by the combative modes of engagement that "new age" spirituality was
"i;//created to transcend and leave forever behind.
_The tragedy is that progressive pohtics requlres the very sorts of spiritual
_nourishment‘i‘:i}z_i_i_"bnew age" sensibilities can prov1de But if the partnership is
to occur_there must be significant movement from both sides. That s, those )
who know and practice the new spirituality must develop some real respect |
_for the political process, and those who are involved in polihcs must recognize
_that politics itself does not provide sufficient splritual (or even conv1ct10n2i5 ‘
nurture to qualify as the vision by which the people will be resourcefully and
Mzeli_ably guided. _From this vantge point, politics is  primarily instrumental, It

/2,

Uy s more 1nstrumenta1 than substantlve It prov1des the collective mechanism



by means of WhJCh certam goals are reached, certain achlevements are advanced,
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and certain asplratlons are realized, but pohtlcs does not contain or possess those
\_/\__ — R ——

_goals, achlevements ~or aspirations. It would be a grave error to look to politics f}i

itself to provide vision, as if the contents of the venture could be deduced or

devised by the mechanism. qu}hcs does not define issues, but brings them to the

_people's attentlon and develops collectlve strategles by means of which

deliberations concermng their propriety and-impropriety will take place. This is

_why a politics devoid of spirituality is so vacuous, and why vital political positions
are almost always formulated in association with strong religious or spiritual
themes.

It is not at all surprising, in this respect, that contemporary Republican
politics takes a large share of its content and inspiration from conservative
Christian theological priorities. Nor is it surprising that, following the
disappointing election of November 1994, President Bill Clinton and Hillary
Rodham Clinton sought the counsel of certain spiritual leaders, not all of whom
were above controversy within majority society. Yes, itis true to say that the _
United States of America is a Christian nation, and that it was formed out of the
ethical, moral and religious sensibilities as embodied within the Judaeo-Christian
tradition, This certainly does not mean that the United States is Christian like the
Presbyterian Church is Christian, for example, or that fhere are bases upon which
equations can be asserted between national patriotism and religious piety. Butitis
to assert that the national experience has been (and continues to be) interpreted
through terms and categories that are of definite, identifiable religious origin, and
that this coupling of interests and intentions is entirely the way it should be.
Therefore, the revival of a progressive political movement requires its discovery of

~ appropriate spiritual foundations, with which it is dbliged to form a strong

association or partnership, Atthe moment, progressive politics is operating, as it



were, on less than all of its available cylinders. Itis significantly underpowered,
precisely to the extent that
its stated goals -- admittedly, somewhat difficult to discern and articulate -- are

leftto fend for themselves, w1thout the powerful supports of a res111ent sp1r1-

~
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Contrasting the Worlds of Politics and Academics

While we are on this point, we must offer some comments on the role
of academics in the political process, a situation that also lends expression to
a significant dysfunction. Er}li{ke many progressive religionists, progressive

academics are not absent from the political scene, but they are unable to relate_

_except in ways that severely dints their potential effectiveness. By training, by

practice, byrpreferenee(_academics function best retrospectively. That is, they

_are dedicated to analyzing events - even current events -- that have already
_transpired. They ply their trade by constructing and inventing workable analy-

_tical and interpretive categories. Because potential hypotheses are usually

numerous, there is a tentativeness about academic explanation that qualifies
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as virtue. And because interpretive or explanatory hypotheses are tentative,

academics tend to favor subjunctlves and condlhonals Acadelrucs adore con-

‘tmgenaes They favor plurahtles They thnve on possibilities. And when they

have narrowed these to the ones that are preferable, they submit their findings to
others, fully expecting that the consequent scholarly give-and-take will force
modifications and revisions, which revisions will be judged by still more criticism
that will produce even more modiﬁcationsr Academics are distrustful of closure.
They are reluctant to judge anything as'—beir}g finished. They prefer open-
endedness, situations that invite further i inquiry, 1ntellectual I challenges that

become self-perpetuating.



_Not so in politics. In politics, one is forced to make a_policy statement,
which, once it is made, is there forever to be acknowledgcd anﬁcie\fﬂ;@ In
politics, one is obliged to take a stand, to adopt a position, to formulate policy
_ Objectives. In politics one is hardly ever given unmistakably clear choices, for
most decisions involve selections of alternatives within fields of greys. But

the choice must be resolute. Having opted for one position, the politician must

identify with this decision, and be willing, sometimes against formidable odds,

to defend it. When one is challenged in academia, one can alter or amend one's

views. One can retraverse familiar territory in search of new or undiscovered
evidence. Once or twice, perhaps, a politician can admit, "I made a mistake," but
“never "[used poor judgment." A politician can also confess to having grown in

understanding concerning a particular issue, but never to weighing one side
against the other without declaring or registering preference for one of the two
alternatives.
In politics, there are definite stands to take. In academia one identifies with

