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Preface

On March 15, 2019, I was preparing for my doctoral exams. That particular morning I was
reviewing three Christian theologians: Martin Luther, John Calvin, and Bartolomé de Las Casas. All
three share an expressed distaste for traditions outside Christianity — but this is not unique in the
history of Christian theologies.

Sometime around mid-morning, reports of the Christchurch mosque massacre were
circulating across the globe. Though the shooter was more a white nationalist than a religious
fanatic, he did refer to Christianity in his manifesto to justify his violence; and this mention of
Christianity prompted immediate responses across social networks. So I sat at my kitchen table, with
Luther’s, Calvin’s, and Las Casas’ writings open in front of me, watching my social networking
feeds. Christian friends were denouncing the shooter’s actions, Muslim friends were sad and not
surprised. Many, both religious and not, were calling for interfaith peace and understanding.

Yet on that day, as I was reading the words of Luther, Calvin, and Las Casas — all Europeans
from the era of colonial expansion—alongside the social media posts of contemporary theologians,
peers, public leader, and friends who rejected the violence at Christchurch as somehow unconnected
to real, or pure, Christianity—a poignant theological dissonance surfaced for me." All three historical
figures include some kind of contempt toward other traditions in the architecture of their theological
visions; this contempt was typically directed at Jews, or Jewish traditions, but Islam also makes
appearances in their writings. Las Casas is more of a peripheral figure in Christian theologies, but
Luther and Calvin, at least for Protestant Christianities, are not. Their theological writings have
influenced generations of Christians. In view of this reality, it seems strange, and perhaps deeply
incongruent, for me to agree with the perspective that the violence at Christchurch could be
somehow separated from the tremendously influential theological legacies—or affective residue, or
resonance—of those like Luther and Calvin, for which there is little to no legitimate room for
traditions and practices beyond Christianity.

This dissertation exploration is, in part, a response to the dissonance that emerged for me on
that day: what if what the world witnessed on March 15, 2019, is inextricably entangled, or part of,
Christian traditions and theologies? How are ideologies of power (such as white nationalism and/or
violence against religious others) profoundly compatible with Christianity — or might even be a logical
end of Christian theological conceptions and imaginings? What if there is no pure or abstract
Christianity that can be separated from the kind that inspires violence against those peacefully
gathering to offer their weekly jumu’ah prayers?

! For a grouping of public Christian responses, see: <https://www.chtistianitytoday.com/news/2019/march/new-
zealand-mosque-shooting-christchurch-christians-muslims.html>.
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Introduction:
Christianity and Its Othets®

I realized how the presumption of onr own criticality can be a way of protecting onrselves from complicity.”

Sara Ahmed
In our own time a new challenge to the structure of Christian belief has come from our awareness, not merely of the
existence of the other great world faiths — there is nothing new about that — but of their spiritual and moral power.

The challenge is to the traditional assumption of the unique superiority of the Christian gospel, or faith, or

religion. . .this will certainly mean a considerable restructuring of Christian theology.”
John Hick

Christianity as America’s “Common Ground”

In the fourth quarter of the 2021 Superbowl, a commercial sponsored by Jeep called “The
Middle” aired. It begins with a voiceover from musician Bruce Springsteen: “There’s a chapel in
Kansas. Standing on the exact center of the lower-48. It never closes. All are welcome, to come meet
here: in the middle.” The phrase “come meet here” is juxtaposed with the visual of a wall, inside a

chapel building, where a wooden cut-out of the geographical United States hangs conspicuously

2 1 considered various ways to refer to religious others in this dissertation. I have chosen “religious others” to underscore
the “othering” that happens between Christianity and other traditions; this is also a gesture toward Rosemary Radford
Ruether’s thesis that Christian self-affirmation (the formation of Christian identity and theological architecture) relied on
defining itself against the “other” of Jews and Jewish traditions. Overall, this choice is to draw attention to the
“othering” that occurs repeatedly in the construction of Christian theologies. John J. Thatanamil uses the phrase
“Christianity and its others” in (Circling the Elephant: A Comparative Theology of Religions Diversity, 2020); as does David R.
Brockman in No longer the Same: Religions Others and the Liberation of Christian Theology (2011). I have also been influenced by
various conversations with peers at Vanderbilt, namely Zachary T. Settle, Kelly Stewart, and Debbie Brubaker, in
connection to Ellen T. Armour’s chapter “Man and His Others” in Sigis and Wonders: Theology After Modernity (2016). Toni
Mortrison’s The Origin of Others (2017) and Lauren Betlant’s On the Inconvenience of Other Pegple (2022) were instructive as
well.
3 Sara Ahmed, On Being Included: Racism and Diversity in Institutional Life, [Durham, NC: Duke University Press), 5.
4 John Hick, “The Theological Challenge of Religious Pluralism,” in Christianity and Other Religions: Selected Readings, ed. by
John Hick and Brian Hebblethwaite, (Oxford, UK: Oneworld Press, 2001), 156. Emphasis mine.
> The permanent sponsored link for this commercial is not included here because Jeep took it down in the week after the
2021 Superbowl took place. This action was not related to criticism of the ad’s centering of Christianity, but was a
response to the report that Springsteen had been arrested for a DWT at a National Park in November 2020, an
unfortunate revelation given that “the ad [features] Sprmgsteen drlvmg in Kansas, Colorado, and Nebraska”
://www.rollingstone.com/music/music-news/jeep-bruce-springsteen-super-bowl-ad-dwi-1126740/). As recorded
by Rolling Stone, a Jeep spokesperson commented, even with the disappointing event of Springsteen’s atrest, that the
commercial’s “message of community and unity is as relevant as ever.” A non-sponsored link to the commercial can be
found here (https://www.voutube.com/watchPv=-gPOPLrUfyw).

1




behind the pulpit. Candles adorn the corner to the left. The pattern of a United States flag is
emblazoned across the cut-out, with a white cross superimposed across the center. The voiceover
resumes: “We need the middle. We just have to remember the very soil we stand on is common
ground.” As the voiceover continues, Springsteen himself is shown visiting the chapel to light a
candle. A few scenes later, the visual is the chapel at sunset, crowned by a steeple and a cross, with
Springsteen’s silhouette.

The commercial is awash with emotion: it is meant to make us feel that we need each other,
that we need unity, not division. Differences that divide Americans can be resolved in the middle, as
long as we can get there together. The narrative arc tugs at the heart-strings and hearkens to a
nostalgic, unified American past, present, and future. What is left unarticulated, however, is that
Christian imagery and symbols permeate this vision of political unity, even though the term

“Christian” is not used.

Religious Diversity, Christian Normativity

Whether or not there’s an actual Christian chapel in the geographical center of the United
States that inspired Jeep’s commercial seems beside the point. The question I will ask, instead, is
what it means that a Christian space is imagined to be the “common ground,” or “the middle,”
where all are welcome to meet together for purposes of unity and belonging. Bruce Springsteen does
not visit a gurdwara, synagogue, or mosque in the commercial—he lights a candle in a Christian
space. This imaginative projection, thus, should prompt questions related to the “ordinariness” of
Christian normativity in the context of a religiously plural political context like the United States.’

What collective feelings are being evoked or inculcated by imagining a Christian space as the center?

6 Sara Ahmed’s assertion that the “ordinary is fantastic” appears in several of her works. See “Affective
Economies,” Social Text 22, no. 2 (2004): 117-139; and “Collective Feelings; or, The Impressions Left by Others,” in
Theory, Culture, and Society 21, no. 2 (2004): 25-42.



How are Christians supposed to fee/ about the message of the commercial? And how should those
from traditions beyond Christianity feel?

Christianity is currently in decline in the United States, as it has been for decades. Fewer
adults are identifying explicitly with Christianity as their chosen religious tradition, and fewer adults
are attending Christian communities from week to week. Though 65% of Americans still identify --
at least when asked in a survey — with some version of Christian community or practice, what seems
significant, for our current historical context, is that as recently as 2007, the percentage of Americans
that identified with Christianity was 77%. In 1976, this figure was 81%.” These numbers seem to
indicate not just a decline, but a rapid decline in the last decade, and one which hypothetically
launches US-based religious understandings and practices into new tertitory.® If critical mass of a
certain population is what we use to measure power and significance, then Christianity is indeed
losing its place of prominence in the hearts and minds of those coming from American
communities. The grip is loosening, in a way.

