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Because of his study of the antecedents of Ramist logic Ong knew just how
substantially medieval logic contributed to the eventual emergence of the modern
scientific mentality. He also suggests other interactions in the gradual emergence
of the scientific method: “I believe that there is no doubt of an intimate
connection between mental habits encouraged by medieval logic and the
emergence of printing, which is a curious phenomenon in the extreme, for the
reason that all the elements necessary for its use had been known from antiquity —
lead castings, brass dies, paper or its equivalent, ink, and presses, none of these
were new.”3¢ He would later make a similar observation about the advent of
Copernican geometrical cosmic space: ‘‘It is certain that Copernicus’ new
approach was in some measure tied up with subtle psychological forces, for it
depended on no new discoveries — these were to come later as corroboration —
only on a new way of thinking about what everyone already knew.”37 Ong
noticed that the advent of Copernican geometrical cosmic space was due in part
“to the general build-up of the visual sensibility symptomized by the emergence
of printing in the West.”38

Ong also contrasts the visual sensibility, with its roots in ancient Greek
thought (notably in Plato’s Ideas), with the religious orientation of the Hebraic
tradition:

Inasmuch as the world of science is a world of objects, which are
exteriorities or surfaces, conceived of by analogy with the data of visual
apprehension, it is not a world of persons, or interiorities manifesting
themselves by a word. For even in this sub-lunar world, sound or voice
comes from the interior of things, not so as to exteriorize this interior but
to enable it to communicate with other interiors. Little wonder that in the
post-Newtonian object-world, God’s voice, too, is silenced, that revelation
becomes meaningless, and that the Creator — a visible’s God — becomes no
more than a kind of mechanical brain. You need no person to run a ma-
chine. But you need a person to utter a word. You also need a person to
elicit from you an act of faith. For there is no way to believe an object, or
even to believe “in” an object in a purely objectified, impersonal
context.3?

360ng, Walter J. — The Barbarian Within: And Other Fugitive Essays and Studies. New York:
Macmillan, 1962, p. 74.

370ng, Idem, p. 81.
38Farrell, op. cit., p. 73.
390ng, Walter J. — The Barbarian Within, p. 84.
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Renaissance scholars and other historians of culture have long confirmed that “no
contemporary treatment of the European Renaissance or Ramism is complete
without reference to Walter J. Ong’s Ramus, Method, and the Decay of
Dialogue.*® Oddly, Ramus, Method, and the Decay of Dialogue can be read as a
kind of sequel to Eric A. Havelock’s Preface to Plato*! and The Greek Concept of
Justice®? as well as to Frances A. Yates’s The Art of Memory,*3 despite the fact
that Ong’s book was the first to be published in 1958. And if we ask why, an
answer can be found in Farrell’s interesting suggestion that a suitable subtitle for
Preface to Plato would be simply “The Separation of the Knower from the
Known.” Cultures that are strongly oral tend to have a much greater sense of
immediacy, so that they do not have a strong sense of the separation of knower
from the known. But the moment such a culture starts to frame its insights in the
form of proverbs that function as rules of thumb, so to speak, it moves toward the
separation of the knower from the known.

One of Ong’s interesting historical observations has to do with the unveiling
of the fact that one of the favorite targets of Renaissance humanists were the
Summulae Logicales by Peter of Spain, a Portuguese contemporary of Thomas

* Aquinas in thirteenth-century Paris, who became Archbishop of Braga and then a
short-lived Pope John XXI. For some 200 years the Summulae were taught to
first-year students at the University of Paris and “ran through at least 160 editions
between the invention of printing and 1530.”44 Ong notes that Peter of Spain was
“a hundred times more read than his contemporary St. Thomas and [was] famous
also as a doctor of medicine, [but] is almost unknown even by name in
neoscholastic circles [in the 1950s].”45 To be sure, Paris was then the theological
capital of the world, and works of the theologian Thomas Aquinas were indeed
taught there. The masters of arts who taught scholastic philosophy at Paris,
however, “commonly outnumbered teaching doctors of theology ten to one.”4 As

40Palmeri, Anthony J. — “Ramism, Ong, and modern rhetoric”. In: Farrell, Thomas J.; Soukup,
Paul A. (ed.) — Media, Consciousness, and Culture: Explorations of Walter Ong’s Thought.
Newbury Park, Ca.: Sage, 1991, pp. 50-63 (p. 50).

4lHavelock, Eric Alfred — Preface to Plato. Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press; Harvard
University Press, 1963.

42Havelock, Eric Alfred — The Greek Concept of Justice: From Its Shadow in Homer to Its
Substance in Plato. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1978.

43Yates, Frances Amelia — The Art of Memory. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1966.

#0ng, Walter J. — Frontiers in American Catholicism: Essays on Ideology and Culture. New
York: Macmillan, 1957, p. 59.

45Ibid, p. 59.

461bid, p. 58.
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Ong wrote in 1957, ‘‘today practically none of these scholastic philosophers is
known in neoscholastic circles.”4” This could not but be a problem within the
framework of the Catholic intellectual life in the years before Vatican II. Ong
responded to the problem by producing a major work about Renaissance
Scholasticism. '

THE AGONISTIC STRUCTURE OF CONSCIOUSNESS

In 1981 Cornell University Press published Walter Ong’s Messenger Lectures
entitled, Fighting for Life: Contest, Sexuality, and Consciousness.*8 Besides
reworking material from his study of Ramism, Ong develops insights about
polemic that he had explored in The Presence of the Word,*® a work we will treat
more fully later. Remarkably, Fighting for Life constitutes an important addition
to the literature in sociobiology inasmuch as it offers an account of life that pays
attention to Christian theology and grants place of honor to the call for a spiritual
orientation of the human being in the world.

Although Ong rejects Edward O. Wilson’s speculative theories, he draws
repeatedly upon data from Sociobiology.’® Moreover, Ong accepts Wilson’s defi-
nition of sociobiology as “the systematic study of the biological basis of all social
behavior.” This definition covers Ong’s book as a work of sociobiology, even
though it goes beyond other works in sociobiology to include an express account
of mental behavior. For that reason, Ong calls his book a work in noobiology,
which he defines as “the study of the biological setting of mental activity (Greek
nous, mind).”>1

On Ong’s account, the agonistic dynamisms present in human beings fosters
a wholesome, creative sense of struggle, the deeper evolution of the self, and the
emergence of human freedom.52 He argues that the péychological and cultural

471bid, p. 58.

480ng, Walter J. — Fighting for Life: Contest, Sexuality, and Consciousness. Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 1981.

490ng, Walter J. — The Presence of the Word: Some Prolegomena for Cultural and Religious
History. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1967.

50Wilson, Edward Osborne — Sociobiology: The New Synthesis. Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap
Press of Harvard University Press, 1975.

510ng, Walter J. — Fighting for Life, p. 11.
52Farrell, op. cit., p. 169.
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phenomena associated with contests are rooted in biology.’> The studies in
ethology to which he refers point out that in higher animal species agonistic
attitudes play a much more critical role in the lives of males than of females.
Nevertheless, the display of agonistic behavior in the males also signifies
insecurity. Ong contends that males are both ontogenetically and phylogenetically
more insecure than females.’*

Ong also appeals to other sources to establish his case concerning the human
need for conflict in order to grow. For example, the Jesuit scholar notes that the
human psyche as portrayed in Erich Neumann’s The Origins and History of
Consciousness is agonistically structured.’> Moreover, Johan Huizinga’s Homo
Ludens¢ as well as his own studies of Ramism, orality, and literacy also show the
manifold character proper to the cultural manifestations of this agonistic dynamic
of the human psyche. Thus, a major sign of the way primary oral cultures are
strongly oriented toward contesting behavior is evident in epics such as the lliad
or the Aeneid from cultures that are close to primary oral cultures. As Ong
emphasizes, the teaching tradition of classical rhetoric in the West was strongly
oriented toward contesting behavior, as was the tradition of teaching logic.57 For
Ong then the development of modemn scientific method results from a
transformation of the most salient features of the polemical style in dialectic and
rhetoric that sought to establish varying levels of probability (verisimilitude).
Modern scientific method thus culminates the process (associated with the
development and interiorization of literacy) in which contest is intellectualized

530ng, Fighting for Life, p. 15: “Contest is a part of human life everywhere that human life is
found. In war and in games, in work and in play, physically, intellectually, and morally, human
beings match themselves with or against one another. Struggle appears inseparable from human
life, and contest is a particular focus or mode of interpersonal struggle, an opposition that can be
hostile but need not be, for certain kinds of contest may serve to sublimate and dissolve hostilities
and to build friendship and cooperation.”