‘particular schools, intellectual orientations, movements,-trends,-and fashions. The

academic is attentive to what colleagues in other academic institutions are doing
s0 as to learn from them, so as not to be caught being behind. In politics, one is
mostly concerned about one's potential rivals. Politicians survive in their careers
on the basis of the favorable or unfavorable votes of their constituents. Academics,
by contrast, progress within their fields by developing original research that
impresses colleagues. There is some public check on academic work, but it is
hardly ever definitive in deciding.‘one's academic fate,

_In politics, on the other hand, the public is accorded a regul_eltiye tfur}g‘t_l;@.%

No matter how well one performs, the real test comes in the number of votes one

garners in relation to the number acquired by one's political opponent. In

academia, the scholar can sometimes take pride in the fact that only a handful of
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_other scholars have full appreciation of the quality of a scholarly product. In
politics, one needs to getat least a majority of the ygtg,jhrence,_“thexajppeal is much
_more to public consciousness{ _irvlcleed, to a public consensus. The performance, in

the two instances, is designed for two very different audiences, exhibiting
strikingly different tastes, and invoking remarkably different criteria of assessment
and appreciation.

Therefore, it is not surprising that the academic mindset is a relatively in-
effective political instrument. Yes, academia can provide historical background
and intellectual orientation. Academia can also place issues in useful perspective,
and can offer an inventory of appropriate responses. But academia, per se, does
not take political stands, in spite of the fact that academia, per se, is very seriously
affected by the political stances that become successful.

When Republicans won the majority of 1994 national electoral races, it was
inevitable that governmentally-funded agencies such as the Corporation for Public
Broadcasting, National Endowment for the Arts, National Endowment for the
Humanities, and National Museum Services would come under serious scrutiny.
Indeed, as these words are being written, efforts are being made to abolish all of
these agencies and programs,or to severly reduce governmental financial support.
And when the support services of these agencies are diminished, American higher
education loses resources that have been highly beneficial. However, those same
educational institutions would not allow themselves to be caught supporting
political candidates who might favor the funding of these support agencies, for
this would be to involve
themselves in politics, which, in turn, would violate their charters. So, post-
election, when it appears that serious program damage might occur, the same
educational institutions involve themselves in lobbying activities on behalf of the

agencies that would not have been threatened had the Republicans not won.



Within the post-election framework, such lobbying activities seem perfectly
appropriate, and are not looked upon questionably. Within a pre-election
framework, however, such activity would be seriously frowned upon, and,
therefore, is never encouraged. This means, however, that academia tends to
become involved in the general political debate only when it can do so without
violating its fundamental identity, of course, with the exception of those times and
instances when policies are being determined that impact directly upon the well-

being of the educational institutions.

The Teachings of Jesus

Finally, in this chapter, I wish to introduce a topic whose force has been

_growing in my reflections, and which, I suspect, is more central to the subject _}&,-*
_ of this chapter than I can fully appreciate. It is something that I started Elu\nl\qug/
~ seriously about durihgyth}e course of a Palm Sunday pilgrimagﬂe»_toﬂlg_rgelﬂ,_jn
_April 0of 1995. For aklong time, I had wanted to visit Jerusalem, and this urge
was made acute during a two year period when I worked administratively
with Richard Hecht, my colleague in religious studies at UCSB, as he was putting

finishing touches on, To Rule Jerusalem (1996), a book he was co-writing with

David Friedland. The departmental office was surrounded by pictures that
Richard had brought back from Jerusalem. The desks were lined with books from
the same location. There was much talk about what was happening in Israel,
mixed with frequent analysis of the political situation there. Richard had lived
there for awhile, and had made frequent return visits. Under his inspiration, I
knew that it was time for my wife Lois and I to go there.
It was a life-affecting trip, of course, with numerous constructive conse-
quences. But it was a‘completely_unexp;ected fusion that relates most directly to
_the theme of this chapter, the relationships between poh"tics_kand“ﬂ)e religiol{s(hfg,_



Inaword, it was while we were there that I became aware of f the political ;&
dimensions of the ministry of Jesus. No, Iam not referring to his understanding of7
the relationships between these subjects, and I am certainly not trying to formulate
specific attitudes or convictions regarding the present political situation in Israel,
involving the Palestinians, the succession of attempts to bring political stability to
the region, and the like. It is a much simpler thought. Itis about how Jesus of

_Nazareth lived his life and spent his time, as a young man who traveled from town
‘tq tow—ﬁ to talk with assembled groups about what was happening in their lives, in

_both individual and collective senses, and to offer words of encouragement,

Im certainly not the first one who has recognized the 31m11ar1ty between
this way of life -- indeed, this form of ministry -- and the kind of activity one

;:engages when ohe runs.fot elected office. Of course, the content is different,

.as well as plot, intention, consequences, not to mention massive differences in

_scale, depth and magnitudé.\ Egzerthg}»gsg,wthere a;g’(/ii,stinct similarities that
can give one pause, especially when one still has politics in mind as one

_is walking the roads and visiting the towns and cities that Jesus walked and

Yisited.

