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petformed—namely, that of developing an ideology for the society in

which they fived. J. Z. Smith points to a similar problem for students of re-

ligion in his essay “Map Is Not Terricory” (1978). Although for Smith the

human sciences (including history and the history of religions) “serve as

limiting perspectives” on the understanding of religion—"as boundaries of
concreteness over against which to judge more speculative and normarive

inquiries in religious studies” (289)—he restricts the task of the scientific

student to non-speculative and non-normative matters. The philosopher

and theologian, he concedes, may have “a standpoint from which he may
gain clear vision” {289), but the historian (scientific student of religion} is
a person of hints and insights at best, which cannot ground such “vision.”

The latrer, therefore, approaches religion simply as a human phenomenon,
“as one mode of constructing worlds of meaning” (290). Consequently,
“Religious Studies are most appropriately described in relation to the Hu-
manities and the Human Sciences, in relation to Anthropology rather then
Theology” (290). In summary, then, religion is seen as the power to relate
to the natural and social world “in such a way as to guarantee the convic-
tion that one’s existence ‘matters™ (291). Thus, “[w]hat we study when we
study religior is the variety of attempts to map, construct, and inhabit such
positions of power through the use of myths, rituals, and experiences of
transformation” (291). '

I have argued this point in depth in my book The Jrony of Theology and vhe
Nature of Religious Thought (1991a). 1 have also addressed it in: “Religion
Transcending Science Transcending Religion . .."(1985b); “Is Science Re-
ally an Implicic Religion?” (1989b); and “Religion, Science and the Trans-
formation of ‘Knowledge™ (19934).

Chapter Eight

e

The Failure of Nerve in
the Academic Study of Religion'

¥ concetn in this essay is with the relationship of theology to the

study of religion, and, more particularly, to the “academic study

of religion.” I shall not, however, focus attention here on how
theology has received the results of academic research on weligion,*—its con-
cetns may be legitimate—nor on historical and instirutional questions about
the two communities of scholars,? or even on the notion that theology as an
element of religion overall constitutes a focus of interest and concern to the
academic student of religion.* My interest here is in the methodological
problems implicit in that relationship—even though the matter thus ex-
pressed hardly reveals the depth of the issuc. Briefly put, the question of the-
ology’s ‘methodological relationship to the academic study of religion
jeopardizes the existence of such an academic study, for it re-opens the de-
bate about who controls the agenda for such study—is it the scholar-
scientist or the scholar-devotee, the academy or the Church, scientific
procedure or transcendent subject-matter, and so on.

As I shall show here, it was in the precise act of distinguishing itself from
theology that the study of religion gained a political identity within the aca-
demic community. T shall also show that there is currently an argument
being made for an explicit role for theology in Religious Studics in the “in-
terpenetration” of the two.® And I shall argue that, even though under con-
stant pressure from a hidden (if unconscious) theological agenda of many of
Its practitioners, the re-establishment of such an explicit role for theology
constitutes a rejection of scientific, academic goals and, therefore, amounts
to a “faifure of nerve” by the academic community in Religious Studies.®

0 - &«
So‘me clarification of the term “theology” must precede the atgument of
this paper—both to counter criticism of my “ambiguous” use of the term
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7 and to correct misinterpretations of my position
the “theological camp.”® Moreover, 1 would
n my perception of historical fact,
Charles Davis, see the conflict be-
¢ to a failure of the antagonists to
f the concept from medieval

in carlier discussions,
which would place me within
like to pre-empt, if possible, an attack o
as might be attempted by those who, like
tween theology and religious studies as du
recognize a radical shift of meaning in the use 0

to modern times.”

In trying to account for the history of “God-talk” (“god—talk”) and talk
about God (the gods, or any other functionally equivalent Ultimate) I find
it helpful to distinguish “confessional theology” from “non-confessional the-
ology.” The basis of the distincrion is essentially presuppositional. Confes-
sional theologies presume the existence of some kind of Uliimate
Transmundane Reality, whereas non-confessional theologies recognize onky
the cultural reality of “the gods” (that is, of some transcendent reality) and
ationally but without subscribing to the supposi-
tion that the Ultimate exists."® Such a “heorerical theology’——or theology
proper—-in attempting to provide a rational account of the reality of the

aves open the possibility for a reductionistic account.!! For as a truly
the Ultimate) as problematic,

attempt to account for it r

gods, le
scientific enterprise, theology must hold God (
as | shall argue below."

I point out, furthermore,
same order. For example, 1
“capital-c” confessional theology—the latter being commonly used to refer to
(exclusivist) theologies of particular creeds and confessions in the history of
Western religious thought.”® «Gmall-c” confessional theology, however, is
used to cover even the more general acknowledgement of the ontological re-
ality (existence} of the “Focus” of religion—that is, the independent exis-
tence of some Ultimate or other to which religious discourse points.

Such distinctions, 1 suggest, will help students of religion recognize the
radical difference between those persons who acknowledge the claim of 2
cranscendent and sacred reality on their lives and those who do not—even
when that claim is not tied to 2 particular historical and exclusivist undet-
standing of some form of divine revelation. Such a non-exclusivistic “con-
fession” 1 nonetheless take here to be “confession” despite its lack of
specificity.

To clarify further the notion of theology as it is used in this essay; I shall
respond briefly to Charles Davis claim that a properly critical theology,
which emerged with medieval Christendom, is wholly compatible with Re-

Even for Davis there is 2 form of theology from which the
parated, namely; the theology which
f a particular religious tradition ot
ses and reconfirms that cradi-

that not all confessional theologies are of the

ligious Studies.
academic study of religion should be se
is nothing more than an elaboration o
faith and which, therefore, merely presuppo

distinguish “small-¢” mnﬁssionﬂl theology from

il
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tion, This corres
] P onds to what I have
sional theology, referred 10 above as captial-

poads to Teft c confes-
rejected by Davis in favor of a critical or theoret'c:d
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theology. The distincti
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framework of general religious assumptions or traditions and is therefore in-
compatible with what will be referred to below as the basic minimum pre-
suppositions for the academic study of religion.

The study of religion as a scholarly exercise has a very long history;" ante-
daring by far the institutionalized, academically—lcgitim_atu_ed'study of religion -
which emerged in the late nineteenth century.’® And it is important to see
that its acceptance in the academic domain was not occasioned by a Tlatur.al,
spontaneous recognition either of its academic style or methodologlca.l‘ sig-
nificance. Rather, it came about as 2 result of a quest for such recogpition
that required establishing the scientific objectivity of religious stuc.ilcs—a
quest which, as has often been pointed out, is the product of the Enlighten-
ment. This in turn required giving up the theological interests and. confes-
sional stance so characteristic of that study in the past.'” Indeed, in some
countries—France being a case in point®—-the teachers of .the new disci-
pline replaced the Theological Faculty altogether. In this sense Jacob
Neusner is right to suggest that the new academic stud‘cnt of religion at-
tempted to overcome an unwanted past, although I think he exaggerates
when he claims that the attempt was successful (1977b). Similarly ]oachu.n
Wach (1951, 1958) and Joseph Kitagawa (1958) speak of the study of reli-
gion as being emancipated from a theological agenda, and Robert W,
Friedrichs (1974) talks of the “detheologizing” of the subject. The s‘tud}_r of
religion, they assert, was becoming more neutral, objective, and SC-If:ntilﬁC._
This meant adopting a notion of a universally applicable mode of inquiry,
" implying that religions could be studied in exactly the same way as any other
social phenomenon. The scholar gua scholar, therefore, was to eliminate re-
ligious commitments from all scholarly analysis. The se‘veral concerns of the
“new” discipline included: (1) morphology of religion,.mvolvmg primarily a
descripfion of rites, rituals, beliefs, practices, art, architecture, and so on of
the various historical religions; (2) stages of religious development; (3) par-
allefs among the various traditions; and, later, (4) the ph.en?m‘.cnology of re-
ligious meaning and the structure of religions. The dlS(.?lPhI‘lt‘,, then, was
primarily empirical, heavily centered on philological and h1stor1ce}l concerns,
and resulted in the production of scholarly monographs and interpretive
studies.