54Farrell, op. cit., p. 170.

55Neumann, Erich — Ursprungsgeschichte des Bewusstseins. Mit einem Vorwort von Carl G.
Jung. 1. Aufl. Ziirich: Rascher, 1949; Neumann, Erich — The Origins and History of
Consciousness. Translated from the German by R. F. C. Hull. With a foreword by Carl G. Jung.
New York: Pantheon Books, 1954.

56Huizinga, Johan — Homo Ludens: A Study of the Play Element in Culture. New York: Roy
Publishers, 1950; Huizinga, Johan — Homo Ludens: Versuch einer Bestimmung des spielelementes
der Kultur. Basel: Pantheon akademisch Verlagsanstalt, 1944,

510ng, Walter J. — The Presence of the Word, pp. 207-222.
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and objectified.58 Science is simply the result of the growing accent upon the
thinking function in Western culture.

On the other hand, Ong traces not only genetic sources but also the
conscious roots of the adversarial structuring of human culture. Hence, contest is
also something the human being can cultivate, because in fact the deepest roots of
intellectual development, particularly in the West, lie in the deliberate cultivation
of the adversarial dimension of human life.?® Adversarial attitudes are deep-seated
in all cultures and personalities.

No other culture has made a more careful use of the spirit of combativeness
besides that in Greece. The Greeks were masters in the use of contest both as an
analytic tool and as an operational intellectual procedure. In fact, it is from the
spirit of disputation that the Greeks were led to develop that contribution that was
going to have the greatest effect on the world, namely, formal logic and the entire
instrumentarium that goes with it. According to Joseph Bochenski, formal logic
did not grow, as the concept of logic itself might suggest, out of a dispassionate or
irenic setting,% but precisely from reflection on the verbal and intellectual contest
of disputation. No wonder that formal logic remains committed to diaeretic
procedures over the ages. Moreover, says Ong, neither is it accidental that those
dedicated to formal logic tend to be rather disputatious.

When ancient Greek thought began to apply itself to analogies or likenesses
rather than to adversarial contrasts, it proceeded normally by emphasizing
differences or contrasts, as well as resemblances, within the analogies themselves.
When giving logic to the world, ancient Greece was simply formalizing the
adversarial character of speech as no other culture had done. For language to be
fully processed into logical format means simply resolving it into a clear-cut yes
or no — the very binary opposition that is the principle upon which the computer
of today has been conceived.6!

Furthermore, Ong also shows how deeply the fate of agonistic structures is
tied into the history of verbalization, and in particular into what he calls the
technologizing of the word. Words are essentially oral events, originating in
sounds from which they can never be entirely disconnected. Fully to realize the

580ng, Walter J. — “The agonistic base of scientifically abstract thought: Issues in Fighting for
Life: Contest, Sexuality, and Consciousness”. In: Proceedings of the American Catholic
Philosophical Association. 56 (1982), pp. 109-124.

590ng, Fighting forLife, p. 20.

60Bochenski, Joseph M. — A History of Formal Logic. Translated and edited by Ivo Thomas.
Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1961.

$10ng, Fighting for Life, p. 22.



The Transformation of Consciousness: Walter J. Ong 303

meaning of a word, whether the written or printed, one must in speech or in
imagination refer it, directly or indirectly, to the oral world. The technologies of
writing, print, and electronics convert, or seem to convert, the sound or event that
constitutes a real word into a kind of thing, permanent and fixed. Through this
technologizing conversion of the verbal performance, the word and the thought it
supports effect a restructuring of the human psyche. For example, Ong claims the
romantic cult of solipsistic and, at least in principle, irenic “creativity” of the
human subject is merely the product of a sensibility deeply shaped and structured
by print. 62

For Ong, the roots of verbal combat go far deeper than consciousness, to the
emergence of which they are the prior condition. His noobiology, thus, examines
some of the relationships between intellectual activity and biological activity as
centered around contest, a reality that is not only a major factor in organic
evolution, but also turns out to be an essential factor in intellectual
development.53 Since the element of contest looms so large in the evolution of
consciousness, Ong also recognizes the difficulty of giving a full account of all
that the dimension of contest means to the psyche. Nevertheless it is clear that the
development of agonistic activities and structures in the noetic world is complexly
related to their development on other fronts. Typically, the verifiable connection
between the romantic abandonment of ceremonial contest as a privileged means
of transmitting of conceptual knowledge across generations and social phenomena
like women’s liberation movements, or certain forms of pacifism.%4

For Ong, the male’s psychological tendency to fight is based in the
adversarial biological relationship that male embryo and fetus in the womb have
with the environment. Human males tend to feel a kind of “againstness” toward
an environment, including other individuals of the species, which makes it
something to be fought against and altered. On the other hand, that environment is
by nature feminine, and women typically find they can rely on it as it is or comes
-to them.®5 Hence, woman tends to possess the basic prerogative of interiority,
self-possession. Fundamentally, the woman is the being that relates to herself
interiorly, as so others — her lovers, her children — relate to her through her
interiority. This underlies the powerful meaning of virginity, whereby the virgin

62[bid, p. 27.
631bid, p. 28.
641bid, p. 29.
65Tbid, p. 77.
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remains a symbol of interiority and self-possession, a manifestation of the
inviolate secret of the soul, of the woman’s freedom. 56

Masculinity, on the other hand, has difficulty with interiority and the male
remains a stranger to the psyche. Consequently, since being human means above
all the ability to live from interiority, masculinity represents for Ong an acute
human problem.$? Chivalric literature, for example, shows abundantly the “futile”
character of masculinity when it presents a multitude of men that are doomed to
die, while at the same time contrasting it with das ewige Weib — the eternal
feminine.®® The masculine strikes outward, is directed to changing things, to
countering what is constant; the feminine feels rather the urge to incorporate and
to keep.9?

Men always must demonstrate that they are not identified with what they
came from. Boys, like girls, emerge from a female environment (the uterus); and
at first both boys and girls are totally dependent on female nurturing. The boys
must demonstrate that they are not what they came from — that is, that they are not
feminine — in order to achieve a specifically masculine identity. Such an
achievement would be successful were it to happen without subtle or not so
subtle, forms of hostility toward the feminine. Hence, Ong argues that it is
important to teach males how to fight fiercely but not lethally, with other males.

This shall in no way imply that Ong considers women immune from
agonistic behavior. They are certainly not. Nor does he deny that a girl’s
achievement of personal identity is any less difficult than a boy’s. The challenge
for a boy is to assert that he is not a female without rejecting the feminine side of
his soul. But for the girl the task is to establish herself independently of her
mother while remaining like her in being feminine. In any case, Ong makes the
case that all human beings, male and female, need to internalize agonistic drives
in order to foster the deeper discovery of self and freedom.”0 Similarly, Anthony

66Tbid, p. 90.

67Ibid, p. 98.

681bid, p. 99.

591bid, p. 102.