How did anyone know he would be coming?I-wondered. Where and

when did they know to gather, or did most of the meetings occur spon-taneously?
On what basis did he choose his topics? Did he give the same talk several times?

Was there repetition of themes? Were his audiences mostly pliant, or did some

give him a difficult time? How did he make his voice heard? Did he ever have a

bad day, a day when even he, Jesus of Nazareth, recognized that he was not at his

) best? If reporters were present, did he give them good headlines? Would they

have known how to write about what happened? Did he ever tire of the daily

grind? Certainly he did, for there is evidence in the New Testament that, at times,



he went into lonely places to rest. How dependent was he upon his advisors?
.How much did he know_about existing gltuai:lons in the towns that he visited?
I found myself enjoying thinking about matters of ﬂu’s kind, for it made |
me much more aware than before about the purpose of Jesus' life and the con-
tent of his message.\In_mretrospecvt, the Christian world tends to see him as one.
who made eternal salvation available and accessible. And I am in no position
_to dispute this. But on a day-to-day basis, as he moved from place to place, it
was a teaching and healing ministry that was most evident. When it came to
message, it was about the restoration of the Kingdom of David in Jerusalem.
The only fault or sin that he always condemned was the sin of self-righteous-
_ness. Inevery occasion that I can think of, he chastised those harshly who
judged others. He was a man of compassion who recognized children, gave
_validation to people of other races and cultures, and when the choice had.to
~ be made put human factors above prescribed cultic practice or established
_legal obligation.
But this is simply the beginning, for @1} cast about for the persons
who sometimes appear to have made the greatest ﬁontribution for good to
the human family, I find persons who perform similarly to Jesus of Nazareth.
Very quickly, one thinks of the Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr., a Baptist preacher
whose understanding of non-violence was derived from the teachings of
‘Mohatma Gandhi of India. One thinks of the Dalai Lama, the great spiritual
teacher, who is also leader, in exile, of the Tibetan people. One thinks of the
way in which dreaded apartheid was transcended in South Africa, which
liberation would hardly have occurred were there not spiritual leaders there
in the form of Bishop Desmond Tutu,the Rev. Allen Boesak, and others.
And when one looks at the history of the United Nations, perhaps the

strongest collective force for good in the world today, one finds at its head



and source the influence of Dag Hammarskjold of Sweden, who was superb
at statescraft, and was also sensitive to spiritual matters, as is evident from
his book, Markings, in which he offers words like these as recommendations

concerning the way we might greet the morning:

Each day the first day: each day a life

Each morning we must hold out the chalice of our being
to receive, to carry, and give back. It must be held out
empty -- for the past must only be reflected in its polish,
its shape, its capacity.

...and those things which for our unworthiness we dare
not, and for our blindness we cannot ask, vouchsafe to
give us....

The ultimate vision, I submit, is that the world is unitary, and that our

~—

politics and our spirituality cannot forever be bifurcated but are rather ingredient
_in the same whole. Ultimately, the life of the spirit must give place to a political
‘modality, and (as the western religious traditions testify) this place is not restricted
to life here on earth, but is extended into whatever there is for us beyond the
grave. The fact that the life of the spirit offers space for political acknowledgment
does not dictate how such acknowledgment will occur nor even the content of
\pbhﬁcal conviction, so long as. acknowledgment and conviction are compatible
with the fundamental principles of the life of that spirit. My-own view is that
reciprocity needs to rule, namely, that spiritual vitality enjoins political culture and
political culture is complemented.by recognition of the place and power of the
transcendent.
Yes, I do indeed believe that humanity is dependent upon the reality of

theos, apart from which there is no comprehensive structure or reliable direction to

human life. In this respect, I believe I am close to



the viewpoint of Vaclav Havel, president of the Czech Republic, who affirms

that all political allegiance and ideological commitmént_ must be made sub-

servient to expressed devotion to the mysterious reality of a transcendent

_power. Ithink this is why President Bill Clinton has copies of the Bible as

~—

well as the poems of Bishop Tutu on his desk in the Oval Office, and within
arm's reach a book by the spiritual writer, Henri Nouwen. I think this is
why the members of the United States Congress listened intently when Vaclav
Havel, Desmond Tutu, and the Dalai Lama addressed them. Bulc all of this
also says that the truths upon which democracy ultimately rest are noi’gh»e
kind that are refracted into partisan political debate. W

perennial truths, to which the traditions have glven expressmn and forma-
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tion, which nourish the human sou, since, in St. Augustme s wordg,,such
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truths reverence "the life of the hfe of the sp1r1t "
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