The institutionalization of this new discipline was not only to be found
in universities; an international association (The International Association
for the History of Religions [IAHR]) was eventually formed in the 1950s al-
though International Congresses had been held from 1900 on, and Elnf{cr
the pressure of various religious sentiments—especially as the Assocmtllon
expanded membership to include religion “scholars” from the Far II*'.ast2 —
theological and religious matters began to appear on the agenda of its Con-
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gresses. This unforeseen regression led to a stricter formulation of the scien-
tific goals and intentions of the new discipline (Refigionswissenschaf by R. J.
Zwi Werblowsky. His five-point enunciation of the “basic minimum pre-
suppositions” for the pursuit of historical and comparative studies of religion
was reproduced in Numen, the official publication of the JAHR (Schimmel,
1960).7* A summary of that statement here will provide a kind of bench-
mark for the “retreat to theology” I shall attempt to document below: 22

1. “Comparative religion” or Religionswissenschaft is a scientific discipline;

2. Religionswissenschaft is a branch of the humanities, and as such it is
an anthropological discipline, studying the religious phenomenon as
2 creation, feature and aspect of human culture. The common
ground on which students of religion, gu students of religion, meet
is the realization that the awareness of the numinous or the experi-
ence of transcendence (where these happen to exist in religions) are,
whatever else they may be, undoubtedly empirical facts of human ex-
istence and history, to be studied like all human facts by appropriate
method;

3. Religionswissenschaft rejects the claim chat religion is a suf generis phe-
nomenon that can only be understood if ultimately seen to be a real-
ization of transcendent trueh;

4. Although the study of religion may arise from non-academic motiva-
tion, it needs no such external justification (and ought not to rely on
one); '

5. The IAHR must keep itself free from all ideological commitments, 4

Some critics have seen this program as Comtean ersasz religion.” Bur
Werblowsky's review of Wach's “theological” approach to the study of reli-
gion counters that: “Of course historical analysis can never yield the norms
without which life is not worth living . . . but, then, nobody ever supposed
historical analysis to do just that, There is, after all, a world of difference be-
tween study and living, berween studying history and making it”
(Werblowsky, 1959: 354),

Religious Studies did in fact gain the academic legitimation it sought.
But it failed to live up to the commitments it had given the academic com-
munity to pursue its agenda in a religiously non-partisan fashion. E. ],
Sharpe (1986 chaprter 6) points out, for example, that in the early days of
the “discipline,”® Religious Studies was still considered by many to be reli-
gious instruction even if not on the confessional scale found in theological
faculties—an impression bolstered by the close association of some of its
leading practitioncrs (such as E M. Miiller) with movements such as the
World's Parliament of Religions held in Chicago in 1893. Kiragawa has
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noted, in a review of the subject as taught in the United States, that although
its early formation followed European scienific lines, it eventually submit-
ted to the pressures of conservatism and orthodoxy (1959, '1983). This
scems less surprising when one considers that the majority of those in the
field hail from a religious background and likely entered the discipline with
theological baggage if not an agenda.”’ The situation is further compounded
by the connected complaint—voiced by C. J. Bleeker (1961, 1975) and still
heard today—that the IAHR has not been able to attract social scientists in-
terested in the study of religious phenomena. As Oxtoby put it, Religious
Studies was simply “not scientific enough” (1968: 591).

I do not mean to suggest here, however, that scholars were being duplic-
itous—in fact, they made the conscious effort to “bracket” their own beliefs
and made this “bracketing” a requirement of the discipline. In so doing there
emerged a general methodological agreement that the truth-question not be
raised in Religious Studies—that is, that the academic study of religion
forego the philosophical-metaphysical justification of the various historical
religious traditions which had thus far been such an unsuccesstul and divi-
sive exercise. So it is not that those who adopted the brackee—epoché---
denigrated that metaphysical exercise or denied its value in other contexts
but just that, for the sake of achieving a convergence—however short-

range—of scholarly opinion on general religious issues from a wide range of

competing theological frameworks, they restricted their concerns to less
speculative, more positive matters where all could agree on the criteria for
assessing claims.

The epoché (or bracketing) freed the student and the study of religion
from ecclesiastical domination, although there was still a certain amount of
theological suspicion attached to those so engaged (Oxtoby, 1968: 591).
However, there are methodological corollaries implied in the epocké to sug-
gest that such a study of religion, even though free from a certain ecclestas-
tical-—and therefore capital-c confessional—domination, is nonctheless

influenced by religious or theological commitment. The most damning -

corollary, as I have indicated clsewhere, is the “descriptivist doctrine”—

whereby the substance of the Science of Religion is reduced to phenomeno-

logical description—especially when connected with the widely-held belief
that such a study constitutes 2 new discipline, (namely, the “Science of Re-

ligion.”?3) The corollary requires thar the study of religion remain free from .

theory and forego explaining religious phenomena. For to explain is to grant
that the phenomenon is somehow illusory or veridical—in other words, to
invoke the very category of truth which the gpoché banished in its attempt
to achieve academic neutrality. However, the enterprise, if it is to be scien-
tific, must necessarily move beyond mere ideographic description to a more
nomothetic explanation and theory.” This can be done without entering the
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n_letaphysical or theological fray—and so, without contravening the conv
tl.()flally adopted stratagem of the ¢poché—by means of analysis of the czn:
nitive components of the religious tradition concerned compared with t}?e
cognitive universe of the investigator. If the cognitive “worlds” clash, the sty-
d-ent of religion then proceeds to consider alternative accounts of the reli-
gious phenomenon by regarding factors or aspects of human existence not
in themselves religious. It is this potentially reductionist accounting for reli-
gion that the “descriptivist doctrine” is meant to preclude. For description-
ists, “to explain” is “to explain away” and that, it appears, must be avoided
at all costs. But to avoid that possibility altogether is to assume that it can
never be “explained away.” That assumption, however, indicates a religious
or theological bias, for it grants an ontological reality to religion which the
latter may not really possess. :

The first corollary—the descriptivist doctrine—is complemented by the
d.octrine of “the autonomy of religion.” The obviously circular argument is
given that since the discipline of Religious Studies exists, it must have a pe-
CEllla.l‘ st.lbjcct-matter inviting an equally peculiar method of analysis. Reli-
gion being a sui generis phenomenon, it is to be treated “on its own terms.”
git:i::ljstle;&ago see it as anything other than “religious” is not to take religion

".l"o' reiterate, the epoché and its corollaries, taken together, imply that
Religious Studies is a science with a methodology peculiar to itself, distinct
from theology-religion on the one hand and the physical and s:)cial sci-
ences on the other. I have shown elsewhere, however, that this argument is
flawed because it is based on mutually exclusive sets of assumptions and
because it fails to delineate clearly the methodology assumed peculiar to it-
self (Wiebe, 1978).