7%0ng’s recognition of the importance of the agonistic drives in the formation of the human
self can also be seen in connection with a very interesting example used by Thomas Aquinas in his
Commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics (Book 1, Lecture XII, Section 153) to illustrate why it is
better 7o do something well, than just to be able to do something well: “Concerning this we must
know that in Macedonia there is a very high mountain called Olympus where certain competitive
sports, called Olympic games, were held. In these, not the strongest and best looking athletes but
only the winning contestants received the crown, for those who did not compete were ineligible
for the prize. So also, of those who are good and best in virtuous living, only those are illustrious
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de Mello used to say that, granted that we learn how to fight in a form that is
proper and fair, we cannot really integrate anything that we have not personally
attacked, challenged, questioned.”! Hence, Ong’s intellectual project stresses the
crucial importance of contesting in education. Indeed, for him it would be simply
out of question to suggest the complete avoidance of contesting behavior in favor
of an alleged irenic spirit. To be sure, the pointless fight (that is, all forms of strife
that are unnecessary and unjustified) ought to be avoided. After all, who does not
know the importance of good arguments on the part of both the prosecution and
the defense in our courts of law? The educated person must be in a position to
recognizing arguments that are spurious, especially when they may have the
appearance of being good.”

Particularly interesting is Ong’s recognition that the agonistic structure of
the self is related crucially to the fact that the ancient Greeks and Romans knew
and used alphabetic writing; and that the universities of the Middle Ages
remained basically oral and deeply agonistic in their life-style and intellectual
way of proceeding, even though their learning was based on texts. It is thus
significant that, as a rule, there were no assigned papers, no written examinations
in the universities of the Middle Ages. The exams were conducted orally,
frequently in the form of a disputation.” For the same reason St. Thomas Aquinas
cast his Summa theologiae in agonistic form, organized in the form of
“questions,” each one of them to be handled in such a form that first objections to
the answer would be presented, then an answer and the corresponding proof
would be given, followed by the responses to the objections. Even subjects like
physics and medicine were taught much in this agonistic form.74

In the Renaissance, the orality and the accompanying agonistic style
inherited by academia from its past were simultaneously reinforced, weakened,
and endlessly complicated. The humanist revival of classical antiquity necessarily
gave renewed life to the ancient rhetorical (oral) ideal. The humanists of the
Renaissance were much taken with Cicero’s apotheosis of the orator as ideally the

and happy who actually perform good deeds. Hence it is better to say that happiness is a virtuous
operation than virtue itself.” Aquinas, Saint Thomas — Commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics.
Translated by C. L. Litzinger, O.P.; Foreword by Ralph M. McInerny. Notre Dame, Ind.: Dumb Ox
Books, 1993, p. 50.

TFarrell, op. cit., p. 176.

Ibid, p. 176.

30ng, Fighting for Life, p. 126.

71bid.
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most learned and accomplished among all human beings.”> But at the same time,
and despite this reinforcement of the oral, the humanists also intensified the
preoccupation with texts they inherited from the previous age — for which print
was tremendously helpful.7¢ Accordingly, Ong’s “hero,” Peter Ramus (1515-72),
thought of his lectures on the various “arts” (logic, arithmetic, and so on) not as
positive explanations of the arts themselves, which were supposed to be limpidly
clear because of the “methodized” way they were presented, but as defenses
against his adversaries, real or imagined.””

Curiously, Ong also associates the beginning of the end of the strong
agonistic structures of the Middle Ages with the entrance of women onto the
academic scene. The schools for girls, says Ong, definitely made a point of
rejecting the most evident agonistic structures, up to the point of dropping Latin
from the curriculum and replacing the thesis method of teaching with less
combative methods. Together with the arrival of girls in the academic system
public oral disputations and examinations start to be replaced by written
examinations. Concomitantly, more brutal forms of physical punishment are
increasingly minimized or suppressed.”8

The crucial thing to recognize is that his study of the agonistic structures
present, for example, in academia, led Ong to understand that there were deeper
movements taking place beneath the changes in teaching methods and curricula
and classroom populations throughout educational history, and even below the
surface of articulate theories concerning the nature of education and of the mind;
these movements reveal a much longer cultural and psychic history of the human
being — not least that agonia, a structure that becomes apparent not only in
academia but also throughout the events of everyday life, lies at the heart of the
evolution of consciousness.”

Since at least the time of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Western
philosophy has been aware of the drive of human consciousness to greater and
greater interiority. Consciousness focuses on and affects the exterior world. The
ecological crisis has brought home how much conscious subjects have done to the
surrounding world, both intentionally and unintentionally. But the course of
history consciousness, even as it continues to affect the outer world, pushes in an

BIbid, p. 127.

761bid, p. 127.

770ng, Walter J. — Ramus: Method, and the Decay of Dialogue, p. 193.
"80ng, Fighting for Life, pp. 135-136.
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ever-accelerating -pattern toward increasing inwardness. This growth in
inwardness becomes apparent on many cultural fronts, from plastic arts to city
planning and architecture. 0

If as conscious beings we were isolated, we could never enter directly into
one another’s personal awareness, and yet through love the gap between the
selves can be overcome. For Ong, therefore, authenticity in human
communication must involve some kind of love, communion, union, in other
words, a deep regard for the other person as a person. Needless to say, love may
always be mingled with attitudes like disdain, fear, brutality, so that it may even
become cruel. However, even in its negative forms, love must always be present.
Ong notes that even verbalized hostilities show some kind of union or affection
between enemies. 8!

According to Ong, the distinctive mark separating the human from infra-
human animal species resides in the ability to say “I” along with the sense of self,
the other, and community that the saying of “I” involves. The leap into human
existence can be traced back to the moment when some beings appeared in the
series of anthropoids and pre-hominids who were capable of the reflective self-
possession expressed in saying “1.”’82 The present focus of attention on the human
person as such signals a deep reorganization of consciousness, which obviously
has implications for the role of contest in the future psychic development of
human beings.83 Ong notices that manifestations of the inward turn of
consciousness in narrative, scholarly work, and, above all, in explicit attention to
the person as person indicate that the place of contest in the human life world may
be constantly shifting,34 but it will not disappear. In fact, he says, when the human
ego is threatened with dissolution, there may often be nothing like a good
nonlethal fight, a contest, to consolidate it again, even if the contest is lost. This is
especially so when the psyche is threatened by dissolution from mere neglect,
from not being recognized, or simply noticed, by others.?5

Contest, therefore, constitutes a basic ingredient of human existence, even if
in forms constantly adjusting from the biological base of this existence to its
noetic peaks. The agonistic structures that derive from man’s distant evolutionary

801bid, p. 186.
81bid, p. 198.
82Ibid, p. 199.
81bid, p. 201.
841bid, p. 202.
85Ibid, p. 203.
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past now condition even the intimacies and ecstasies of self-consciousness.8¢ Ong
does not think that establishing connections with the biological realm in any way
subverts human freedom, no more than such connections subvert human thought.
Human beings make free decisions, but we have to acknowledge the base that
conditions them to understand whatever goes into our decisions for the sake of
making them more humanely and effectively. Our free choices depend on the
given: we cannot create the world in which we exercise free choice. Nor can we
freely choose to have another history than that which we actually have. In this
sense, contest is not only a part of humankind’s long past but also a part of the
future evolution of consciousness itself.87

THE PRESENCE BEYOND
THE TRANSFORMATIONS OF THE WORD

Ong returns in The Presence of the Word to the contrast (exploited by the field of
religious studies) between ancient Hebrew thought’s orientation toward sound and
ancient Greek philosophy’s privileging of sight to develop further his account of
the cultural and religious history of the West.88 Ong acknowledged that this
contrast suggested the basis for his phenomenology of the senses in Ramus,
Method, and the Decay of Dialogue, even though he did not explicitly mention it
there. That contrast is explicitly mentioned and further developed in The Presence
of the Word® in which Ong investigates the role of the Word of God in Hebrew
and Christian tradition, and in doing so pays particular attention the phenomena of
human word and sound. For him, the human word is sound, an event in time and
space. Sound is “more real” or existential than other sense objects, despite the fact

861bid, p. 206.

87Ibid, p. 207. — Acording to Walter Ong, the future of human consciousness holds especially
the promise of a new synthesis between the masculine and the feminine, a synthesis that will
certainly be more comprehensive and different from earlier syntheses, as well as different for men
and for women. For good reasons, Ong places the idea that each and every distinct age in the
evolution of human consciousness has been marked by a new synthesis of masculine and feminine
at the center of his hermeneutic reading of the past. In other words, for him the entire history of
consciousness can be read and narrated in terms of an ongoing dialectic between male and female,
in terms of syntheses that necessarily differ in each and every age.