The narrative of Christianity’s decline, however, is grounded in the sense that Christianity is,
was, or should be the majority tradition in the United States. Despite the decline, 65% is still a
majority; and this percentage may not even accurately depict the number of people, such as the
“religious nones,” that were anchored partially in Christian stories, practices, and traditions during

their formative childhood and adolescent years, yet have now shifted their beliefs and practices.’

7'This study from PRRI focuses on “America’s Changing Religious Identity,” 2017:

https:/ /www.prri.otg/research/american-religious-landscape-christian-religiously-unaffiliated/ .

8 Statistics and interpretation are from the Pew Forum, “In US, Decline of Christianity Continues at a Rapid Pace,” 2019
(https:/ /www.pewforum.org/2019/10/17 /in-u-s-decline-of-chtistianity-continues-at-rapid-pace/).

? For research on America’s religious “nones” from the Pew Research Center, see: “Nones” on the Rise, 2012
(https://www.pewforum.org/2012/10/09/nones-on-the-rise/); Why America’s “Nones” Don’t Idenn'fy \X/ith a
Religion, 2018 (https:
religion/); Is Religion’s Dechmng Influence Good or Bad? Those Wlthout Rehglous Afﬁhatlon are Divided, 2014
(https: is-reli
religious- afﬁhauon -are-divided/). Khyati Y. Joshi discusses “’nones’ of Christian origin” in White Christian Privilege: The
Lilusion of Religions Equality in America New York: NYU Press, 2020), 25.
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Whether or not these “nones” still identify with Christianity as teenagers and adults, it is significant
(culturally, and perhaps theologically) that their involvement in a religious tradition, even in the past,
may have centered at one time on Christianity."

Yet even if numbers were the entire story, then we must ask why—~zhough Christianity is still the
majority tradition in the United States at 65%, even in the midst of its decline—a significant number of
Christians expressed during the 2016 election cycle that they feel threatened, persecuted, or
discriminated against." Why would a majority religious group express that they face discrimination?
Is the threat real or imagined? Who or what is the source of the threat? And if there is a threat, what

is the appropriate theological or theo-ethical response?

Superiority as the “Soft Religious Vibe” of American Christianity
As recently as 2016, then-presidential candidate Donald Trump announced in his speech at
Dordt University, a small, Christian college in the reformed tradition, that if elected, “Christianity
will have power,” with the underlying implication being that Christianity will have the power to
which it is entitled."”” As journalist Elizabeth Dias repotts for the New York Times, recounting
Trump’s speech:

Christians make up the overwhelming majority of the country, he said. And then he slowed
slightly to stress each next word: “And yet we don’t exert the power that we should have.” If

10 We could argue something similar about language acquisition: we work with what we know in order to learn
something new, just as a native speaker of English will learn Spanish by its relation to (similarity, difference, etc.) to
English terminology and grammar. In other words, it is difficult to measure the difference between an explicit religious
identity and an implicit imaginative landscape that was formed with Christian language, stories, and images. Explicit
membership and identity mean something—but they do not and cannot mean everything. What this means in a
Christian majority country is that minority traditions may be understood through the filter of Christian terminology and
theological visions; Christians might understand what Passover is in its relation to Easter, the Bhagavad Gita is
compared to the Bible, and so on. In Monapoly on Salvation?, Jeannine Hill Fletcher discusses cultural-linguistic theoties of
religion (language, cultural patterns, etc.) to emphasize particularist approaches to religious diversity (69-76).

11 This PRRI study focused on how cultural issues, such as immigration, were affecting the 2016 election. The PRRI
study can be found here: https:/ /www.ptti.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/PRRI-Brookings-2016-Immigration-
survey-report.pdf. The article interpreting this data, which lead me to the study itself, is from Emma Green, “Most
American Christians Believe They’re Victims of Discrimination,” The Atlantic, June 30, 2016. This will be discussed in
connection to John Corrigan’s research in a subsequent section of this Introduction.

12 Elisabeth Dias, “Christianity Will Have Power,” The New York Times, August 9, 2020.
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/08/09/us/evangelicals-trtump-christianity. html.
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he were elected president, he promised, that would change. He raised a finger. “Christianity

will have power,” he said. “If I’'m there, you’re going to have plenty of power, you don’t

need anybody else. You’re going to have somebody representing you very, very well.

Remember that.”??

Again, soon-to-be President Trump was speaking at a Christian college, in a Christian-saturated
town, presumably to an audience of those who identify as Christians. And a political candidate
hoping to be elected to the highest office possible delivered a speech enticing Christians to cast their
vote so that Christianity will “exert the power we should have.” Christianity is large, it contains many
multitudes, so the Christian community in Sioux City, Iowa, does not represent all Christian
orientations toward power, or all Christian manifestations of superiority—but the composition of
Christians in the Dordt audience cannot be easily dismissed as anomalous or an aberration in the
larger Christian affective economy: they atre part of the whole."

Trump’s presumed brand of superiority is immediately obvious, leveraging a nostalgic
Christian-American past and explicitly promising a return to wielding a kind of hegemonic power
and religious supremacy to which, he asserted, Christianity is entitled. Tracing the lineage of this
desire for religious superiority is complex, especially when this desire is entangled with political
contexts that herald seemingly contradictory democratic and pluralistic visions for society. Returning
to Trump’s rhetoric, however, the idea that Christians should have dominant, even hegemonic
power is correlated with a loss—perhaps ambiguous—of an imagined America in which pluralism is

an encroachment of Christian territory rather than a mark of pluralistic success.”” As scholar and

historian of American religion John Corrigan suggests:

13 Elisabeth Dias, “Christianity Will Have Power,” The New York Times, August 9, 2020.

https:/ /www.nytimes.com/2020/08/09/us/ evangelicals-ttump-christianity. html.

14 The assumption of superiority that emerges in speeches like Donald Trump’s might be easier to identify than more
subtle, neoliberal manifestations.

15 “Ambiguous loss” is a reference to Pauline Boss’ work on grief, trauma, and loss. In my estimation, if Christians in
America are concerned about general decline in critical mass, then this term could be a generous way to refer to this
gradual loss, especially in its unresolved nature. Pauline Boss, Awmbiguons Loss: Learning to Live with Unresolved Grief,
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2009.



The history of religious intolerance in America has proven less fascinating to Americans.
Except for the protests of those who have suffered it, or the occasional critical observer,
fewer have recognized it. It has not been the topic of speeches or the stuff of textbooks.

Americans have labored, instead, to forget the national history of religious intolerance. It

interferes with faith in a past characterized by religious harmony. It is a painful and messy

history which, if taken seriously, opens a Pandora’s box of trauma."®
Corrigan goes on to suggest the 2016 election of Donald J. Trump as president of the United States
“brought the issue of religious intolerance into the foreground of national discussion,” in part by
converging with the decade-long rising tide of Christians’ complaints that they were in fact the most
persecuted group in America.”"’

In line with Corrigan’s assertion, a study from the Public Religion Research Institute on
Immigration, Change, and the 2016 Election indicates that many Christians—even as the majority
tradition in the United States—feel that they are victims of various kinds of religious
discrimination.”® In relation to other traditions, one of the questions in the PRRI study asks
respondents whether Islam is “at odds with American values and way of life.” This question already
seems to imply that Islam is, to some extent, exterior to American values, American traditions, and
even American religion, so the language used to pose a question like this must be critically evaluated.
Still, as journalist Emma Green articulates in her Atlantic article that interprets the PRRI data:

...Especially to those who believed that America was once a Christian nation, the question

[of American values| may have seemed to refer to Christianity—the soft religious vibe that

has often been in the background of American politics and popular culture. For many of the

people who believe Islam is “un-American,” it seems likely that they see those beliefs and
practices in tension with Christianity—and perhaps a threat to it, as well.