‘ My arguments on this issue have been criticized as distortions of the orig-
lna.l‘ intent of the founders of this “new” science as well as of their successors
(Widengren, 1983). It has been claimed thar the science is not restricted to
the descriptive or ideographic level but rather that it extends to “under-
standing.” Widengren chooses as illustrative of such an approach the work
o.f C. J. Blecker, who goes beyond mere “fact gathering” in his study of reli-
gion to phenomenological understanding (Bleeker, 1954, 1971). I do not
deny that Bleeker wishes to go beyond the fact-gathering stage—as do most
o.f his colleagues—but T must point to the problems inherent in that exer-
cise. The “understanding” Bleeker seeks quite obviously presumes the valid-
ity of the devotee’s position, for the bracketing is still very much in effect in
this exercise. The devotee’s self-understanding in effect provides the point of
departure for this task. This principle was accepted early on in “Science of
Religion” circles which we sec in E M. Miiller's adoption of “Compafative
Theology” as an element of that science. The student, he insists, must deal
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with the facts as discovered, so that “if people regard their religion as re-
vealed, it is to them a revealed religion and has to be treated as such by every
impartial historian” (Miiller, 1893 74).3! ‘

There is no doubt that the understanding sought by phenomenology
“goes beyond” descriptive, historical and philological fact-gathering. The
question which needs raising, however, is whether that “understanding” is
still description (perhaps at a deeper level), or whether in fact it goes be-
yond that ideographic to a truly nomothetic grasp of religious phenom-
ena. And if the latter, its epoché in fact amounts to an « priort acceptance
of an ontological reality although it refuses to commit publicly—or even
privately—to that reality. Therefore, it is assumed that reductionist ac-
counts are unable to provide an understanding of religion; and thae
means, conversely, that religion necessarily involves persons with what is
ultimately “real,” and “good.” Understanding, then, would by definition
preclude causal explanation; because the latter, where applicable, is of
limiced value, for this kind of understanding is broader than explana-
tion.?? Such an “understanding,” to conclude, amounts to a non-specific
theology, for it assumes the ontological reality of the religious phenome-

non without consciously espousing any particular historical religious tra- '

ditior’s view of that reality.® It rests uncritically on the assumption of the
metaphysical validity of “religion in general.”

What I hope to show in this section of the paper is the hidden theological -

agenda of Religious Studies.?® Neusner's relatively recent suggestion (1977b)
chat the academic study of religion in the United States and Canada has de-
veloped a set of norms which exclude religiosity from the classroom, and that
there has developed a consequently detached and objective approach to the
study seems a fairy tale, which ignores the significance of the literature pro-
duced, as the discussion to follow should demonstrate. Furthermore, with re-
spect to “what goes on” in our Departments of Religious Studies and in our
other academic institutions, the evidence simply does not support his claim,
but documentation of this will have to be left for another paper.®®

Space does not permit a derailed analysis of all the positions and argu-
ments against what amounts to a “detheologized” academic study of reli-
gion; nevertheless I shall attempt to delineate here the major stances taken.
1 am not sure that the two major arguments (and their subdivisions) I shall
deal with are clearly distinguishable from each other—nor are they set out
by their authors in a pure and pristine form. However, the typology I shall
offer should be of some use in assessing what has grown to be a large body
of literature; and the overview provided should at least indicate a trend in

Religious Studies which threatens to jettison the gains it has made since the

Enlightenment.

The Failure af Nerve in the Academic Study of Religion 149

The most common type of argument to be found in this literature might
best b-e designated the “complementarity thesis.” The claim usually put for-
ward in this case is not that Religious Studies is of no use to our search for
understanding religious phenomena but simply that it is inadequate. The
“heart of religion,” that is, cannot be perceived if the subject is approached
“in purely informative, descriptive, scientific terms” (Kegley, 1978: 280).
Accor-ding to Mostert: “One rmust go beyond the historical and socio-
scientific approach that adheres simply to empirical methods of data collec-
tion and description or even explanation” {1976: 8-9; or as Ladner puts it
the proper study of religion “entails more than employing the intellectual in-,
struments of criticism and analysis to investigate various forms of faith and
belief” (1972: 216)~-something which has been neglected recently in the
shallowness fostered by an expansion of Religious Studies, while it blindly
vaunts “that we are finally getting our intellectual foot in the acadernic door
of secular education . . .” (Ladner, 1972: 216). .

In an carly essay in this genre, Bernard E. Meland raises questions about
the assumption that the student of religion need only be concerned with
“objective methods” (1961). According to Meland, the student of religion
must be distinct from the regular historian or the run-of-the-mill social sci-
entist. The student of religion “is not just a historian or a scientist in the
sense th.at defines the anthropologist or social scientist. He is a student of re-
hglo'ns in a specific and specialized sense” (269-270, emphasis added), in-
volving “deeper” dimensions of religion. And Kees Bolle, while admitting
that the study of religion—historically at least—is an enterprise in its own

right, and that emphasis on such study in the early days assisted the estab-

lishment of Religious Studies in university centers and departments, denies
that it alone will “make our field acceptable in 2 modern academic frame-
wotk” (1967: 98). Indeed, he predicts that, without complement, the pure
academic approach would bring the discipline to an end: “Religious phe-
nomena are never just inteflectual propositions or just individual affairs,
Hence neither can the manner in which religious phenomena are ap-
proached have its centre in logical investigation and a resulting synthesis of
general laws alone, even if the individual following this method is a master
in the fields of logic and anthropology” (100).

Such complementarity might best be characterized as “incremental,” the
E1cademic study of religion being supplemented by theology as, say, physics
is “exc?eded” by chemistry. Theology, that is, is an entirely different way of

knowing” than the “knowing” of science which increases our information.
{\s Kegley expresses it, the student of religion cannot remain detached in an
information-gathering exercise but rather must share in the religious experi-
ence of the devotee. And, he maintains, “this [ . . .] is not a call for indoc-
trination but for the wooing of the spirit” (1978: 280).%” Kegley, however,
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&«
. - o
does not see the complementarity as unilinear bur rather as 2 mutual be

efiting” of Theology and Religious Studies: “Theology withour serious reli- -

gious studies tends to pious arrogance; religious studies without thcol‘ogz
tends to parasitical aloofness. In a dialectical encounter, both may thrive
(wjzss.ii?lza)r. “mutual complementatity” thesis is to be fou_nfl in the ':vork of
R. H. Drummond: “If theologians need the history of religions to give full-
bodiedness and contemporary relevance to their own v_vork, tlllc historians of
religion need theology in order to come to grips with that .w.hlch t‘h§y a;e lfe-
ally supposed to deal—the central elements Of' the rehgl.ous life of hu-
mankind” (1975: 403). J. P Mostert insists “it rests with theology tz
illuminate {religion’s] ultimate depth dimension” (1976: 12)“; as do _Me.laxla_
and Bolle (among others), although Bolle at Jeast ca]lsafs;or a “deprovincializ-
ing of Christian theology” in the process (1967: 116). N
“Incremental complementarity,” however, is not the .only response to the
isstie of the relationship of Theology to Religious Studies; t%ler:: is an alr:e::—
native, which I will refer to as “incorporative complcme‘n:anty. It is 2 posi-
tion halfway between the simple “complementarity t‘hes-m and the:- 1fienf1ty
thesis” (to be discussed below), which does not fully insist on the dlstmctlg'n
between Religious Studies and Theology but instead points to the subordi-
nation of the former by the latter. The position seems well cxpresse‘d lz?r A
Jeffner in the conclusion to his paper on “Religion and Understanding™