88Boman, Thorleif — Hebrew Thought Compared With Greek. Translated by Jules L. Moreau.
London: SCM Press, 1960; Id. — Das hebrdische Denken im Vergleich mit dem Griechischen.
Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1952.

89Farrell, op. cit., p. 124.
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that it is “more evanescent.”® The data of hearing has a vibrant sense not
available with the data of sight. This view presupposes that the two most
important types of sensory data are sounds and sights. Sight data situate the
human person “in front of” things. Sound puts the person in the middle of what is
happening with a fuller simultaneity.?! Within what Ong calls the sensorium
either oral-aural or visual data can dominate the synthesis of all sensory data.
However, the respective or relative domination of auditory or of visual synthesis
fosters different personality structures and creates different anxieties.”2

Oral-aural dominance is associated with cyclic concepts of time; visual
dominance, with linear or spatial concepts of time. Ong uses the term synthesis to
refer to the overall composition or mix of semsory data within the person.
Auditory synthesis is associated with the tendency to believe and be instructed by
established or received authority; visualist synthesis, with the tendency to
question received knowledge and with the drive to seek new knowledge.
However, the predominantly visual orientation fosters individualism, whereas the
predominantly audial orientation fosters a strong sense of social or corporate
bonding.?> Sound unites groups of living beings as nothing else can, for sound is
imaginally more related to interiority than to exteriority.%*

Ong claims that literacy provides a kind of permanence to verbalization that
orality cannot match. The primacy of orality over literacy is not based on the
historical fact that orality came before literacy; it means above all that even for
literate people talking constitutes the Ur-experience, the experience that indeed
writing itself is designed to imitate.®> Hence, by privileging talk over writing, Ong
does not imply that we should try to return to some pristine form of primary
orality. Rather, he simply calls us into the dynamic world of live interaction and
relatedness with other human beings. In contrast with personal interaction and
relatedness, writing fosters distance and seems impersonal because written words
are detached from the writer. This is why for Ong writing has been associated
with privileging the visual as well as with the concomitant philosophical and
theological fascination with certitude.%

90ng, Walter J. — The Presence of the Word, p. 111.
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The suggestions either that oral cultures were in some kind of paradise, or
that secondary orality will allow us to retrieve some kind of past paradise,
therefore is out of question. Ong believes that secondary orality constitutes a new
phenomenon in the cultural and religious history of humankind, not a regaining of
primary orality.®” The primary oral sense of life is grounds in the world-as-event,
a vital sense to be distinguished from the static notion of world-as-view, a sense
of life that has been associated in the West with reading and writing.%8

The age of literacy corresponds to the world-as-view sense of life in contrast
to the world-as-event sense of life characteristic of primary oral cultures. If the
age of literacy is coming to an end, then we would expect a new sense of life to
emerge. Of course, a novel sense of life comparable to the world-as-event sense
of life or the world-as-view sense of life is not likely to be constructed easily or
readily. Nor will the world-as-view sense of life be easily replaced. We have no
indication that for the foreseeable future modern science and contemporary
businesses, for example, are going to dismiss thinking processes based on
quantification and spatialization.®®

Ong does not regard the world of sound as having the same importance in
all cultures. Clearly, cultures vary greatly in their exploitation of the various
senses and in the way in which they relate their conceptual frameworks to the
various senses. As already mentioned, it is now quite commonplace that the
ancient Hebrews and Greeks differed in the value they set on the auditory.190 The
Hebrews tended to think of understanding as a kind of hearing, whereas the
Greeks thought of it more as a kind of seeing.10!

As mentioned above, through the Middle Ages visualism as deeply
connected with the invention of the alphabet and writing came to play an
increasing role until it was suddenly raised to a new intensity in the fifteenth
century with the invention of alphabetic typography.!92 This visualism,
encouraged by print, explains the increased use of maps and, simultaneously, the
physical exploration of the globe, which necessarily depended on visual control of
space in maps and imagination. And so the inauguration of the modern age came

97Farrell, op. cit., p. 133.

980ng, Walter J. — “World as view and world as event”. In: American Anthropologist. 71
(1969), pp. 634-647.

Ibid.

1005ee also Chalier, Catherine — Sagesse des sens: Le regard et I’écoute dans la tradition
hébraique. Paris: A. Michel, 1995.

101Ong, The Presence of the Word, p. 3.

1021pid, p. 8.
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about.!03 This means that for Ong, much more than it has commonly been made
out to be, the modern age is the child of typography. But for this reason, too, we
can say that the modern age has become increasingly a thing of the past. But how
do we know that? Simply because our postmodern era is deeply affected by a new
stress on the auditory. Today people seem to be unable to live without gadgets
like telephone, radio, television or iPods. In our day, the use of voice reached a
perfectly unthinkable degree for the typographic man. 104

This does not mean, however, that we are returning to an earlier “oral-aural
world.” After all, there is no way back to the past for the simple reason that the
successive verbal media do not abolish but overlap one another. Accordingly, the
significance of a word may remain unaltered.1% The understanding of what we
are as human beings is, therefore, inseparable from the history of the word itself,
that is, from the history of human communication.1% For Ong, the evolution of
the communications media and the corresponding moments in the history of
human culture can be divided into three successive stages: (1) oral or oral-aural,
(2) script, which reaches critical breakthroughs with the invention first of the
alphabet and then later of alphabetic movable type, and (3) electronic. These are
for Ong the stages in the proceés of verbalization. They represent the
transformations of the word.!?” And the fact that we are now so well aware of
them is nothing but the consequence of our having entered into the age of
electronics.1® To recognize the importance of the media is a correlate to a
growing sense of the word as word, and that means of the word as sound. 1%

The process of transformation of the word and, concomitantly, of cons-
ciousness, had its inception with the invention of the alphabet. Ong wonders about
its tardy appearance and suggests that this tardiness simply reflects the
relationship of the alphabet to the spoken word as well as the psychological
distance that mediates between the spoken and the alphabetized medium. But the
ultimate reason has to do with the fact that speech is irrevocably committed to
time and tends to leave no discernible direct effect in space, which, on the other
hand, is constitutive for the formation of the alphabet. Of words we can say that

1031bid, p. 8.
1041bid, p. 9.
1057bid, p. 9.
1061bid, p. 15.
1071bid, p. 17.
1081bid, p. 17.
1097bid, p. 18.
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they come into being through time and exist only so long as they are going out of
existence. 110

The second stage in this process of the transformation of the word and
consciousness is the invention of printing. Significantly, like the alphabet itself,
printing from movable alphabetic type was a relatively late invention. All the
individual component operations and materials necessary for the invention of
printing had been in place for centuries: the technique for printing from dies and
plates had been known since antiquity, and movable nonalphabetic type had
already been in use for quite some time. Nevertheless, some curious
psychological factor obstructed the breakthrough to the movable letters.!!! This
means that the lodging of speech in space that culminated in the development of
alphabetic typography was by no means an isolated phenomenon. Rather, it was
part of a widespread reorganization of the entire human sensorium in favor of the
visual in communication procedures.!? Ong certainly does not suggest that
typographic man used his eyes more than earlier human beings. No, what
happened with the invention of alphabetic typography was not man’s discovering
the use of his eyes but the start of linking visual perception with verbalization to a
degree previously unknown.!13

When the alphabet developed out of earlier scripts, at first it served almost
exclusively practical social and economic purposes. Its literary use was to come
only later. Ong theorizes that the modes of communication both result from
social, economic, psychological and other changes, and cause such changes. For
example, Ong associates the development of writing and print with the breakdown
of feudal societies and the rise of individualism. Writing and print created the
isolated thinker, the individual alone with the book, hence degrading the network
of personal loyalties that oral cultures favor as matrices of communication and as
principles of social unity. Feudalism died very slowly and from a variety of
causes, but the fact is that it came under serious threat only after the invention of
script. Inevitably, record-keeping could not but enhance the sense of individuality,
and a corresponding sense of property as opposed to communal forms, as well as

1101bid, p. 40. — For the relation between the event of language and temporality, see: Casper,
Bernhard — “O Agir da Linguagem: Observagdes a propoésito dos ultimos livros das Confessiones
de Agostinho”. Tradugdo de Jodo J. Vila-Cha. In: Revista Portuguesa de Filosofia. 44 (1988), pp.
63-80.