Listening to and measuring whether America had, does, or should have a Christian heartbeat is

beyond the boundaries of this project. But what I will focus on is the ways in which Christian

16 John Corrigan, Religions Intolerance, America, and the World: A History of Forgetting and Remembering. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2020: 1.

17 John Corrigan, Religions Intolerance, America, and the World, 1.

18 As stated in an eatlier footnote: the PRRI study can be found here at https://www.ptti.org/wp-
content/uploads/2016/06/PRRI-Brookings-2016-Immigration-sutvey-repott.pdf. The article intetpreting this data,
which lead me to the study itself, is Emma Green, “Most American Christians Believe They’te Victims of
Discrimination,” The Atlantic, June 30, 2016.



theological imaginings'’ emerging from American contexts may function, at least in part, with an
entitled sense of superiority and dominance, even if this superiority feels more “soft” than hard. And
beyond assumptions of Christian superiority and normativity, religious diversity and pluralism as
sociological facts and theological realities, disrupt and recapitulate a sense that Christianity is or

should be the “soft religious vibe”’

at work in the background of American society and culture. A
critical issue for Christian theological imaginings, then, from my perspective, is that religious
diversity presents a theological problem that must be accounted for in some way, shape, or form.
The implication is that wherever Christianity is placed or located, the deeply rooted
assumption of superiority is a theologically pressing and significant matter that operates according to
certain Christian logics and embodied practices that reinforce each other, particularly in religiously
plural contexts. Superiority, in this sense, is affectual: it is a “vibe.”*' Identifying this “vibe,” and how
it might resonate Christian theological imaginings, is part of the overarching quandary presented in
the following chapters. As will be continually stated throughout this project, an overarching theme
and contention is that interaction with difference—such as in interfaith and multifaith contexts—

illuminates Christian emergences of superiority, as compellingly argued by scholars such as Khyati Y.

Joshi, whose work will be discussed in the first chapter.

191 primarily use the term “imaginings” (rather than imagination) because I think it indicates the ongoing, continual
process of theologizing. Willie James Jennings and Emilie M. Townes, as well as Rosemary Radford Ruether and Sara
Ahmed, each refer to the imagination in their theoretical discussions. See Emilie M. Townes, Womanist Ethics and Cultural
Production of Evil, New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2006; and Willie James Jennings, The Christian Imagination: Theology and
the Origins of Race, New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2010. Ahmed and Ruether are discussed in chapters 2 and 3 of
this project.

20 Green, “Most American Christians,” The Atlantic.

2l Green, “Most American Christians,” The Atlantic. In their introduction to The Affect Theory Reader, Melissa Gregg and
Gregory J. Seigworth write: “It is no wonder too that when theories have dared to provide even a tentative account of
affect, they have sometimes been viewed as naively or romantically wandering too far out into the groundlessness of a
wotld’s or a body’s myriad inter-implications, letting themselves get lost in an over- abundance of swarming, sliding
differences: chasing tiny firefly intensities that flicker faintly in the night, registering those resonances that vibrate, subtle to
seismic, under the flat wash of broad daylight, dramatizing (indeed, for the unconvinced, over-dramatizing) what so
often passes beneath mention” (4, emphasis mine). Gregg and Seigworth, “Inventory of Shimmers,” in The Affect Theory
Reader (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2010).



Christianity in Relationship

In discussing whether dialogue or mission is called for in the context of religious pluralism,
Protestant theologian Jurgen Moltmann states:

Without the religious and cultural dialogue between religious communities, no one will be

able to understand anything—no Christian, no Jew, no Muslim, and no Hindu or

Buddbhist...I# is only from the other that we become aware of what we ourselves are, and sure of onr

identity.”

Moltmann’s emphasis, through the rest of his discussion, is on stabilizing Christian identity and
purpose in a world of religious difference, wherein a Christian is caught between acknowledging the
beauty (and perhaps truth) of other religious traditions, yet is still firmly attached to Jesus Christ as
the revelation of God’s spirit for a life-affirming and life-generating future that includes all.** For
Moltmann, this is a positive future in which there are “Jewish Christians and Gentile Christians, each
with their own dignity.”** What it means to name religious others as “Christians” without their
consent, as Moltmann casually does in his contribution to Christianity and Other Religions, should be—
from my perspective—a theologically pressing issue.”

Sara Ahmed, feminist and affect theorist, makes a similar point as Moltmann does about the
entanglement of others with self or group knowledge, asserting that others (imagined, in the
phenomenological sense that otherness can never be fully known, accessible, or communicable) are
affectively created in the movements between and among the individual, social, and collective. She

argues, specifically, that “it is through the movement of emotions that the very distinction between

22 Jurgen Moltmann, “Dialogue or Mission? Christianity and the Religions in an Endangered Wortld,” in Christianity and
Other Religions: Selected Readings, Ed. by John Hick and Brian Hebblethwaite, Revised Edition, Oxford, UK: Oneworld
Publishing, 173-174.

23 ] use the term “attach” intentionally. Ahmed discusses the affectual emergences of attachments, impressions, and
investments in the accumulations of affect (history, tradition) that circulate in affective economies.

2 Jargen Moltmann, “Dialogue or Mission?”, 187.

25 This issue will be discussed throughout my project, but most pointedly in chapter 5.
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inside and outside, or the individual and social, is effected in the first place.”* In other words,
Ahmed’s position is that there is an affective dimension to the advent of “others,” such that
“affective responses are readings that not only create the borders between selves and others, but also
‘give’ others meaning and value in the very moment of apparent separation, a giving which
temporarily fixes an other, through the movement engendered by the emotional response itself.””’
For Ahmed, then, the manifestation of different religious traditions—and relationships of difference
among religious entities does not necessarily have a substantial or positive value.” It is affective,
processual, and accumulative, wherein otherness is created or effected in the moment of encounter.
We do not encounter others, per se; rather, the surfaces, boundaries, and borders of otherness—and
the histories of these repeated encounters—engenders materializations of (religious) others and
materializations of patterns of encounter.”

A question with significant implications, then, is whether Christian theological superiority is
a byproduct of interaction(s) or encounters between Christianity and other religious others, or
whether superiority is a criterion endemic to Christian theological imaginings—such that Christian
theological frameworks have had, from the beginning, a pattern of postulating others in order to
reify Christian conceptions. If the latter, the implication is that Christianity will always-already
attempt to position itself as theologically superior to others, and that this superiority is supported by
key elements that are crucial to the very construction of Christian theologies. If superiority is
endemic to Christian theological construction, then naming or creating others would be necessary

for a Christian logic of superiority to work: just as queer theory argues that heterosexuals need

26 Ahmed, “Collective Feelings,” 28.

27 Ahmed, “Collective Feelings,” 30.

28 Ahmed’s account is phenomenological, not ontological (ot a priori).
29 Ahmed, “Collective Feelings.” footnote 5, pg. 39.



homosexuals, and critical race theory underscores how whiteness needs blackness.” Accordingly, if
superior needs inferior by definition, then conceivably Christian superiority requires the creation and
presence of religious others in order to define its boundaries and fee/ its way into political and

theological dominance.

What is Christianity?

To take Christianity into account, as well as hold Christian traditions and the trajectory of
Christian theologies accountable in some way, it is necessary to briefly articulate what I mean by
“Christianity,” for the purposes of this project as a whole. This question—what is Christianity?— is
briefly addressed in the first chapter, but further explication is necessary as I move toward
describing Christianity as an affective economy in the second chapter. In our current global context,
Christianity is pervasive and ubiquitous. This prevalence is largely related both to the era of
European colonial expansion’ and to the Christian theological focus on conversion.” The United
States alone has hundreds of denominations and thousands of Christian churches scattered across its
political and geographical landscape. Roman Catholic, mainline, evangelical, nondenominational,
emergent—these are all ways to describe entities, or in Whiteheadian terms, actual occasions—that

self-identify or affiliate in some way with the Christian traditions and theological imaginations that

30 T have in mind the work of James Baldwin (https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/1962/11/17 /letter-from-a-
region-in-my-mind); Toni Mottison, The Origin of Others, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2017; and from

queer theory, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Epistemology of the Closet, Betkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1990.