[Rieligion can be seen as a kind of understanding and exp%anation of a part zf
reality. Such religious understanding is parallel to othe'r km#s of understacrll -
ing, e.g., the scientific one. But religious understan'dmg aims at an ur(li der-
standing of our total situation, in other words an all-inclusive understa'n 1{1Fg.
The religious all-inclusive understanding need not be oppf)sed- t0 & scientific
understanding of a part of reality, but it is opposed to a scientific wotld view
and a scientific all-inclusive understanding. (1981: 225)

Science, then, has a place, but it is secondary; it can Oﬂl)f make its' contri-
bution within a wider frame of reference. Thcologians“talflr‘lg up ‘thls stance
effectively “hybridize” disciplines, tending to ta.i];c of reh‘glo-socxoll]c‘)gy, IFI
“religio-ccology,” or “religio-history,” and so on.™ As J. I{ltagavf: (hlms.c a
proponent in this category) puts it with regard to J. Vf_ac‘hs work, tbere is ;111:
attempt to “combine the insights and methods of Religionswissensc af?, phi

losophy of religion, and theology” {1958: soexviil), As one sees i.n_Wach’s
writings and activities, this implies that although as a student of rehgl‘on one "
does not wish to give up the ideal of objectivity, one comes to recognize that -

such objectivity falls short of the broader vision in which neucrality is pre-

i i ites, “i indi ositivism in
cluded. “What is required,” he writes, “is not indifference, as p .
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its heyday believed [ . . .] bur rather engagement of feeling, interest, metexis,
or participation” (Wach, 1958: 12). And to settle for less is to adopt a form
of scientism.*" Kitagawa echoes Wach in this matrer, advocating the exploit-
ing of such “new” disciplines as religio-sociology and religio-science to show
the possible “syntheses” and “interpenetration” of disciplines sought by
Wach.4

But Wach and Kitagawa are not the only scholars to hold this position, In-
deed, as Kitagawa points out, the line of thought goes back to Wach’s Mar-
burg teachers, including F. Heiler and Rudolph Otro (Kitagawa, 1971: 49).
What Wach envisages in his redefinition of Religious Studies, according to
Kitagawa “Is the interpenetration between constructive theology, which is in-
formed and purified by careful studies of history of religions, and history of
religions, itself liberated from the ‘narrowly defined” scientific approach to the
study of religion” (1971: 52). Other scholars in this tradition include Paul
Tillich,** Mircea Eliade,”® and Eliade’s many followers.™ What all have in
common is whar Kitagawa found essential to Wach’s attempt at a deep pene-
tration into the nature of religion—namely, “the recognition of the objective
character of ultimate reality” (1971: 46). In other words, what is implied (if
not sought) is a concept of “meaning” as a “transcendent something” unaf-
fected by the dicrates of science.”® The sciences (including the scientific study
of religion) are thus in effect contaminated by the religious vision. Science, it
appears, cannot ultimately comprehend religion; the latter remains, in Wach's
words, “one of the inexplicable mysteries which have accompanied the ascent
of man . .."” (1944: 307).

This mysteriousness, I maintain, is essentially a religious attribute—and
proof of a confessional stance. And I would argue that such a pronounce-
ment reveals a similar approach wielded by all those methods for the study
of religion which subordinate the detached, scientific “outsider” approach to
religion to the confessional “insider” approach. ¢

The last type of argument for a re-theologized Religious Studies men-
tioned above as the “identity thesis,” amounts to a variation of the preceding
forms. lts claim is that following analysis of the nature and task of Theology
and Religious Studies the two will in fact be pronounced essentially the same
enterprise. This position has been set out elaborately by W, Pannenberg
(1976) within the framework of a defense of theology as a science (and there-
fore as an academic discipling). He allows that theology can be described as
the “science of Christianity,” but if Christianity s seen as only one religion
among many others in the context of the history of religions, it should rather
be placed under the general heading of the Science of Religion (1976: 256).
The kind of unity which “reduces” theology to a sub-discipline, however, he
rejects, arguing that theology does justice to Christianity only as a science of
“God,” where “God” stands for “reality-as-a-whole” while admitting that an
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“anthropological turn” has taken place in theology to malke both the concept

and theology itself problematic. He then goes on to ground such a hypothet- -

ical theology in the Science of Religion (346), theology’s coficernf:e:ing, as hf
puts it, “the communication of divine reality experienced in [rcugxons el

(365). This amounts to a critical theology of religions “In virtue of its attempt
to examine the specifically religious theme of religious traditions and ways of
life, the divine reality which appeared in them, and not some other psycho-
logical or sociological aspect” (365-366). Theology, therefore, he equates

with the Science of Religion when that task is being properly carried out. In

an carlier essay Pannenberg describes an identical charactetization (?f T:heoi—
ogy and the Science of Religion, but there he admits that the exercise is not
simply historical but rather a kind of “religious-historical” research and therc.—
fore a religious exercise. Such an admission unwittingly supports the thesis
that academic and religious pursuits are mutually exclusive (1971 116).
Pannenberg’s kind of stance is taken up by a number of other scholars as
well. A similar but much briefer statement is presented, for example, by B.
Hebblethwaite (1980). Carl-Martin Edsman contends that Religious Stud-
ies, when placed in Faculties of Theology as it has often E?een, has not fa.r.ed
badly; and he maintains that those who call for a separation of the £wo dis-
ciplines are propagandists ignorant of the strictly scientific scholarship of
both fields (1974: 70). A. D. Galloway maintains that it is in .the”human
quest for truth that we see “the unity and integrity of our dis«_:iphne {1975:
165). And Paul Wiebe, while disclaiming any conncctior-l Wlth the system-
atic theologies taught at seminaries, maintains that Religious Studies is a
constructive science, not merely self-reflective and historical, and thercfore
indisringuishable from theology (1975: 18, 23). He states his position: “the
creation of norms is the final good of religious studies. This is to say that che
real impetus behind the investigation of religion is not a mere int'ellcctual or
aesthetic curiosity, but is a desire for existential truch” (23). This of course
rmakes it obviotis that the so-called academic discipline is at the same fime 2
religious activity. And it is certainly reminiscent of Paul Tillich’s neb.uious
view of the History of Religion’s being merely a form of theollo.g! in the
process of transformation into “the religion of the concrete spirit (19.65:
87). Charles Davis similarly maintains that once one recognizes theoretical
theology for what it really is—and has been since at least the Middie Ages—
the modern development of the science of religion will be seen to be in con-
tinuity with that medieval progression {1975 207).% On one level he insists
that to study religion is not in itself a religious exercise (207), but on aEnother
he maintains that theology cannot simply be seen as a datum on a different
level from the science of religion (208). Consequently he advocates a con-
vergence of the two disciplines, with each having as its primary concern re-
ligious data gua religious (219), even though this seems to contradict his
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earlier disclaimer about the religiosity of that study. In conclusion he states
“the science of religion is [ . ..] 2 more advanced stage of systematic theol-
ogy, [and] not an essentialiy different enterprise (219). ‘