1110p this topic see also, for example, Carter, Thomas Francis — The Invention of Printing in
China and Its Spread Westward. New York: Columbia University Press, 1925, pp. 218, 228.

1120ng, The Presence of the Word, p. 49.

131bid, p. 50.
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a deeper sense of individual rights. Printing transformed even words in property.
After all, only after the invention of printing did the notion of copyright come into
being; after a while, it was readily taken for granted.!14 '

By the eighteenth century the commitment of sound to space initiated with
alphabetic script and intensified by movable alphabetic type had deeply altered
human feelings toward the world. According to Ong, by the eighteenth century
Descartes’s logic of personal inquiry had ousted dialectic (a rhetorical art
involving vocal exchange) as the sovereign over human intellectual activity. The
new logic was not the art of discourse (ars disserendi) as dialectic was understood
to be 'in earlier ages. Instead it became the art of thinking — that is, of
individualized, isolated intellectual activity, putatively uninvolved with
communication. 115

Thirdly, the twentieth century brought the word into a new stage. For Ong
this stage is beyond orality and script and print and is characterized by the use of
electronics for verbal communication.!’® Ong discerns a sequence within this
stage, too: telegraph (electronic processing of the alphabetized word), telephone
(electronic processing of the oral word), radio (first for telegraphy, then for
voice — an extension first of telegraph and then of telephone), sound pictures
(electronic sound added to electrically projected vision), television (electronic
vision added to electronic sound), and computers (word silenced once more, as
thought processes become almost completely reorganized by quantification).117

The study of the development of the new media makes Ong readily agree
with Marshall McLuhan, particularly when he describes our being-in-the-world of
today in terms of a common belonging to a global village. But for Ong the talk of
a global village does not at all mean a return to the #ribal village. After all, there is
a vast difference between tribal existence and our own, for tribal man had neither
known nor yet fully assimilated writing and print. Present electronic culture, even
with its new activation of sound, has to rely on both, because, as we have argued
previously: the different stages do not cancel one another out but build one on
another.!18 For example, when humans began to write, they did not cease talking.
Rather, they began to talk more than ever. Similarly, when print was developed,
human beings certainly did not stop writing. Quite to the contrary: with print it

H41bid, p. 54.
151bid, p. 63.
16bid, p. 87.
N71bid, pp. 87-88.
18[bid, pp. 88-89.
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became imperative that everybody learn how to write. After all, universal literacy,
knowledge of reading and writing, has never been the objective of manuscript
cultures but only of print cultures. In the same way, we shall not cease to write
and print now that we have electronic communication. We see to the point of
satiety how our present electronic stage of life would become impossible without
vast quantities of writing and print.119 All the evidence points to the fact that in
the age of electronics the activity of printing is greater than ever before.

But why does Ong insist that the oral-aural still should be so meaningful?
The chief reason has to do with the fact that sound signals the present use of
power, precisely inasmuch as sound must be actively produced in order to exist at
all. Sound tells us that something is going on. In contrast with vision and touch,
hearing registers force and what is dynamic. Ong uses the following example to
make his case. A primitive hunter may see, feel, smell, and taste an elephant when
the animal is dead. But if he hears an elephant trumpeting, he better watch out!
Sound brings with it the realization that something is really going on, that force is
at work.120 Hence, in an oral-aural culture words are inseparable from actions that
are almost always sounds.!?! Moreover, as has been mentioned, sound has the
innate capacity of revealing the interior without physical invasion.!?2 Through
sound more than anything else, groups of living beings can be united.123

Because of the very nature of sound in general, voice has a kind of primacy
in the formation of communal life among human beings. A common language is
essential for a real community to form. Only language can bind the human beings
in large groups. To address or communicate with other persons is to share their
inwardness as well as in our own.!24 Proper to the spoken word is its capacity to
promote as nothing else the encounter between persons. Of course, there are other
modes of encounter as well — a glance, a gesture, a touch, even an odor; but
nothing is able to bring two interiorities together like the spoken word.125

Writing, later enormously enhanced by printing, allows individuals to first
become aware of themselves as beings truly capable of thinking for themselves,
something virtually impossible for tribal man. Without literacy human beings tend

19bid,

1201bid, p. 112.
1211bid, pp. 112-113.
1221bid, p. 118.
1231bid, p. 122.
1241bid, pp. 124-125.
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to solve problems in terms of what people do or say — normally, in accord with
the tradition of the tribe, without much personal analysis. Hence, the importance
feelings such as “shame” ascribed to nonliterary cultures. Such cultures tend to
institutionalize specific forms of public pressure on the individuals in order to
ensure their conformity to the communal modes of behavior. With the advent of
literacy, however, individuals discover the ability to think through a situation by
their own minds, using any other personal resources available. 26

In all cultures the spoken word is regarded the closest sensory equivalent of
fully developed interior thought for the very simple reason that thought is nested
in speech.!?7 Accordingly, nothing like the study of the origins of thought and
language evinces the radically social, or dialogical, nature of thought itself. As
Franz Rosenzweig has shown, our thinking is inseparable from its linguistic
setting. Ong confirms that human thought is never something strictly private.!28
Wordless thoughts are simply not possible; only in an individual who in one way
or another knew at least some words can something like wordless thoughts come
into being; They would do so as framed or bound, if not in words, at least in a
universe of consciousness actualized through verbal activity and experience. 129

THE EFFECTS OF THE PRESENCE OF THE WORD

For Ong the desacralization of our culture is inseparable from the above-
mentioned sequential development of the verbal media. The migration of the word
from the world of sound into the spacial world via the alphabet lies at the base of
modern technology. Indeed, technology without recourse to written records and
the productive use of the alphabet is perfectly unimaginable. Yet the shift of
conscious focus from the spoken word and the habits of auditory synthesis to the
alphabetized written word and visual synthesis brings with it a weakening of the
sense of presence in the human world. Thus, Ong concludes that the alphabetized
word contributes in a major way to the process of rendering this world profane,
transforming it into a mere agglomeration of things. 130

1261bid, pp. 134-135.
1271bid, p. 138.
1281bid, p. 145.
1291bid, p. 145.
1301bid, p. 162.
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The greatness of sound has to do with the fact that, even when unintended, it
can generate the most powerful sense of mystery. Unlike time and space, which
may or may not suggest activity, sound, as an outgoing phenomenon, registers the
actuality of power. Still more importantly, it manifests interiority. Voice, the
paradigmatic sound, discloses the actual use of power by the most interior of
interiors, a person. In a universe conceived in terms of auditory synthesis, the
sense of personal activity is truly overwhelming. Within a tradition such as the
Hebreo-Christian in which God himself is deeply personal, this oral-aural
dimension of existence is, of course, absolutely crucial.!3!

Christianity claims that the Word of God enters history through a process
culminating in the advent of the person of Jesus Christ. But the Christ-event is not
simply a matter of a given number of actions following each other upon an
imaginary time line, but above all of the human psyche arriving at the point of a
fundamental self-reorganization in relation to events and to the world around it.
The Word of God comes to man and is present among men within an evolving
system of communication.!32 The fact that the Word came to us in the fullness of
time does not mean that God simply intended to assure maximum presence
through history, but that such an event would only be possible when the oral-aural
sense was still dominant even while the alphabet could give divine revelation
among men a new kind of endurance and stability. For the Jesuit scholar,
therefore, it is truly providential that divine revelation set down its roots in human
culture and consciousness affer the alphabet was devised but before print had
overthrown major oral structures and before our electronic culture could further
obscure or transform the basic nature of the word. 133

Ong is keen to underscore the importance of the relationship existing
between the word and the human quest for peace, since nothing like the word has
the capacity to move us toward peace, precisely inasmuch as that nothing like the
word has the capacity to mediate between person and person. No matter how
much it gets caught up in currents of hostility, the word can never be turned into a
totally warlike instrument. As mentioned before, so long as two persons keep
talking, they cannot be totally hostile, even in spite of themselves.!34 This, says

1311bid, p. 163.