31 David Chidester, Empire of Religion: Imperialism and Comparative Religion, Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2014;
Rosemary Ruether, Faith and Fratricide: The Theological Roots of Anti-Semitism, New York: Seabury Press, 1974; also, see
Kwok Pui-Lan, Postcolonial Imagination and Feminist Theology, Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2005.

32 There are various theological perspectives on conversion, each with their different emphasis. Some Christian
denominations and traditions focus on missionary efforts encouraged by the Great Commission (Matthew 28:16-20),
while other traditions may emphasize early baptism strategies, which perhaps more readily underscore enculturation.
There are, of course, traditions within Christianity that do not emphasize conversion; but the centrality of soteriology
(related to, or apart from, conversion) to Christian theological imaginings remains relatively consistent across
denominations, sects, traditions, and practices.
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can be traced both to the figure, historical and political, of Jesus of Nazareth, and to the
communities that emerged from Jesus’s appearance and presence.”

Christian theologies and Christianities, for the purposes of this project, are those that in
some way focus on or continue to center the figure of Jesus Christ as essential, significant, salvific,
and/or universally relevant. This does not mean that all theologies agree on the theological
definitions or interpretations of essential, significant, salvific, or universally relevant; these categories,
though, will be a way of the describing the boundaries of an entity that lay practitioners, and perhaps
even some theologians, may take to be obvious and perfunctory. But the basic understanding with
which I will operate throughout is that there is no cohesive understanding of Christianity (what it
includes, what it excludes) without the stories, theologies, and imaginative landscapes that speak to
who the person of Jesus Christ was, is, and will be, even if there is no ultimate or binding agreement
among those construct theological artifices with these claims. An assumption of this project is that
there is no Christianity without Jesus Christ.

Identifying Christianity as the tradition that focuses on the figure of Jesus Christ, however,
does not mean that the question of who Jesus is or what Jesus means to Christian traditions is any
less complex. Neither does it clarify the theological meanings derived from focusing on the person
of Jesus or interpreting the meaning of the honorific title “Christ.” Interpretations of the person and
work of Jesus vary from Protestant to Catholic to Orthodox to nondenominational,” as well as

between and among the various books that comprise the Christian canon of sacred texts.” Jesus

Christ is variously incarnate divinity and resurrected savior, most often understood to be the second

33 There are, of course, other traditions, such as Islam, that acknowledge Jesus Christ as a significant figure. I have in
mind here, though, how Christianity and Christian traditions have centered on the person of Jesus Christ and understand
Jesus to be a crucial, and even divine, figure—ritually, theologically, relationally, ontologically, and so on.

3+ Nondenominational is most often associated with Protestant iterations of Christianity, but I am using this term to also
denote diverse forms of these “main” streams of Christian traditions.

35 This is just a basic acknowledgement that, just as an example, even key early Christian sacred Scriptures, such as the
Synoptic Gospels, presented Jesus’ person, ministry, sermons, etc. differently. There is not one version of who Jesus is
ot was.
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person of the Triune godhead, a “son” who was “begotten not made.” Jesus is considered by most
Christian traditions, communities, and theologies to be worthy of worship. Though what makes
Jesus, the person and god-human, worthy of worship may be interpreted differently across the

centuries, the centrality of Christology to Christianity cannot be overstated.™

Often Jesus Christ is
positioned as the key revelation of God to humanity, as the pivotal mediator of a salvation history
that is relevant to all, across and beyond religious traditions and boundaries. As theologian Rosemary
Radford Ruether writes, “The most fundamental affirmation of Christian faith is the belief that Jesus
is the Christ. He is that Messiah whom the prophets ‘foretold’ and the Jews ‘awaited.” On this

affirmation, Christian theology is built.”””’

Chapter Overview

Christian theological superiority and its implications for Christians in a religiously plural
world is the focus of this project. This topic arises in a context of Christian theologians in North
American communities, who are writing and imagining in era of increased attention to multiplicity,

fluidity, process, porosity, and quantum entanglement. As such, the philosophy of Alfred North

36 In the Patristic Era, and perhaps in response to the diversity in interpretation of the nature of Jesus, men in positions
of power and influence met to discuss and agree upon aspects of emergent Christologies, among other theological
themes. The themes that were agreed upon were systematized into creeds, serving theological, ecclesial, liturgical and
political purposes. Ultimately, these Creeds became important theological touch-points—methods of solidifying
theological foundations for mainstream Christian belief and practice and for identifying heretical ideas, persons, and
communities. The Apostle’s Creed, for example, identifies Jesus Christ as the only Son of God, “the Father Almighty,
and the one who will judge the living and the dead. The Nicene Creed, recited at most Eucharistic or Mass gatherings in
Roman Catholic, Anglican, and Episcopal churches, identifies Jesus Christ as the only son of the one God whose
“kingdom will have no end.” Theologically, the Nicene Creed is less a deviation from the Apostle’s Creed and more of a
deeper articulation of its far-reaching statements of belief. Both ate vatiously considered by scholars, institutional
churches, and practitioners alike to be representative and constitutive of Christian beliefs. I would argue that they
patticipate in formation by inculcating certain Christian logics, prompting certain embodied practices, and generating
patticular affects. This is not to be reductionist and assert that the multiple agreed-upon Creeds in Christian tradition are
directly responsible for theological imaginings and embodied practices—but it is to acknowledge their influential reach,
or affective resonance, over the centuries.

37 Rosemary Radford Ruether, Faith and Fratricide: The Theological Roots of Anti-Semitism, New York: Seabury Press, 1974):
240.

>
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Whitehead along with process theologians and scholars who write in this lineage of thought provide
the metaphysical framework for some of the ways in which I approach themes of religious diversity
and multiplicity. In light of a renewed attention to multiplicity, some scholars and lay religious
leaders alike are forecasting a future in which religious boundaries will dissolve and the lines that
trace traditions and religious identities will blur.”® This unbounded future is often envisaged with
reference to parallel conversations in philosophical science, in which scientific discoveries associated
with quantum interrelatedness are interpreted as existentially and ethically significant.” Yet if
Christian traditions have developed with embedded logics of superiority or assumed primacy, zhen
even in an era of language and practices that invoke fluidity, multiplicity, inclusivity, and interfaith understanding, the
danger is that these logics of superiority are not likely to dissolve: rather, they may well shape-shift
into new forms.*

To evaluate this shape-shifting nature, the first chapter provides a taxonomy of superiority
and argues that central Christian theological themes largely assume a framework of Christian
ascendancy. To make my use of the term superiority more explicit, I invoke cultural examples
(American sports, politics) and briefly discuss the concept of a “superiority complex,” as theorized
and popularized by psychologist Alfred Adler. One of the goals of this chapter is to make
distinctions between superiority and supremacy, so that my analysis of Christian traditions—and the
feelings of dominance that these traditions may inculcate—is more precise. At the end of this
chapter, I construct a typology of superiority and argue that Christian theological imaginings

(another way of describing #heology) are affected by a logic of superiority.

38 See Franciscan priest and lay spiritual leader Richard Roht’s most recent published volume (The Universal Christ, 2019)
for an example outside of academia; within academia, see the work of Perry Schmidt-Leukel, Roland Faber, and
especially the “Theology Without Walls” project (https://theologywithoutwalls.com).

39 Karen Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement of Matter and Meaning, Duke University
Press, 2007.

40 Joerg Rieger, Christ & Empire: from Paul to Postcolonial Times, Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2007; Catherine Keller,
Political Theology of the Earth: Our Planetary Emergency and the Struggle for a New Public, New York: Columbia University Press,
2018.
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The second chapter moves from logic to feeling. I contend that superiority is more than a
logical problem that can be solved; it is a feeling that extends in Christian theological imaginings and
in Christian embodied practices toward religious others. I draw on the affect theory of Sara Ahmed
to describe how Christian superiority is affectual and embedded in a Christian affective economy of
power and relation. Ahmed’s work helps to address how superiority might be inculcated, even
unintentionally, in Christian theologies, practices, and communities, such that Christian relations
with religious others may be always-already governed by conceptions of Christianity (and the figure
of Jesus Christ) as having ultimate significance and universal relevance.