A twist on the identity thesis is often found in the literature as well. It is
often claimed, that is, that the so-called academic study of religion is itself a
religion and therefore simply rivals religious faith of the established tradi-
tions. This was the thrust, for example, of W. C. Smith’s 1984 presidential
address to the American Academy of Religion (1963).%® The most vocal ex-
ponent of this thesis, in my opinion, however, is R. N. Bellah. He readily ad-
mits that he has no anxiety about blusring the boundary line between
religion and the teaching of religion—of infecting the study, so to speak,
with its own subject matter (1970c: 4). Indeed, boundaries cannot be
erected since “whatever fundamental stance one takes in teaching about re-
ligion is in itself a religious position” (4), though he does elsewhere refer to
it as implicitly religious (1970a: 95).% In the later article he refers to his po-
sition as one of “symbolic realism” which is both academically sound, ac-
cording to him, and self-consciously religious, Indeed, he maintains thar it
“is the only adequate basis for the social scientific study of religion” (1970a:
93, my emphasis).>

Paul Ingram captures the sentiments of Bellah well in his methodological
statement against the “cartesian methodology” that is “basically a technology
for manipulating ‘religious data’ into precise intelligible patterns that can be
understood by anyone who followed the same technical procedures” (1976:
392). Rather than attempting to seize the truth about religion the students
must be sefzed by truth and insight in spite of the methodologies they may
hold (1975: 394). And Walter Capps also talks about the need to fight
against “the monopolizing compact between the Enlightenment and reli-
gious studies . . .” (1978: 104). Religious studies, that is, must involve itself,
as does theology, in the process of the formation of the truth (1978: 105).

This, then, is the dominant story one hears from an ever-expanding circle of
spokespersons for Religious Studies.

Although rather lengthy, this review does not at all exhaust the bewildering
variety of arguments calling for a return to Theology in Religious Studies—
calls to turn to religion and the Supermundane, to Ultimate Reality and the
Truth. There is, however, sufficient documentation here to support the
claim that the objective, detached, and scientific study of religion, so eagerly
sought in the heady days of the late nineteenth century, is no longer a major
factor in the study of religion in our universities. We have now a return to
religion under the apparent pressure of a breakdown of our culture,”’ but to
believe that we are returning to our “origins” is sheer illusion. The “limita-
tions” of the classroom in our attempt to understand refigion®® have not so
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much led to a misunderstanding of religion, | would suggest, as they have
fostered the creation of what R. Michaelson calls “classroom religion.”? Bel-
lah’s symbolic realism is an example of precisely that, but it is arguable as to
whether—with respect to the religious traditions originally studied by the
academic community—such an interpretation is not itself reductionistic.>
Before leaving this matter I should like to focus special attention on my
own academic community in Canada which I think is aptly described as hav-
ing “lost its nerve” in this enterprise—if it ever had it—as evinced in the work
of Davis discussed above. In a more recent essay on theology and religious
studies Davis categorically insists that a scientific study of religion cannot op-
erate devoid of religious faith (1981: 13). That view, moreover, presents itself
in a more general fashion in Davis's work as editor of the Canadian journal
Studies in Religion (SR). The conclusion drawn by P B. Riley after close analy-
sis of the journal’s content over the first ten yeass of its existence is that the
journal has been devoted to (quoting Davis) “collaboration between theolo-
gians and religionists” (1984: 427). Indeed, he correctly suggests that this Is
the distinctive contribution of the journal and, I would maintain with only
slight qualification, that the groups for whom the journal serves as official
organ are quite happy with the ideological direction it has taken.

The editorial policy of Davis, moreover, perpetuates a long tradition.

In chis regard it is interesting to note that, in some sense, SR is a contin-
uation of the old Canadian Journal of Theology. That journal, experienc-
ing financial difficulties and being unable to secure Canada Council
funding because of its “religious character,” signed away its existence to
the new religious studies periodical able to secure such financial support.
In return, however, the Canadian Journal of Theology reccived assurance
from W, Nicholls, the first editor of SR, that the new journal would not
abandon its theological readership. That promise has been kept (Riley,
1984: 444).% :

This is not, of course, the only indication of the state of Religious Stud-
ies in Canada. The influence of Wilfred Cantwell Smith on the Canadian
scene is almost all-pervasive, and it most certainly influences the “re-
theologizing” of Religious Studies. Riley, in his look at SR claims that Smith’s
swork and influence perhaps more than that of any individual, permeates
the pages of SK°¢ and the claim applies, I think, to his general influence on
Religious Studies efsewhere as well,”7 although space does not permit sub-
stantiating that claim here. Finally, other events in the emergence and oper-
ation of departments for the study of religion in Canada could be cited to
support the claim.®

It was with some surprise that I found myself taken to be an exponcnt of
the very position I have argued against here and elsewhere.”® It is true that
in my discussion of the possibility of a Science of Religion I admitted that
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Religious Studies might well contain theological elements (Wiebe, 1978)
Eut the theology I had in mind was of a scientific nature, capable of" acce t—.
ing the demands of intellectual honesty to the point of abandoning an fb-
solute or ultimate commitments, and leaving itself open to radicﬁ ch);n €
(1978: 125).% In this sense, which I may not have explained cleatly enougi
theolog'y”(philosophical, theoretical, or scientific) as “the rationale of God o;
-the gods” permits the possibility of reductionism, although, quite obvious|
it does not necessitate it. It is for this reason that [ found it justifiable to tal}lz
o.f the possibility of the study of religion as proceeding from the point of
view of the “fritical participant” {or “detached devotee”) while refusing ro
recognize an “autonomous discipline” presupposing an independent subject
matter—that is, God, the gods, the Transcendent, Ultimate Reality, and so
on. Fo.r the & priors acceptance of the reality and existence of the Ult’imate is
a species of religious thinking and, if it is to be called theology at all, oughr
t© be rc?ferred to as “confessional theology.” And it is this kind of thc’olo giz—
ing which I argue is incomparible with Religious Studies since it in fact cin-
stitutes the subject matter of that study. As I have pointed out in m
def:ussmn of Davis and others above, to accept without question (as a con)—r
dmf)n of the study) the existence of an Ultimate Reality is to espouse con-
fessional theology, even if it is of a more “ecurnenical” variety than in the
past. S.o, w0 avoid any further ambiguity, 1 reiterate here: theology, when it
c?mmtis fself to .the existence of the Ultimate, constitutes a forr;i of reli-
E;_?]u(s) “ ;ulihfz :v;f;lcmnot complement the academic study of religion but
. Imprecisif)n on this matter may unfortunately have been fostered by m,
failu.re to point out clearly there that the “critical insider” and “syrhpatheti}cr
outsider” converge—and ought to do so—on the descriptive level only and
not r-xecessa_rily on the explanatory and theoretical level.52 The ¢onfusion is
due, it appears to me now, to my earlier, predominant apologetic concerns.®®
In my work on the role of explanation in the study of religion (\Wiel:;e
t1h975}0, l:x;wa\;clr, cven though showing some sympathy for the argument o%
¢ “insiders, i i
(e insiders” | t:zrteis;::: nagging doubts about the matter but did not pur-
In this paper I have taken up a matter which has challenged me over
many years, and I think I have assessed it here a little more clearly. 1 have
tshown that the explicit agenda adopted by the founders of Rf:ligiou.s Stud-
ies as an academic (university) concern committed the enterprise to a de-
tach.ed, scientific understanding of religion wholly uninfected by an
sentiment of religiosity. I have also pointed out that the study wasz—anc);
still is—dominated by a hidden theological agenda, bur that the epoché in-
vc-)kcd by its practitioners had nevertheless provided the ground for begin-
ning a new tradition of thought on matters religious. Finally, I have shfwn
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that the crypto-theological agenda informing that study is becorm(rilg n;ore
overt, actually being touted as the only proper mer_hoc% for the study 3 r;-
ligion. "T'his last step, I argue here, dismisses the tentative move lt)ow;r ;t e
" development of a scientific study of religion that was hcr?lded yft.ke i sz
generation of Religionswissenschaftler and, therefore, constitutes a faikure o

nerve in the academic study of religion.
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5. For examples of such imagery see Drummond, “Christian Theology” -

(1975); and J. M. Kitagawa, “Verstehen und Erlisung: Some Remarks on
Joachim Wach’s Work” {1971}.