1321bid, p. 317.

1331bid, p. 191.

1341bid, p. 192. — Ong repeatedly calls our attention to the fact that today the word is in
unprecedented ways positively mobilized for the work of peace on a scale hitherto unknown. For
example, there is no pretechnological equivalent to today’s massive literature and debate devoted
to the cause of international peace. Early oral-aural cultures or residually oral-aural cultures
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Ong, explains why hateful talk can hurt so much. Such talk may be punishing
someone with whom one is somehow still in some form of communion, as is
attested to by the fact that one is maintaining verbal contact with an individual,
who, at the very moment of replying establishes communion with one. Hostile
talk, therefore, might very well enact hatred in the midst of (perhaps wounded)
love. 135

This is a further reason why Ong contends that the history of the word,
particularly in the West, is intimately bound up with polemics, even though
speech as such both signals and fosters accord. His conception of the history of
verbal communication is therefore focused carefully on the history of the many
changes affecting the uses of hostility throughout human culture. Such changes
have a relevance that is both secular and religious. For example, Ong correlates a
major shift from a more polemically textured culture to a less polemically
textured one — from a culture in which personality structures are expressly
organized for combat, real or imaginary, to one in which hostilities are less
publicly exploited and personality structures become organized in function of
greater “objectivity” and, ultimately, of a process for making decisions under
maximally quantified and neutralized control — with the movement from oral to
typographic culture. The computers of today are nothing more than an intensified
implementation of such neutral and quantified control.136

Ong also clarifies how oral-aural cultures, because they are for the most part
unable to control or assemble details, tend to believe that things are as they are
simply because somebody has done something, or made some sort of decision.
For example, when unable to identify the physical causes for meteorological
phenomena, the person living in an oral-aural culture tends to account for such
phenomena in terms of motivations and resulting decisions on the part of living
beings, ordinarily the gods: Zeus has a bad day and shows it by making thunder.
Accordingly, gods tend to be multiplied as convenient sources of explanation. In

generally favored peace only abstractly. Even the Christian message itself was ordinarily not
thought of as applicable to the political sphere except in brief-lived truces. Psychological
structures were not such that permanent political peace could be planned for realistically and war
was taken as the normal and continuous state of mankind. In fact, peace was rather regarded as
something undesirable, since it led to sofiness and degeneracy, which in turn provoked more war!
Life had to include strife with one’s fellows! (Presence of the Word, p. 261). But today, language
itself tends to be seen as a phenomenon which can and should be managed to ensure peace
(Ibidem, pp. 261-262). Our sensibility is decidedly marked by a deep sense of openness,
something that is unmistakably associated with the experience of dialogue.

1351bid, p. 192.
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other words, Ong is in agreement with Havelock that cultures based on orality
tend to favor polytheism and animism. If monotheism is much more compatible
with science than with myth, so too the Bible has long shown how important
literacy is in the economy of revelation. 137

Ong’s conceives of the Middle Ages as representing a major reorganization
of the human sensorium, a process that for the most part happened without
explicit awareness. The struggle between hearing and seeing was clear. In this
process, the invention of printing technologies is nothing but the consequence of
the victory of seeing, whose major result is the start of a large-scale campaign in
favor of clarity and distinctness™ that, as we have already seen, found in Peter
Ramus its first pioneer and that would be refocused by René Descartes soon
thereafter. Ong regards the complex Ramist charts and Cartesian schemata as
unofficial replacements for ancient cosmic harmonies. Knowledge is now
increasingly understood as being solely intellectual and henceforth conceived
almost solely in analogy with vision. Thinking was for the most part seen as
taking place in private, within one’s own isolated head, and, presumably, without
language and without history. 138

Be that as it may, the human presence in the world is for Ong deeply
determined by the presence of the word — not merely in relation to the presence of
man to man but also in relation to the presence with which things themselves are
invested. Things become part of the human world not just insofar as they are
known to one or another person but rather as their knowledge becomes a part of
shared human experience, and so an experience is focused in the word.!3® In this
sense, discourse about the predicaments of the word purely and simply means
speaking about what the human being as such is.

In this context, it is no surprise that for Ong, a thinker deeply engaged in the
mission of the Society of Jesus, Christianity, as a religion entirely centered on the
Word, becomes an event of axial importance. God’s Word is not man’s word,

1371bid, pp. 206-207.

1381bid, p. 221. — Marshall McLuhan, like others before and after him, demonstrated how our
present sense of simultaneity (that fits very well into Pierre Teilhard de Chardin’s noosphere)
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whether we take God’s Word in the sense of God’s communication to human
beings through either the Scriptures or the Church or through some special
visitation, or in the sense of the person of Jesus Christ, who is for the Christian
God’s own Word and God’s final communication. And yet, says Ong, we must
think of God’s Word in accordance with what Jesus can make of the word in his
own life, even though at the same time he is aware that God’s Word transcends
his own as much as God’s word is God’s word and not a projected visual
image.140 Presenting Himself to us in his Word, God enters our own process of
self-awareness, of reflective presence in and to the world, into the interior
structure of history as reflected within the human psyche. Accordingly, the
Incarnation becomes an event not only in the objective world but also enters into
the history of communication, or rather, into the mystery of sound.!4!

CONCLUSION

Walter J. Ong was positively hopeful about the conditioning of human
consciousness by the communication media that accentuate sound. For him, the
oral-aural conditioning of consciousness was profoundly attuned with the
religious or spiritual dimension of life. We can say that Ong always considered,
even when not seeming to do so, the spiritual dimension of life as being the focal
point of his attention in his work as an intellectual in the Society of Jesus.!42 The
Spiritual Exercises of Saint Ignatius and the Jesuit spirituality in general have
always been of paramount importance for him.143 But this in no way keeps him
from appropriating Plato’s imagery in the Phaedrus, where love appears as the
charioteer guiding the soul. For him, love is needed to guide the horses, just as the
horses are needed to draw the soul onward on its journey. It is the human
composite in its wholeness that is called to draw nearer to God. But for that to

140Tbid, p. 321.

1411bid, p. 324. — However, this does not mean that the mystery of sound constitutes the only
mystery among the senses. We can certainly not deny that there is boundless mystery, even if yet
of another sort, in vision, or in touch, as well as in taste and smell. But for Ong, the mystery of
sound is the one that is the most productive of understanding and unity, the most personally
human, in a word, the one sense that brings us closer to the divine.

1425ee, for example, Ong, Walter J. — Hopkins, the Self, and God. Toronto; Buffalo: University
of Toronto Press, 1986.