The third and fourth chapters begin to demonstrate that superiority, in its affective capacity,
has been circulating in Christian theological constructions from the beginnings of Christianity’s
emergence as a tradition.’ I rely on the historical work of feminist scholar Rosemary Radford
Ruether to show how theological justifications for anti-Semitism are pervasive in early Christian
theological constructions. Beyond Ruether, I move to analyzing one such key text in the
development of Christian traditions: Athanasius’ Oz the Incarnation. This text is significant because it
not only reflects the theological feelings of an early era of Christian traditions, but it also influences
the formation of creeds that are regularly recited in Christian communities, even to this day. I
analyze how Athanasius uses a method of comparison to construct the argument for Christ’s, and
thus Christianity’s, religious supremacy over Jewish and pagan religious others. Specifically,
Athanasius’ argument would fall flat without negative reference to religious others. This prompts the
question of whether key Christian concepts require religious others to achieve a logical flow, or
consistency. After analyzing On the Incarnation, 1 survey representative medieval and modern

theological texts to show later historical emergences of a similar trend in theology.” In brief, this

41 do this, in part, by following Ahmed’s example of examining the “emotionality of texts.” Ahmed engages in this
method of analysis in The Cultural Politics of Emotion.
42 Texts discussed include The Only Way (Bartolomé de las Casas) and The Christian Faith (Friedrich Schleiermacher).

14



trend is that key theological texts are written for “insiders” but are reliant on conceptions of and
superiority over “outsiders” (religious others) to make “insider” (Christian) theological claims. These
“insider” claims have material consequences for relating with and to religious others.

In the fifth chapter, I examine the work of three contemporary American scholars who
center questions of religious diversity in constructing their theologies: Jeannine Hill Fletcher, Willie
James Jennings, and John B. Cobb, Jr. These constructive theologians are representative of feminist
thought (Fletcher), critical approaches to race (Jennings), and process-oriented metaphysics (Cobb,
Jr.). While my project highlights the constructive benefit of these theologies for promoting peace
and greater understanding among diverse religious traditions, all three theological perspectives, in
different ways, argue for a relational intimacy with religious others that borders on absorption, that
imaginatively enfolds religious others into Christianized frameworks. The stated intentions of these
theologians are to maintain religious difference and highlight the need for mutuality and reciprocity
rather than eradication of, or power over, religious others. But in accordance with the overarching
argument of this project, there seems to remain a covert Christian superiority or ascendancy
presumed in the construction of their arguments. The affectual resonance of superiority functions in
a more subtle, shape-shifted form than the overt Christian theologies of superiority from past
centuries, but remains affectually present nonetheless.*

To conclude, I turn to the question of whether there are any creative, non-coercive
trajectories that are possible from within Christian theological traditions, given the overwhelming
imaginative attachments to power and superiority in Christian orientations toward religious others. I
return to the affect theory of Sara Ahmed and the critical theological perspective of Rosemary

Radford Ruether to ask what inroads there could be, if any, for decentering affects of superiority—

43 The aim with this chapter is to clarify a particular moment in progressive Christian thought in North America, as
Christians come to terms with the tradition’s complicity in European imperial and colonial expansion, as well as late
neoliberal global capitalism and the surfacing of various white supremacies across the globe.
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ot, as a way for embodied practices and feelings of love (using Ahmed’s affect theory) to counter
feelings of superiority, hate, disgust, or ambivalence toward the flourishing of religious others. The
project concludes with more of an ellipsis rather than a sense of finality, in the hopes that any

“definiteness” is an ongoing process rather than an ultimate arrival.**

4 Alfred North Whitehead, Process and Reality, Corrected Edition, Original publication 1929, ed. by David Ray Griffin
and Donald W. Sherburne, (New York: The Free Press, 1978), 255.
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Chapter 1

The Problem of Christian Superiority:
Or, “Staying With The Trouble”

Everybody needs somebody to make themselves feel superior.’
Lulu Ferocity

We need to be far more rigorous in investigating the cellular structure of our religions ideas.”
Rachel S. Mikva

I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father but by me.”
John 14:6

I pray that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which he has called you,
the riches of bis glorious inberitance in his holy people, and bis incomparably great power for us who believe. That
power is the same as the mighty strength he exerted when he raised Christ from the dead and seated him at his right
hand in the heavenly realms, far above all rule and authority, power and dominion, and every name that is invoked,

not only in the present age but also in the one to come.
Ephesians 1: 18-21

Introduction
This chapter will begin to build the case that Christianity* and Christian theological
imaginings are tilted toward affectual thought patterns and responses of superiority, on the one
hand, and defensive energies in support of that superiority on the other. A question lurking in the

background is whether this affectual orientation is related to logics and practices of superiority that

! Lulu Ferocity/Evangelista (formetly House of Abundance) is a charactet on the television seties POSE. The quotation
is from the first season. Pose, “Access,” written and directed by Ryan Murphy, 2018.

2 Rachel S. Mikva, Dangerous Religions Ideas: The Deep Roots of Self-Critical Faith in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, (Boston:
Beacon Press, 2020): 195.

3 All references to the New Testament will use the New Revised Standard translation.

# As discussed in the Introduction, Christianity has several different denominations, versions, and iterations, most fitting
somewhere under the broad rubric of Protestant, Roman Catholic, and Orthodox. I will primarily use the singular
“Christianity” throughout the following chapters, but this use is in no way to erase the reality that Christianity is not one
entity, nor does it have one common theology or practice. However, there are things that distinguish Christianity from
other entities, making “Christianity” something legible; this is what I will attempt to focus on throughout this project.
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are inculcated, and perhaps incentivized, by the very theological constructs and imaginings that form
the heart of Christian traditions. In other words, this project probes whether Christian theological
imaginings—marked by their relationship to the figure of Jesus Christ, understood as a unique,
divine, incarnate being who has no equal, being “far above...every name that is invoked” —may be
inberently tainted by fantasies of supetiority that find their theo-logical® conclusions in the
implementation of covert and overt Christian supremacy.’

Thus, this project begins with the following premise: that in the context of religious
difference, Christianity attempts to establish, maintain, and sustain supetiotity over other traditions.”
In this chapter and beyond, I will approach superiority as an internal theological problem with
implications that extend beyond the boundaries of Christianity: theology follows practice, but
practice follows theology as well. If this premise and the following chapters are persuasive, then this
project may ultimately suggest that superiority—or, the potential for superiority as an affect,
ideology, orientation, posture, and logic—affects the way that Christianity perceives and orients itself

toward religious others. A potential danger, essentially, is that theological imaginings and constructs

> Ephesians 1:21 (NRSV). See the epitaph (above) at the beginning of Chapter 1.

¢ On occasion I will use the terms #heo-logic or theo-logical rather than theology or theological. When I employ #heo-logic or
theo-logical, 1 am drawing attention toward the ways that thoughts about God ate presumed to play by Western rules and
assumptions about what is reasonable, rational, and so on. This includes whole histories of what is typically included in
the ‘logical’ (rationality, rules of logic, fallacies) and what is excluded (feeling, story, narrative, dreams, etc.). I am
indebted to my PhD student predecessors at Vanderbilt (Amaryah Shaye Armstrong, Hilary Scarsella, Peter Capretto)
for introducing me to the term at monthly theology colloquiums. See also Laurel C. Schneidet’s Beyond Monotheism,
especially the Preface, Introduction, Chapter 10, and Chapter 11 for various uses of logic (logic of the One, logic of the
Many, logic of multiplicity). I am not referring to von Balthasar’s use of the term theo-logic.

71 will keep in mind throughout that correlation does not mean causation. Determining that certain theological
imaginings may have dreams of superiority does not necessatily mean that these theologies/theo-logics are always-
already directly related to practices of supetiority, and even harm, toward religious others. Christianities are too diverse
to be reductionist in such a proposal and conclusion. At the same time, however, the question of this project has
manifold political implications, especially at this particular moment in an increasingly religious plural American context,
to jump too quickly to the safer conclusion that anything unsavory related to Christianity is an external problem, rather
than an internal one.