6. The phrase “failure of nerve” is borrowed from G. Murray (Five Stages of

Greek Religion [1955]). For Murray, a “failure of l-lerve” char?ctenzed tille
shift from confidence in human effort and the enlightened mind from. the
presocratics to the rise of asceticism and mysticism after Plato and Anstoc—1
tle. See also S. Hook, The Quest for Being (1961). cher schola‘rs hfwe use

the phrase in quite a different way, even to the point of reversing its otigi-
nal intent. See, for example, Carl A. Raschke, “T,he Future ?f Religious
Studies: Moving Beyond the Mandate of the 1960.5" (1“983); Etic ). Sharpe,
“Some Problems of Method in the Study of Re]x.glon (19.71?; and, esse—
cially, J. C. McLelland, “Alice in Academia: Religious Studies in an Aca ;—
mic Setting.” The Enlightenment, as I poinc out below, constltute; the
source from which the academic study of religion emerged. If Peter Gay's

{1966) interpretation of that period as the re-establishing of the derailed .

presocratic Enlightenment is anywhere near the truth, th.en Murray’s “fail-
ure of nerve” concept applics particularly well to the subject of my essay.
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7. See J. P Mostert, “Complementary Approaches in the Study of Religion.”
In the hope of avoiding confussion I use the concept “theology” in a less spe-
cific sense than do theologians, so that its rejection as a part of Religious
Studies ought not to be taken as an argument for the rejection of theology
per se. As used here—and in general methodological fiterature pertaining to
Religious Studies—"theology” denotes religious thought, whether carried
out by the naiive devotee or by the systemarically reflective, intellectually so-
phisticated devortee, The term “theoretical theology” will be used to refer to
a “eligiously neurral” discipline—although, as will become clear, there is
question as to whether that constitutes a discipline—a distinet mode of
thought-—as its supposed task is indistinguishable from that of the philos-
ophy of religion.

8. See especially Phillip B. Riley, “Theology and/or Religicus Studies: A Case

Study Studies in Religion/Sciences Religienses 197119817 {originally pre-
sented at the 1983 mecting of the Canadian Society for the Study of Reli-
gion). A version of the paper that revises his 1983 judgment somewhar
appears in Seudies in Religion.

9. Charles Davis, “The Reconvergence of Theology and Religious Studies”

(1975). If space permitted, I would dispute this claim. I agree with Davis
that theoretical theology emerges in the Middle Ages, but I would argue that
he does not adequarely grasp the import of that development. Bernard of
Clairvaux did see the significance of the “new theology” of Peter Abclard
(and otheis) more clearly than Davis. A descriptive account of this state of
affairs can be found in J. Leclercq, The Love of Learning and the Desire for
God (1961), and 2 persuasive alternative interpretation of the Bernard-
Abelard conflict can be found in B. Nelson, On the Roads to Modernizy: Con-
science, Science and Civilization (1981). The tension separating “new” and
“old” theology, I would maintain, resembles that found between religious
and scientific comm anities of recent Western history. I have addressed this
problem more comprehensively in a monograph, The Irony of Theology and
the Nature of Religious Thought (1991a).

10. On the distinction between the reality and existence of the Focus of the

11,

12.

13,

devoree’s attention see N. Smart, The Phenomenon of Religion (1973).

The kind of theology I have in mind here is to be found, for example, in the
work of L. Feuerbach o, more recently, in the Christian atheism of the
1960s. '

Such a scientific theology is undertaken, for example, by W. Pannenberg in
his Theology and the Philosophy of Science (1976). .

It might be argued that a furcher distinceion within “capital-c” confessional
theology is also necessary in order to account for the differences berween the
main confessional churches of the Reformation and the left-wing or more
extreme groups who explicitly distinguished themselves from the main-
stream and did not consider themselves confessional in thar sense, This is
not, however, a problem to be settled here. (I wish to thank Thomas Yoder
Neufeld for drawing this point to my, attention.)
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14. Similar arguments are to be found in E J. Steeng, “The Objective Study of
Religion and the Unique Quality Of Religiousness” (1970}, and K. K,
Klostermaier, “From Phenomenology to Metascience: Reflections on the
Study Of Religions” (1977). ' N '

15. Fora phiiosophical discussion of this matter, see A. Flew, “The Presumption
of Atheism” (1972).

16. Davis’s argument here might on first sight seem to find support in the ar-

tempt by R. Morgan and Michael Pye to recall the argumenc of Ernst.
Troeltsch. Troeltsch maintained that the positivist or materialist method of

study was unacceptable in this ficld because, in an « priort fashion, it pre-

cludes the possibility that religion is veridical rather than llusory. A closer
reading of Troeltsch, and of the commentaries by Morgan and Pye, however,
reveal Troeltsch's methodological idealism to be guilty of a similar 4 priovism,
Unfortunately, space does not permit elaboration of that critique here. See

the essays by Troeltsch and the Morgan and Pye commentaries in Ernst
 Troeltsch: Writings on Theology and Religion (1977). :
17. The scholarly study of world religions has, for many, been a religious ex-
ercise. On this point see K. K. Klostermaier's “The Religion of Study”
(1978). On the suggestion that the academic study of religion should sub-
stitute as a religious exercise, see E. R. Goodenough, “Religionswissen-

schaft’ {1959).