143Farrell, op. cit., p. 184.
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happen we need temperance and courage, and a substantial amount of self-
discipline.!# The many works of Ong, therefore, can be regarded as a powerful
and convincing reminder of our need to grow in the spiritual life. The following
passage by Franz Josef van Beeck, a Dutch Jesuit working for many years in
America, assesses with great efficacy the substantial importance and relevance of
Walter Ong’s intellectual contribution:

If Ong’s work ... has demonstrated anything, it is that the human spirit,
natively (if largely unthematically) attuned to the living God, is also
attuned to the countless “presences” that surround it in the cosmos —
presences to which it must keep itself responsive. Inspired by the basic
(and, in the last resort, mystical) intuition, Ong has both argued and
demonstrated, implicitly and explicitly, that the human spirit has the inner
resources to handle the knowledge explosion that it has unleashed in
recent centuries, especially in the form of natural and social science; that it
can face the vehemence and even violence it has discovered, both in the
universe and in humanity; that it can face even the violence humanity has
positively inflicted on itself and the cosmos; that the proliferation of
information so characteristic of modernity, if dubious at times, need not
daunt us; that it is indeed possible to welcome it, provided we take it as an
invitation to understand its dynamics — that is, the fierce dynamics of
human communication in word and gesture; that, given that
understanding, we can afford to open ourselves to all that is particular,
specialized, curious, strange, far-fetched, and even barbarous, because (if
we persevere) we will discover that the forces of harmony, integration,
and coherence run deeper, both in the universe and in ourselves, than the
forces of contention, dissipation, and disintegration; that, finally, all this is
within our reach because all that exists finds its unity and reconciliation in
God, to whom we are more deeply attuned than we are to the universe or
even to ourselves and each other, and who, therefore, is capable of
enlightening honest seekers in such a way as to keep them from getting
lost.145

For his part, Thomas Farrell also helps us sum up major reasons to keep
interest in Ong’s work alive. In the first place, he has called our attention to the
importance of intentionality and the structure of the process of decision-making in
our lives. As a Jesuit of mind and heart, Ong understood very well the lemma of

1441bid, p. 187.

145Beeck, Frans Jozef van — God Encountered: A Contemporary Catholic Systematic
Theology. 1st ed. San Francisco; Collegeville, Minn.: Harper & Row; Liturgical Press, vol. 2, part
2, p. xi.
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Ignatius of Loyola and his Companions — AMDG: Ad Majorem Dei Gloriam — by
interpreting it to mean that in all our decisions we are called to be personally
directed toward God by means of the intentionality of our consciousness and the
desire to be “oned” with God in and through all things.146

Secondly, Ong also has the great merit of stressing the importance of the “I-
you” communication in the context of Catholic thought. He certainly saw
extraordinary potential in dialogue for the enhancement of personal growth and
maturity. In his anthropological vision, the human being is structured in terms of a
productive division between self and other. The human sense of self is inseparable
of a deep sense of relation to others. On the other hand, our own sense of the
other is inseparable from something that lives within us. Accordingly, the more
honestly and fully we accept ourselves, including our psychological baggage, the
more we will tend to accept others.

Hence, Ong also alerts us to the dangers implicit in all the forms of
depersonalizing the word. For example, when spoken language is transformed
into written language, the written form turns into an object. Thus, language
becomes objectified, an objectification that will only accrue with the triumph of
print culture. Ong has shown how the social enactment of a depersonalized word
can seriously diminish, or even stifle, our sense of voice in what we read or say,
resulting in the loss of interiority, and the situation of crisis associated with the
inability to enter into the realm of authentic dialogical communication. In his
accounts of the development of logic, dialectic, and rhetoric, as in Ramus,
Method, and the Decay of Dialogue (1958), Rhetoric, Romance, and Technology
(1971), and elsewhere, Ong achieves the extraordinary goal of adverting
contemporary humanity’s attention to the many aspects involved in the
development of the thinking function in Western culture from antiquity to the
twentieth century in such a way that his many works are a constant reminder of
our need for a more reflective appropriation of our own thinking function.!47 He
also called our attention to several of the cultural factors that over the centuries
have contributed to the emergence of modern science, particularly the different
“technologies of the word,” in which he established a sequence of, first, writing,

1460ng, Walter J. — “A.M.D.G.: Dedication or directive?” In: Review for Religious. 11 (1952),
pp- 257-264.

147We have already shown that this might very well function as one of the crucial points of
proximity between Walter Ong and Bernard Lonergan, whereby special attention should be given
to the common call of the two Jesuit philosophers for the need to construct an adequate philosophy
of scientific activity. In this regard, see especially Lonergan, Bernard — Insight: A Study of Human
Understanding. San Francisco: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1978.
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and then (much later) print, without forgetting the importance of the role played
by the agonistic structure of teaching and learning during the Latin Middle Ages.

Ong’s suggestion that both Romanticism and the Industrial Revolution are
outgrowths and by-products of the storage and retrieval of information in and
through printed books explains how this kind of storage and retrieval freed human
energies that had for centuries been devoted to storing and retrieving knowledge
through human memory. The more recent developments of computer storage and
retrieval further enhance trends associated with print. Indeed, for this reason Ong
anticipated that in the foreseeable future we will remain deeply embedded in
Romanticism.

Yet another aspect of Ong’s contribution is his formidable intuition about
the importance of agonistic structures and practices. We must always “keep up the
good fight,” since agonism plays an essential role in the constitution of the human
self. Hence, the extraordinary importance for him of learning how to argue well —
a task for which he challenged the engagement of Catholic schools and
universities.

We must also celebrate this deeply humanistic thinker’s always very
positive attitude toward science and technology. 148 His developmental scheme of
the various forms of communication is intimately connected with technological
developments as carried out through the use of material instruments, from writing
devices and the technology of printing up to the development of computer
hardware.

In an essay in the collection Knowledge and the Future of Man, Walter Ong
writes that the “advances in the humanities and social and behavioral sciences
have combined with advances in the physical sciences to affect radically man’s
sense of his life-world and sense of identity,” especially if we take “sense of
identity to mean the sense of where one comes from and how one relates to those
other than oneself, how one fits into what one knows of the universe.”149
Undoubtedly, Ong’s work help thoughtful persons in the twenty-first century
through his great insight that history is deposited as “personality structure,”150
something that means deep inside ourselves we carry our culture’s history and

148Farrell, op. cit. pp. 190-193.

1490ng, Walter J. — “Knowledge in time”. In: Ong, Walter J. (ed.) — Knowledge and the Future
of Man. New York: Rinehart & Winston, 1968, p. 13.

1500ng, Walter J. — In the Human Grain: Further Explorations of Contemporary Culture. New
York: Macmillan, 1967, p. 48.
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configurations. So we must constantly examine our own cultural history with all
possible care and rigor.

The purpose of this paper is to explain Ong’s conviction that human
consciousness is deeply conditioned by the media that support communication,
particularly the ones that accentuate sound. The felos of his work must not be
separated of his pragmatic goal of helping person’s of today learn how to
experience in the depths of their own psyches their deepest and most personal
connection with God. Ong taught that we can come to experience in ourselves a
“flow of existence” that is no more mere “existence in time,” an experience that
might be brought to the realm of consciousness primordially through the depths of
our psyche.!5! As did Ignatius of Loyola, Francis Xavier, or Peter Faber, Walter
Ong recognized in the depths of human subjectivity, even if in an unthematic
manner, a structural attunement of the human creature to the creative power of the
living God.

51Farrell, op. cit., p. 193.
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1. BIOGRAPHICAL NOTES

RAYMUND SCHWAGER WAS born November 11, 1935 into a Swiss farming family
as the second of seven children. He joined the Society of Jesus in 1955, studied
philosophy (1957-1960 near Munich, Germany), and theology (1963-1967 in
Lyon-Fourviére, France) and was ordained a priest on July 31, 1966. He
completed his doctorate in theology in 1969 in Fribourg, Switzerland. During
those years he also spent some time in Spain, the home country of the Jesuits’
founder, St. Ignatius of Loyola, on whom he wrote his thesis. In 1977 he became
professor of dogmatic and ecumenical theology at the faculty of Catholic
Theology in Innsbruck; he was a cofounder of the Colloquium on Violence &
Religion (1991). At the end of the spring semester 2004, he was scheduled to
retire, an event he had long anticipated in order to return to full-time research on
his planned book “Dogma and Drama,” when he unexpectedly died in February of
that year.

Raymund Schwager’s thinking was above all inspired by three sources: first,
his deep Christian faith and spirituality in the tradition of St. Ignatius and
nourished by biblical writings; second: a mode of arguing he called “dramatic,” a
term he took from Hans Urs von Balthasar but to which he gave new meaning in
his theology; third: mimetic theory and the friendship he sustained with its author,
René Girard. His theology never was an ivory-tower type of abstract thinking but
one that had clear repercussions for a believer’s personal life but even more so for
the political realm, for questions of war and peace, and for all degrees of violence
between them.
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2. LIFE AND MAIN WORKS!