8 Wilfred Cantwell Smith is known for suggesting that we use “tradition” rather than “religion.” This is in part to
acknowledge both the conserving and changing nature of these traditions, as well as the diversity of ways in which
people connect to these entities. I am familiar with Smith’s terminology suggestion through the work of Hindu scholar
(and religious pluralism advocate) Diana L. Eck. Kwok Pui-Lan also mentions this same reference to Smith in Postolonial
Imagination & Feminist Theology (chapter 8, footnote 56). Wilfred Cantwell Smith, The Meaning and End of Religion: A
Revolutionary Approach to the Great Religions Traditions (1963; reprint, New York: Harper and Row, 1978), 50-51.
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of superiority may color the way that Christians think, feel, and act both individually and collectively,

as embodied intra-actors in our shared, entangled, relational world.”

Grammar of Superiority: Or, Why Superiority?

There is a grammatical difference in the English language between definite and indefinite
articles. The former indicates a noun that is known, the latter is a bit more mysterious, with room to
move or at least room to reveal something that has not yet been disclosed. There is a difference,
then, between saying that one knows “the” biblical perspective on human sexuality and claiming that
one knows “a” view on human sexuality; or, between saying “the” way, “the” truth, and “the” life,
and “a” way, “a” truth, and “a” life."” We could imagine, then, that definite atticles have a hint of the
universal and either lose in translation or obscure in interpretation the possibility of the provincial or
particular."" When the definite becomes the only, when universal becomes necessity, when a religion
becomes the required, or better, path—either now or in the future. If Christianity, and the
incarnated god-man Jesus Christ, offer “the” way, not “a” way, then Christianity and Christian

theologies will likely always be implicated in questions related to universality, necessity, and

theological superiority.

° I have in mind, here, Karen Barad’s discussion of intra-action in the context of entanglement. Intra-action specifically
is a way of acknowledging the relationality of causality. See Meeting the Universe Halfiway: Quantum Physics and the
Entanglement of Matter and Meaning, (Durham, NC: Duke University Press), 138-141.

10T write as a theologian, not as a scholar in Biblical languages. My point is related more to translation and how theology
can be constructed from seemingly minor grammatical or linguistic differences, such as with the filiogue in Trinitarian
discussions. In the case of translating John 14:6, what is exceedingly interesting is that &oine Greek does not have an
indefinite article, only definite. Context, as well as grammatical rules and practices used in both languages, helps a
translator determine how and whether indicate definite or indefinite atticle. There are differences, for example, between
Greek and English in using definite or indefinite articles with abstract nouns. This is not to say that English translations
of this passage are inaccurate. The translations are overwhelming in their agreement, or similarity, in translation. But I
still find it interesting in relation to theological construction—sometimes a definite article is left untranslated.

11T especially have in mind here Dipesh Chakrabarty’s Introduction (pgs. 4-23) to Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial
Thought and Historical Difference (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007).
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Christianity’s establishment of superiority and dominance in relationship with religious
others is not a new, or even a surprising, premise. In recent decades, scholars of religion across
various disciplines have engaged in arguments and methods for naming how and whether
Christianity may operate with a logic or orientation of superiority. In the search for a genealogy of
Christian superiority, some scholars point to Christianity’s particular emphasis on conversion, while
others point to theological elements such as Christology.'> As with other genealogical methods,
tracing the origin of a particular theological idea, logic, orientation, mode or practice is complex, and
rarely with definitive conclusions. Because Christian theology, for better and for worse, variously
relies on both on mystery (God is beyond our imagining) and concrete affirmations (God sent God’s
son Jesus to save the world), tracing the origin or history of a particular theological idea to prove
definitively its contemporary effects and affectual resonances—such as superiority—is a difficult or,
arguably, impossible task."”” As Rabbi and interreligious studies scholar Rachel S. Mikva writes, “The
precise relationship between rhetorical and actual violence, or polemic and discriminatory legislation,
is difficult to discern.”"* But perhaps it is a worthwhile endeavor nonetheless. I say this with the
hopes that Christians and Christian theologians are, and will continue to be, concerned with the
historical legacies and current ethical impact that our theological imaginations may have,

intentionally and unintentionally, both within Christian communities and without."

12 This is a recurring theme in Theology of Religions. See the work of S. Mark Heim, Paul Knitter, Jeannine Hill
Fletcher, Raimon Panikkar, among others.

13 T want to note that other scholars are less hesitant to make the claim that “there is a causal link between claims of
religious superiority and calls to religious violence.” Paul Kanitter, Introduction, in The My#h of Religious Superiority: A
Multifaith Exploration (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2005): ix.

14 Mikva, Dangerous Religions Ideas, 128.

15 This is a response, in part, to a question I have received about establishing the nature of (Christian) theological
superiority: why bother, if correlation does not mean causation? And why is this important if we cannot definitively trace
the origin or cause of the negative impacts of Christian theologies? There are, of course, theologians who are deeply
concerned with the impact of Christian theologies, and I will set this dissertation project within that conversation (just to
name a few: Willie James Jennings, Laurel C. Schneider, Catherine Keller, Ellen T. Amour, Rosemary Radford Ruether,
Jeannine Hill Fletcher, Kwok Pui-Lan, Marcella Althaus-Reid, Monica A. Coleman, John J. Thatanamil, etc.). Our
theologies matter not just to the ‘insider” communities of Christian faith (Schleiermacher) — our constructs matter to
‘outsider” communities as well, and not just in the way Christians may try to bring those outsiders in (conversion,
absorption, etc.). Quantum physics, global economics, and even common sense tell us that we do not live, move, and
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Encountering the Problem: Theology of Religions
Christian scholar Paul F. Knitter, known for initiating and participating in a stream of
academic conversations now referred to as the Theology of Religions, names religious superiority in

general (not just Christianity’s version) as a mythic construct.'

The naming of religious superiority as
a construct to decenter or neutralize is likely in response to the reality, noted by Mikva, that
“interreligious understanding is undermined by suspicions that people want to persuade everyone
that their faith is superior, or that they stand closer to God’s own truth.”"” Mikva, Knitter and John
Hick, along with other scholars in Theology of Religions and Interreligious Studies,'® variously
engage in philosophical and theological explorations in support of religious diversity and harmony.
These scholars do not typically dwell exclusively in the abstract, but often pose practical applications
of their explorations, such as the potential for interfaith dialogues, multifaith theological education,
and other potential pathways for mutuality and creative peace-making.

The Myth of Religious Superiority: A Multifaith Exploration, for example, is a volume intended to
“call upon specialists and practitioners...to reinterpret for our age whatever myths or claims of

superiority or exclusivity they might have made in the past.”” This call is interpreted, especially by

Knitter and Hick’s contributions to the volume, as necessary to encouraging peace between and

breathe in vacuums, which may mean—theologically speaking—that theologians must continue to speak to what “loving
one’s neighbor” means in a globalized, religiously plural planet in which we live shared, entangled lives in community.

16 Paul F. Knitter, The Myth of Religions Superiority: Multifaith Explorations of Religions Pluralism, edited by Paul F. Knitter.
Maryknoll, New York: Orbis Books, 2005.

17 Mikva, Dangerous Religions Ideas, 101.

18 There are vatious fields, subfields, and disciplines related to this line of thought: history of religion, comparative
religions, comparative theologies, and theologies of religion. In the past few years, scholars have proposed a new field of
interreligious studies to encourage the more explicit intersection between academic inquiry and practical wisdom,
knowledge, and experience. For example, this field puts comparative religions and theologies into conversation with
practices of multifaith chaplaincy and/or interfaith activism. See Eboo Patel, Jennifer Howe Peace, and Noah J.
Silverman, Interreligions-Interfaith Studies: Defining a New Field, edited by Eboo Patel, et al. Boston, Massachusetts: Beacon
Press, 2018.

19 Knitter, “Introduction,” My#h of Religions Superiority: viii. The volume was compiled after a conference held in 2003 that
aimed to bring together pluralists—both academics and faith practitioners—to discuss the possibilities for dismantling
superiority in their own traditions.
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among the religious and spiritual traditions of the world. As Hick states, “there will be no real peace
among the world religions so long as each one thinks of itself as uniquely superior to all the
others.””