18. Likely the best souce for details on this development is E. J. Sharpe, Com-

parative Religion: A History (1973). See also M. Jastrow, Jr., The Study of Re-
ligion (1981}, and J. de Vries, The Study of Religion: A Historical Approach
(1967). B
19. See C. Dawson, “Natusal Theology and the Scientific Study of Religion” in
Religion and Culture (1948); also S. M. Ogden; “Theology and Religious
Studies: Their Difference and the Difference It Makes” (1978). Some may
argue that the early practitioners of the new style of Religious Studies wished
1o liberate that study from direct ecclesiastical control and therefore were
ready to “give up” only “capital-c” confessional theology while seeking to in-
tegrate the new study with their “mall-¢” confessional stances. Yet even a su-
perficial reading of the methodological literacure of the period shows that
the rejection of confessional theology was much more radical in intent. For
it was to allow students of religion to avoid having to settle the apparently
unresolvable ontological and metaphysical questions that preclude “conver-
gence of opinion (belief)” even on the level of “small-c” confessional theol-
ogy. Nevertheless, as I point out below, it is true that much of the work of
the early practitioners in this field could appropriately be described as a
species of confessional theology.
20. See Sharpe, Comparative Religion (1975).
21. See Sharpe, Comparative Religion (1975}, ch. 6.
22. Many influential members of the IAHR signed the document. It is impor-
cant to note thar Eliade and Kitagawa did sign this positivist-sounding state-
ment despite their sympathies lying elsewhere, as I point out below.
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23. My use of this phrase recalls William Warren Bartley’s “retreat to commit-
o %clent in Retrear to Commirment (1962).
- These sentiments are also expressed in the followin i
; : g essays by R. J. Zwi
Vl(/erblow:sky: Revelation, Natural Theology and Comparativ}; R:gigio:”
51\2565); T;;dc‘zzparative Study of Religions: A Review Essay” (1959);
arbur, i “ i ’
i g er” (1960) and “On Studying Comparative Religion”
25. See, for example, C. Davis, “Theolo igi
: , C. \ gy and Religious Studies,” 1 -
nal of Religious Studies 2 (1981): 11-20. # e Sowih
26. i.‘[:apply quotation marks to the word “discipline” to show that it is being used
c.)rlt‘:on\.remence-ml am reluctant to call the academic study of religion a dis-
?;;; ;l;;)a in t:[l; f:')rma! sczse. See my essay “Ts a Science of Religion Possible?”
s and Religion and Truth: Towards i ! .
of Rl Lo wards an Alternative Paradigm for the Study
27. Se::i,‘ fj)r gra.mPIc”. W C. Oxtoby, “Religionswissenschaft Revisited” (1968);
and U. tobin,”Psychology, Philosophy, Theology, Epistemology—Som
Reflections” {1982). o :
;8. See D. Wilebe, “Is a Science of Religion Possible?” (1978),
9. See ]“D chbe:, Explanation and the Scientific Study of Religion” (1975)
and "Ijheory in the Study of Religion” (1983), ’
30. Qn this see cspecml!?r C J. Bleeker, “The Relation of the Histoty of Reli-
iglla?ns to Kindred Religious Sciences, Particularly Theology, Sociology of Re-
:(g;{c))n, Ps_ychology of .Religion and Phenomenology of Religion” (1954);
mparing the Religio-Historical and the Theological Method” (1971)i
and “The Phenomc_:nological Method” (1963). ,
31, %;e also B‘leekir {1974}, W. B. Kristensen, The Meaning of Religion (1960)
) d CE,; Sdm}t‘l;e [Comlgarative Religion: Whither and Why?” or The Mefming"
nd End of Religion (1963); or © i i i
e oty igi % or “The Modern West in the History of Reli-
32. ;l‘"h.c concept of "‘underst-mdjng” used in this fashion has an exisrentialist, re-
1lg1011‘.:1 connotation, for it suggests that “understanding” constitutes not sim-
l}:j low[eclgc: abc:ut religion bur perception of a reafity that surpasses
: oW celdge or, succincely put, that constitutes a special kind of knowledge
eZim' ordinary knowledge. This state of affairs certainly demands further
an ysrs-u—lu}lfovrc;unateiy not a task thar can be taken up here, On this mat-
ter consult J. Waardenburg, “Introduction: i
Reigiont (1975 g roduction: A View of 2 Hundred Years of
33. See. Oxtob?f, “Religionswissenschaft Revisited” (1968).
34, Thlls corlls'tltuttes: 1 think, a kind of “theology of humanism” and, therefore
an 1lr‘npl1c'1t religion. It is clearly on display in, for example, D, R, Blumen:
tal, “Judaic Studies: An Exercise in the Humanities” {1977).

- 35. 1 do.not wish here to assess why the agenda is becoming apparent—nor what

_ i bch.ind these atracks on .the scientific study of religion. Some discussion of
: esc c;:sues can Pe Eound in C. W. Kegley, “Theology and Religious Studies:
riends or Enemies?” (1978); or G. D, Kaufman, “Nuclear Eschatology and the
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Study of Religion” (1983). The image of an “attack” on the scientific study of
religion is appropriate given the level of hostilicy evident in the work of a num-
ber of authors. Much of this approaches invective and is thus not worth analy-
sis, but it does display the vehement reaction to what I have referred to as a
“failure of nerve,” as well as a fear (initially generated by the Enlightenment}
that academic life might transcend, and thereby threaten the “intellectual” work
of the faithful. Among others see M. Marty, “Seminary/Academy: Beyond the
Tensions” (1983); M. Novak, Ascenz of the Mountain, Flight of the Dove: An In-
troduction to Religions Studies (1972); and “The Identity Crisis of Us All: Re-
sponse to Professor Crouter” (1972); and B, Ladner, “Religious Studies in the
Univessity: A Critical Reappraisal” (1972), and David Burrell, “Faith and Reli-
gious Convictions: Studies in Comparative Epistemology” {1983}. Other of-
fenders, such as R. Bellah and W. C. Smith, are discussed below.

36. 1 have in mind here the example of the development in Canadian universi-
ties of rather close, official ties to church-related colleges characterized pre-
dominantly by their “advocacy-learning” environment. See R. W. Neufeldt,
Religious Studies in Alberta: A State-of the-Art Review (1983). It is also im-
pottant to note that some Canadian universities have funded appointments
financed by religious groups in the community, since such a procedure con-
eribuces to a blurring of the distinction between religion and the study of re-
ligion. This type of funding activity has received some attention with respect
to “study conferences” underwritten by the Unification Church in a recent

“Symposium on Scholarship and Sponsorship” involving 1. L. Horowitz,

B. R. Wilson, J. A. Beckford, E. Barker, T. Robbins, and R. Wallis.

37. See also R. Holley, Religious Education and Religions Understanding
{1978).

38. Bolle in effect is asking that “capital-¢” confessional theology be replaced by
“small-c” confessional theology.

39, On this subject see my “Theory in the Seudy of Religion” (1983).

40. Sec as well Wach’s “General Revelation and the Religions of the World”
(1954): 83-93, and “Tntroduction: The Meaning and Task of the History of

Religion” (1967).

41. See especially J. Kitagawa, “Theology and the Science of Religior” (1975),

and “Verstehen und Erlgsung’ (1971).

42, Paul Tillich, Christianity and the Encounter of World Religions (1963), and
“The Significance of the History of Religions for the Systematic Theologjan”
(1966). See also Howard R. Burkle, “Tillich’s ‘Dynamic-Typological’ Ap-
proach to the History of Religions™ (1981).

43. See, for example, the essays in M. Eliade’s The Quest: History and Meaning
of Religion (1969), .

44. See, for example, Fmagination and Meaning: The Scholarly and Lirerary
Weorlds of Mircea Eliade edited by N. J. Giradot and M. L. Rickerts.

45. The concept of “meaning” is complex and ambiguous, requiring a good deal
of clarification if it is to be of use to the student of religion. Minimal bibli-
ographical otientation would take more space than is available at present,
and must, therefore, be left for another essay.
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46, The hteratu.re, I suggest, shows an increasing number of the latter, which
howevel;, nellthe-r time nor space allow for analysis here. See, among o’therscl_;
Streng, Ob{ect,tve Study of Religion” and his “Religious Studies: Processes, of"
Transf.or‘manon’ (1974); N. Ross Rear, “Insiders and Outsiders in the Stud
o.f Religious Traditions™ (1983); C. Vernoff, “Naming the Game—A ’
tion of thfe Field” (1963); J. Arthur Martin, “What Do We Do When 1'10‘3;-
Study Religion?” {1975); and Blumental; “Judaic Studies” (1977). There .
several essays by J. Neusner which seem to support this kind of pos-ition—gmt:
they do so ambiguously. For this reason I reserve discussion of his position fz
ano:!'ner.context. Further studies, morcover, seem 1o be in preparation £ )
publication. The Journal of the American Academy of Religion, | understand o
soon to publish papers on this topic by J. Neusner, W, Nfay, L Cah?llll {7;;
Capps, and L. O'Connell. (See L. O’Connell, “Religious Studies Theol’o '
and thc? Undetgraduate Curriculum” [1984]). O’Connell’s articl,e a cariﬁ
a'fter tl"us Ppaper was written and so no account of it has been raken ixig con-
sideration here, although the paper is wholly in “the failure of nerve” Streafn
as 1 _have dleveloped it above. O’Connell does, however, refer 1o the forth-