Superiority may be mythic, at least in an abstract sense; yet we must continue to ask,
individually and collectively, whether we think or feel that our tradition is superior to another
tradition, and if we do, how those thoughts and feelings find purchase in our embodied practices. So
if we answer yes—that our tradition is theologically superior—then it seems necessary to critically
reflect the nature of this superiority and its affective resonance in our material realities. Naming
religious superiority as a “myth” is important to some extent, but it may not address the competing
nature of these paradigms that arguably, more often than not, attach an ontological and even
eschatological significance—or priority, or superiority, of a kind—to particular theological
imaginings and narrative constructs over and against others. This is in no way to dismiss the
important work of Knitter, Hick, and many other scholars who have contributed thoughtfully to the
Theology of Religions discourse, but is more of a next step to probe deeply into what Christianity’s
version of superiority entails. Changing Christian relational logics—the way Christians think toward
(religious)—is crucial, certainly, but perhaps attention to logic alone does not deeply consider how

entrenched affective resonances of theological superiotity may be.”!

The Lure of Purity, the Lure of Superiority
Following theologians who trace how Christianity and Christian theologies have been
historically complicit in material evils such as European colonial expansion and the Mid-Atlantic

slave trade, a logical question to ask could be whether there is something internal to Christianity and

20 John Hick, “The Next Step Beyond Dialogue,” My#h of Religions Superiority: 12.
21 For a comprehensive study of the Theology of Religions, including reference to key ideas and influential scholars, see
Paul Hedges, Controversies in Interreligious Dialogne and the Theology of Religions, London: SCM Press, 2010.
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Christian theologies that may continue to catalyze, repeat, and produce these kinds of material evils
that surface in our relational, shared world. Some Christian theological schemes approach these
atrocities, in which Christianity is implicated, as problems that exist, to some extent, outside of
Christianity itself—and Christianity being understood, here, largely in abstract terms.”” A typical
rationalization that follows this line of thought could be: perhaps Christian theological imaginations
and machinations have been utilized to justify genocide or land theft, but these are just utilizations
of inaccurate or incorrect interpretations of Christianity per se. True Christianity, pure Christianity
exists outside of material evil, even if Christians are complicit in evils or if Christian theologies are
utilized as either catalyst or justification. If the problem involves Christianity but can ultimately be
located outside Christianity-in-itself, then internal theological constructs, essentially, can be absolved.
This kind of reasoning assumes that Christianity’s internal theological constructs lure us toward a
pure, true version of Christianity. In this logical flow, Christianity is saved by removing its
theological imaginations and constructs from the possibility of (self) criticism via abstracting true
Christianity from complicity or ultimate responsibility for material harms.**

A further concern, with regard to Christian theologies, is that in an era of intellectual
attention to multiplicity, fluidity, process, porosity, and quantum entanglement, identifying the
nature, affect, and effects of superiority is perhaps more entangled. Scholars and lay religious leaders
alike are forecasting a future in which religious boundaries will dissolve and the lines that trace

traditions and religious identities will blur.”> Some scholars even understand the phenomenon of

22 Another variation is to distinguish Christians from Christianity (against, an abstract or immaterial version of
“Christianity”), arguing that Christianity (and Christian theological schemas or imaginings are a tool that can be used for
positive or negative change, depending on who is wielding the tool for the purposes of power, control, or (in a more
positive light) social equity or justice.

23 This is a case made compellingly by Mary Daly in Beyond God the Father.

24 Kwok Pui-Lan notes in her chapter on Pluralism in Postcolonial Imagination and Feminist Theology that theologians have
rarely engaged in self-criticism of their own discipline. She states this in a chapter on the formation of the field of
comparative religions (and its connection to the colonialism).

25 One example of this is Roland Faber’s forecasting of a “transreligious” future (The Ocean of God, 2019).
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Multiple Religious Belonging (at least its Western forms), for example, as a concrete manifestation of

this new era of blending and religious multiplicity.*

Yet if Christianity has embedded logics of
superiority or assumed primacy, then even in an era of language and practices that invoke fluidity
and multiplicity, the danger is that these logics of superiority do not just dissolve: rather, they shape-
shift into a new forms.”’

A potential pitfall is that too often and too quickly, those invested in preserving Christianity
and Christian theologies from anything unsavory—theologians, ecclesial hierarchy, laypersons, and
anyone who has a stake or investment in Christianity—might make the claim that aspects of
Christian texts, treatises, creeds which emphasize Christianity’s rightness or prominence do not
represent true, or pure, Christianity. This preserving effort is hypothetically focused on separating
the authentic from the false: identifying true or real Christianity with what is authentic, and anything
politically incorrect or repugnant with a false entity that they claim was never really Christianity in
the first place. With this strategy, Christianity is only (or primarily) be identified with ‘the good’ or
with its good effects; complicity in evil belongs to another version, a different entity, a falsified
imposter that always fails to be the pure, good, authentic form.

Part of “staying with the [Christian] trouble,” then, is to explore the possibility that there is
no Christianity that can be parsed or disaggregated from itself, such that most goods are identified
with an abstract, pure, or idealized—or superior—version of Christianity, while most harms can be

attributed to erring humans who embody a substandard, or inferior, version of Christianity.”® As queer

26 For a few examples, see the work of Catherine Cornille, Monica A. Coleman, and Duane R. Bidwell.

27 This sense appears in Joerg Riegetr’s Christ & Empire (2007) and Catherine Kellet’s Political Theology of the Earth (2018).
28 Donna J. Haraway, Staying With the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene, Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2016.
“Our task is to make trouble, to stir up potent response to devastating events, as well as to settle troubled waters and
rebuild quiet places. In urgent times, many of us are tempted to address trouble in terms of making an imagined future
safe, of stopping something from happening that looms in the future, of clearing away the present and the past in order
to make futures for coming generations. Staying with the trouble does not require such a relationship to times called the
tuture. In fact, staying with the trouble requires learning to be truly present, not as a vanishing pivot between awful or edenic pasts and
apocalyptic of salvific futures, but as moral critters entwined in myriad unfinished confignrations of places, times, matters, meanings” (1,
emphasis mine).
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theologian Marcella Althaus-Reid declates, “Theology cannot clean itself enough of % visqueanx.””

For Althaus-Reid, this viscosity is connected to both the promise and tyranny of Christian
theologies, as they have been constructed in context. The promise of this messiness, this viscosity is
that it ever-always grounds Christian theologies to their material, embodied emergences; the tyranny
is how Christian theologies consistently present “decent” constructs to clean the mess (viscosity)
and that do more to reify abstract (oppressive) norms than connect with the realities of embodied
existence. What if Christianity cannot be absolved or saved through this method of disaggregation?
What if the disaggregation, rather than encouraging deeper internal theological criticism, might in
reality operate to “cover a multitude of sins”?’ And further, how do (or should) Christian
theologians deal with the possibility that some of us who identify Christianity’s shameful
participation and complicity in historical atrocities, might also move—unintentionally, perhaps—to
preserve and absolve Christian theological constructs from that evil? What do we do with the
potential that we, as Christians, benefit or have benefitted historically, in some way, from its political
and theological power and ascendancy?

This latter concern would be akin to asking those who profit from the factory farm meat
industry why eating meat is necessary, and not harmful, to a healthy diet; or expecting those who
profit or benefit directly from the American military industrial complex to have neutral or
unaffected responses to how much of the annual United States’ Federal Budget is allocated to
funding military technology and weaponry. These examples are not meant to be reductive, but to

draw our attention to the potential for Christians, and Christian theologians, to experience

29 Marcella Althaus-Reid, Indecent Theology: Theological Perversions in Sex, Gender and Politics, (London: Routledge, 2000), 110.
Althaus-Reid’s concept of / visqueanx is her way of identifying the unsavory aspects of humanness that Christian
theologies generally ignore or deny (in order to deny the body, to deny human material experiences), or keep separate
from theological constructs, like the concept of God or the divinity of Jesus Christ. This also keeps Being separate from
becoming (or body, materiality, and change).