coming a:l:}cles that he prepared for publication {146). [These papers we
pub!lshed. in that journal as what Strenski calls “The Report of Et)he Sai:z
‘LOUIS P]:O]CCE” (see L. Strenski, “Our Very Own ‘Contras™ A Response to th
St. Louis Project’ Report”). W. Nicholls’s recent paper to the Canadian Socie—
ety _ff)r th‘tc Study of Religion annual meeting in Guelph (1983), enrited
Splrltua]ity and Criricism in the Hermeneutics of Religion” and j J\Wi ins’
paper on Theology and Religious Studies,” read to the Eastern Int'ernatghg)na.[
ch-lonal Meering of the American Academy of Religion at McMaster Uni- .
versity (1983), are also likely to see publication in the near furure {to
knowledge, neither paper has appeared in print). w
47, Sef: al.so G. Baum ez 4/, “Responses to Charles Davis” (1975).
48. Tt s, in fact, the bul": of Smith’s methodological message to the communi
o'f academic students of religion. Since I have discussed his position on a vz
- riety o_f Ou.:casions I shall say no more here; sec especially my essays “The Role
ff Belief in the Study of Religion: A Response to W, C. Smith” (1979), and
Three Responses to Faith and Belief: A Review Article” (1981). ,
49. See alfo the response by James Tunstead Burichaell to this Paper and Bellah’s
reply in .the Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 9 (1970: 97-115)
50. 2:; su:ndar state(rjn;nts sce also his “Religion in the University: Chan;;ing
sciousness, Changin 3 “Religi i
Nom Belinr o Bg) | g Structures” (1972), and “Religious Studies as
51. flf:;,G fl'c))r ;)éalljli)?é_”fl'%] Altizer, Oriental Mysticism and Biblical Eschatology
52. Sce Neusner, “Being Jewish" (1977).
53. S.ec R‘; Ml;haelson, “The Engaged Observer: Portrair of a Professor of Reli-
§1on (1972). A slightly different view can be found in J. C. McLelland
The Teacher of Religion: Professor or Guru?” (1972). o }

54. Bellah's attempt 1o salvage religion from the students of religion, I am afraid

is abour as effective im' i
as Durkheim’s attempt to rescue the reality of religion
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55.

56.

57.

58.
59.
60.

6L

62.

from its “demise” at the hands of the intellectualist (largely British) anthro-
pologists. But this argument cannot be taken up here. See, however, R.
Aron’s parallel critique of Durkheim (Aron, 1967: 56).

In fairness, it must be noted that clarification of this whole matter i needed,
as Professor Nicholls recently informed me tha the “theological turn” taken
by Studies in Religion was not an incentional policy of his nor the resuit of
any promise frecly given by him. Whether or not his disappointment and
mine with that “theological turn” converge is something we need not explore
further here.

The sentence appears on page 13 of a draft of the essay distributed by Riley
at 2 1983 meeting of the Canadian Society for the Study of Religion. For
some reason, it was deleted from the published version.

In support of this claim sec, for example, A. R. Gualtieri, “Faith, Tradition
and Transcendence: A Study of Wilfred Cantwell Smith” (1969), and
«Fyith, Belief and Transcendence’ According to Wilfred Cantwell Smith”
(1981). Gualtieri's work itself provides a good example of the results of that
influence; see, for instance, his “Descriptive and Evaluative Formulae for
Comparative Religion” (1968); “Confessional Theology in the Context of
the History of Religions” (1972) and “Normative and Descriptive in the
Study of Religion” (1979). There are a number of other prominent Cana-
dian scholars whose thought shows a like influence and even others who
argue a similar case quite independently of Smith. I regret to say that these
scholars appear jointly to dominate the Canadian scene.

See note 36 above.

See note 8 above. _

I expressed that understanding of theology carlier in my essay ““Compre-
hensively Critical Rationalism’ and Commitment” (1973).

W, Burkert expresses this conflict between religion and the study of religion
most succinctly in his Homa Necans: The Anthropology of Ancient Greek Sac-

rificial Ritual and Myth (1983), which is worth citing here: “The language .

that has proved the most generally understood and cross-cubrural is that of
secularized scholarship. Tts pracrice today is determined by science in its
broadest sense, its syscem of rules by the laws of logic. I may, of course, seem
the most questionable endeavour of all to try to translate religious phenom-
ena into this language: by its self-conception, a religion must deny that such
explanations are possible. However, scholarship is free to study even the re-
jection of knowledge and repudiation of independent thought, for scholar-
ship, in arrempting to understand the world, has the broader perspective
here and cannot abstain from analyzing the worldwide fact of religion. This
is not a hopeless undertaking, However, 4 discussion of veligion must then be
anything but religions” (xxi; my emphasis).

This was the primary focus of my doctoral work at the University of Lan-
caster (1974). My early views and subsequent re-evaluation of them are to
be found in the volume entitled Beyond Legitimation: Essays in the Problem
of Religions Knowledge (1994¢).

C/mpter Nine

— e~

The Academic Naturalization”
of Religious Studies:
Intent or Pretense?

;:lnals rezction to my argument in “The Failure of Nerve in the Acade-
ti()c: tl; yhof Rellg:on was not encouraging.' There was no apprecia-
P~ ne ncnt ’ the essay’s aim to draw attention to the possibility of
Vf:rsdai ment contra-chctlon In our practice of Religious Studies in the uni-
vees tyhset;mnghlch contradiction may be responsible for the ident
‘ nl:::. tr'c ;eld .suFfers, thl:eatenil'lg not only the future development of tfz
“ th,l: ;::m?-tal 1lts ;.ery c:x;sltence.2 Nor was there any apparent recognition
tally historical character of my thesi
e s . y thesis—let alone refutation of
ence provided.* Although m
gence and academic establishment of Religi s Seadics . o
iy . of Religious Studies was left unchal-
. y nevertheiess came under sustained
iy sy nevers 1der sustained attack. It drew this fire
) ¢ methodolegical and political implicari )
b ot o oF g political implications for Re-
g from that aralysis, To follow i
tack could leave me o ' s i
pen to charges of reductionism, of being i
fack oo ve : m, of being “intent”
un}zl :;Tngdfchgfon away in terms of nonreligious social factmi rather chnn
pnde Osnatnil altntghlt on Iits zwr;! terms; my political argument incites appre
e truth and value of religion will be u i ;
" the truth and- . ndermined by perso
c;:ﬁ?ifgi‘gc :0 its. ;im}; 1; they gain control of departments an}c; pcenteI;Z
r 1ts study. Reflecting on the thesis of
b ishec for s sty eci esis of my essay—-that the aca-
y of religion (Religious Studies) sh i
dem lig ould concern itself with ob-
Lc\;:(;;v; fnowlle:ge abc.mt_ rf:hgmns and religion—Charles Davis comp[alleljs'
o omrtlo_tf {}31 by tl'fls phdoso}Pher of religion so as to find ourselves at ‘thf:‘
il ;;1 o nzv :r Z z:rrlmng .world. (1984: 393), apparently quite oblivious that
. my intention. He continues in his criti b
is the point of religious discipline i oo
pline if any worldling of a phi
cij philosopher has ac-
cess to the same level of religious meaning as the tried ascetic?”?39‘-1)—383;1 Cif