30 This idiom, relatively common at least in the United States, comes from 1 Peter 4:8: “Above all, maintain constant
love for one another, for love covers a multitude of sins.”
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something like unconscious or implicit bias when it comes to evaluating how our theological
constructs affect religious others.” The implication is that it may be somewhat dubious to expect
Christians (especially white Christians), who benefit or have benefitted in substantial ways from the
material effects of Christian theologies of superiority, to have neutral or uncomplicated stances with
regard to salient features of Christian theology that may potentially perpetuate Christian (theological)
superiority. This complication is similar to a conflict of interest, defined as ““a situation in which a
person is in a position to derive personal benefit from actions or decisions made in their
official capacity.”” In more explicitly theological and philosophical terms, this is akin to a Christian
theologian engaging Christian theological constructs as s#7 generis in nature, rather than as apologetic.
I highlight this dilemma at the beginning of this project, and at the beginning of this
particular chapter, to raise the concern that when it comes to how Christian theological imaginings
may potentially impact (or have impacted) religious others, Christians—even those with the best
intentions, who want to respect the space of religious others and create room for a diverse religious
eco-system—may occupy a questionable positionality with regard to evaluating whether and how
Christianity, with its concomitant theological imaginings and constructs, is salvageable. I say this as a
theologian grounded in Christian traditions, who grew up with the stories and theological imaginings
of Christian traditions, and who feels an impulse to articulate how Christian theological traditions
have the potential to lure humans, and all creation, toward wholeness and goodness. This is to say,
explicitly: I have personal experiences within Christian traditions that in some way might prompt me

to try to “save” it, or to defend it from a reductionist claims; yet, as a feminist, I am wary of jumping

31 The term smplicit bias was coined by Mahzarin R. Banaji and Anthony G. Greenwald in Blindspor: Hidden Biases of Good
Pegple. New York: Delacorte Press, 2013. I am grateful to L.J. Allen for reminding me of this concept in a conversation
about the themes of this chapter.

32 Angus Stevenson and Christine A. Lindberg eds., New Oxford Awmerican Dictionary, 3rd ed., Oxford University Press,
2010.
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to a hasty defense of “not all Christians” or “not all of Christianity” when faced with the
accumulation of its historical harms.”

There is no pure or neutral position: those from outside a particular religious tradition could
arguably evaluate quantitative impact,’ but may miss some of the implicitly understood or practiced
aspects of a tradition that contribute to meaningful qualitative goods, or wholeness.” This is to hold
the importance of internal theological criticism, with conscientiousness concerning the messiness
involved in both asking and trying to answer these questions. Thus, regardless of the reality that
there is no neutral stance, engaging in internal theological criticism™ seems necessary in order for
Christians to evaluate the possibilities and limits for interreligious dialogue and understanding which
makes space for ontological pluralism,” rather than supporting theo-ontological hierarchies
catalyzed by both overt and covert ideologies of superiority and, ultimately, embodied practices of
supremacy. Naming this as a “necessity” reveals my presumptions that interreligious dialogue and
understanding can be desirable and good; that ontological pluralism and a logic of multiplicity™ are
compatible with Christian theology; and that ideologies of superiority may instigate logics, practices,

and affects that belie certain Christian theological ideals such as loving one’s neighbor.

33 This cultural reference is anecdotal in nature, but also seems apropos to the discussion at hand. The reaction of “not
all men” during the #metoo movement operates as a linguistic sleight-of-hand to seemingly detract attention from the
critiques being leveled against rape culture. For general information about the #metoo movement, see “Me Too founder
Tarana Burke: Movement is not over” (https://www.bbc.com/news/newsbeat-53269751). For general information
about the “not all men” response, see “Not All Men: A Brief History of Every Dude's Favorite Argument”
(https://time.com/79357 /not-all-men-a-brief-history-of-every-dudes-favorite-argument/).

341 have in mind the data compiled by Khyati Y. Joshi for her book White Christian Privilege: The 1llusion of Religions Equality
in America (2020).

35 The field of Interreligious Studies is beginning to be defined as an academic space interested in how practitioners
understand and embody their religious logics, beliefs, practices, and so on. This contrasts with methods in Religious
Studies that emphasize religion (and religious practitioners) as objects of study.

36 T use terminology of theological criticism in connection to the work of historical theologian Williemien Otten. See
Willemien Otten, “Nature as a Theological Problem. An Emersonian Response to Lynn White,” in G. Thomas and H.
Springhart (eds), Responsibility and the Enbancement of Life. Essays in Honor of William Schweiker (Leipzig: Evangelische
Vetlagsanstalt, 2017), 265-280; and “Theology as Searchlight: Miracle, Event, and the Place of the Natural,” in Re/igion in
Reason. Metaphysics, Ethics, and Politics in Hent de 1'rées, eds. Tarek Dika and Martin Shuster (New York: Routledge, 2022),
92-107.

37 The concept of ontological pluralism comes from philosopher Thomas Norton-Smith, The Dance of Person and Place:
One Interpretation of Indian Philosophy, New York: SUNY Press, 2010), 26-27; 40ff.

38 Laurel C. Schneider, Beyond Monotheism: A Theology of Multiplicity, New York: Routledge, 2007), 142.
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Rather than saving Christianity, then, my aim is to “stay with the trouble,” in the words of
theorist Donna J. Haraway: to explore at face value whether and how superiority toward religious
others manifests in Christianity, without immediate recourse to defending Christianity and Christian
theology by reference to an abstract, purified notion of what Christianity is or should be.”” The point
is to “stick”"’ with the possibility that justifying Christianity’s complicity in historical atrocities,
whether small or large scale, may be more about maintaining power and superiority and less about
preserving this abstract, pure, and good version of Christianity—though the question is whether
maintaining the latter paves the way for the former. The theo-ethical norm for internal theological
criticism which undergirds this project, that I will return to as a touchstone throughout subsequent
chapters, is whether Christianity’s theological structutes affect Christian thinking, acting, and/feeling
toward religious others in a way that creates room for unexchangeable difference rather than for a
(universalizing) lure toward absorption, exclusion, or eradication.”

In the following sections, I will take a few steps back from theology to discuss generalized
notions of superiority. This is in the hopes that clarifying a typology of superiority as an ideology will
help us distinguish superiority from discernment: an attitude, posture, or logic of ‘being better’
versus the practice of identifying a particular preference for one thing over another. This involves
clarifying distinctions, at least for the time being, between ideologies of superiority and
manifestations supremacy. Broadly, to ground this project in what Christian theological superiority is
and how it might operate, I will discuss logics, theo-logics, and embodied practices of superiority in
this chapter as a way of laying a foundation for chapter two, in which we will turn to superiority’s

affective resonance within a Christian affective economy of power and relation.

% Donna J. Haraway, Staying With the Trouble: Making Kin in the Chthulucene, Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2016.
40 In The Cultural Politics of Emotion, Sara Ahmed uses metaphors of “sticking” to desctibe how emotional responses
(anger, hate, love, etc.) attach to particular things/people/groups. This sticking is what I am beginning to refer to as
affective resonance.

# Laurel C. Schneider (Beyond Monotheism) uses French sociologist Jean Baudrillard’s concept of “impossible exchange.”
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Logic(s) of Superiority:
The “Superiority Complex” and Other General Notions

In this section, I will begin to delineate what I mean by superiority, and subsequently what a
logic (or logics) of superiority might resemble. In brief, by logic I am simply referring to a line of
reasoning or thought that leads us to draw certain conclusions. Logic, more often than not in this
project, is a way of referring to the ways we think, or our epistemological structures. On occasion,
logic may more specifically refer to the rules of Western logic that determine fallacies in our thought
processes and/or conclusions, such as false equivalence, begging the question, or ex post facto
fallacies. This discussion helps to lay a foundation, ultimately, for elucidating Christian logics this
project attempts to discern: identifying how certain conceptions of God in Christianity might
logically lend themselves to a theology of superiority vis-a-vis religious others. But before moving to
Christian