2.1 Early Monographs
2.1.1 The Dissertation and a First Glimpse of Dramatic Theology

In his dissertation, Das dramatische Kirchenverstindnis bei Ignatius von
Loyola (1970), we can find the origins of Schwager’s specific way of dramatic
thinking. He was influenced by the French philosopher Roland Barthes (1915-
1980). Schwager argued that St. Ignatius’s understanding of the church cannot be
elicited from his writings alone but one must also take into account his actions,
which, however, were often in tension with his words.

Thus “unity with the church occurs in the interaction of persons [...] among
whom all aspects of a drama — development, conflict, tension, crisis, defeat, and
eventual reconciliation — may, even ‘must’ occur. [...] This drama, however, is
not tragic in the Greek sense, but it is imbued by the certain hope for an eventual
reconciliation. Yet, when the courage to engage in this drama is missing and
reconciliation is sought prematurely, that might be a sign that it is not the
workings of the all-encompassing Spirit but ‘an idolatrous deification of visible
structures.”? At the same time, however, “The fact that the unity of the people of
God is willed by God never entitles one to the conclusion that it should be
vigorously brought about by force. On the contrary: just because it is willed by
God, it must be divine itself, which means it must include a broadness and
pluriformity only possible to God.”3

This is a clear prefiguration of Schwager’s basic understanding of the
history of revelation and of theology as a dramatic process, including the two
ways of being tempted — frightened avoidance of conflict or violent termination of
it — to flee this drama prematurely.

1A complete bibliography of Schwager’s works and of literature about him can be obtained
from the Bibliographisch-biographisches Kirchenlexikon, vol. 26, ed. F. W. Bautz, (Herzberg:
Bautz) [forthcoming 2006, available online: http://www.bautz.de/bbkl/s/s1/schwager r.shtmi]

2Raymund Schwager, Das dramatische Kirchenverstindnis bei Ignatius von Loyola. Historisch-
pastoraltheologische Studie iiber die Stellung der Kirche in den Exerzitien und im Leben des
Ignatius (Zurich, Einsiedeln, K6In: Benziger, 1970), 186f.

3Schwager, Das dramatische Kirchenverstindnis bei Ignatius von Loyola, 187.
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2.1.2 In Search of a Criterion for Genuine Revelation

In 1973 Schwager published Following Jesus: By What Does Faith Live?*
In it he tries to use the New Testament to develop a foundation of the Christian
faith. His criterion for discerning genuine revelation regards the clarity and ease
with which it can be distinguished from common human expectations and
projections. He sees this fulfilled in the New Testament accounts of Jesus,
because they show how Jesus acted in independence from all human authorities,
and how the narratives of his death differ very much from those in other religious
traditions. Schwager interprets the Christological councils accordingly and warns
against images of Jesus that are closer to pagan heroes than to that of the biblical
witness. Believers today can share in this faith by following Jesus in a Spirit-
given way, which enables them to partake in Jesus’ resurrection.

2.2 Meeting a Kindred Spirit

Nineteen seventy-three was a very important year in the development of
Schwager’s thought. For it was then that he met the French-American literary
scholar, historian, and anthropologist René Girard (1923- ) and became
acquainted with his mimetic theory.> Girard views imitation (mimesis) of the
desire of others as the basic motor of human desire. It facilitates cultural progress
but also engenders the severest of conflicts, eventually endangering the existence
of the whole human species once it starts. However, it also allows for the
overcoming of the violent crisis by the so-called scapegoat mechanism (a shifting
of the blame and unloading of the violence on to a single, innocent member of the
community). According to Girard, the collective killing of the excluded person
brings about a sudden end to violence; the consequent spread of universal peace is
experienced as supernatural and this quality is ascribed to the murdered victim;
thus the victim becomes divinized. This process constitutes the beginning of
pagan, mythic religions that channel violence by focusing it on a single victim. In
that sense they actually minimize overall violence in a society and endow the
social body with stability and ensure its survival, but at the expense of the
scapegoat victimized by the violence channeled against her or him.

4Raymund Schwager, Jesus-Nachfolge: Woraus lebt der Glaube? (Freiburg: Herder, 1973).

5For two introductions with extensive bibliographies see Michael Kirwan, Discovering Girard
(London: Darton, Longman and Todd, 2004) and Wolfgang Palaver, René Girards mimetische
Theorie. Im Kontext kulturtheoretischer und gesellschafispolitischer Fragen, Beitrdge zur
mimetischen Theorie 6 (Miinster: LIT, 2003).
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In Girard’s view, only biblical revelation and the Jewish-Christian tradition
established by it unveil this mechanism and expose its perverted character: it is
not God who demands bloody sacrifices; on the contrary God sides with the
victims of human violence, as the Book of Job, the many psalms of lamentation,
and other biblical writings testify. The clearest depiction, however, occurs in the
Deutero-Isaian songs of the suffering servant and in the New Testament accounts
of the passion of Christ. Schwager soon realized that Girard’s theory had a great
deal in common with his own intuitions about the relationship between religion
and violence.

2.3 Another Step in Developing Dramatic Method

In 1976 Schwager published Faith that Transforms the World,¢ which
elaborates on the question of how a faith that transforms everything can be
possible in today’s world and continues the themes set forth in Following Jesus.
Again Schwager’s main point of reference is the New Testament narratives on
Jesus of Nazareth’s life. According to these narratives, says Schwager, Jesus
understood himself and his mission above all on the grounds of his experience of
and relationship to God. Here Schwager again invokes the category of drama,
thereby understanding revelation as a dramatic process involving several
agents/actors and as an experiential path and not a matter of intellectualist
proclamation. Only by viewing the whole process can one grasp what it means to
say that Jesus is the Son of God. According to Schwager’s model at that time, this
dramatic process occurs in three phases: Jesus’ words and deeds before the
passion, during the passion, and at the resurrection (we will see how his model
evolved in the future).

Schwager then traces the considerable influence that the Christian faith has
had on Western culture. At the same time, he attempts to find answers to the most
pressing problem of our time, namely, the possibility of human self-destruction on
a world scale. In this book Schwager, first refers explicitly to Girard’s mimetic
theory by interpreting the passion on the model of the scapegoat mechanism. He
emphasizes, however, that unlike all other scapegoats, Jesus was a victim selected
arbitrarily, but who, by his actions before and during his passion exposed and
criticized the scapegoat mechanism. Thus it was almost as if it were a logical
conclusion that it hit him with full force. In this process, however, Jesus has

SRaymund Schwager, Glaube, der die Welt verwandelt (Mainz: Griinewald, 1976).
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irrevocably shown that God sides not with that mechanism but identifies with the
victims of the scapegoat mechanism.

2.4 Bringing Dramatic Method to Fruition
2.4.1 Must There Be Scapegoats?

Schwager’s next book, Must There Be Scapegoats,” is a direct fruit of his
ongoing conversation with Girard. Here Schwager applies Girard’s heuristic tools
to an in-depth study of the relationship between violence and God’s actions in
biblical writings. The first result is that the problem of violence indeed plays a
central role in the Bible, a role that until then had been largely neglected in both
biblical and other theological literature. Schwager notices a development in which
that God is seen more and more on the side of the victims of violence and less on
the side of violence in the Old Testament. However, this development is not linear
but dramatically fragmented.

Schwager argues that from an Old Testament-perspective alone one could
not reach a clear conclusion about God’s relation to violence, because the Old
Testament does not indicate which of its writings should be given priority. He
therefore calls the Old Testament a “mixed text,” that is, though as a whole it is
God’s word, it contains both genuine, direct revelation as well as human
projection and distortion of that revelation in a seamless mix.®8 Thus the old
hermeneutical rule that the Old Testament should be read through the lens of the
New Testament is of paramount importance for Christian theology. Schwager
reads the passion of Christ in the context of the history of human scapegoats:
while in all other cases a person who is innocent of the crimes she or he is
accused of is burdened with carrying the mob’s guilt and killed for it, in the
passion of Christ the one person who is absolutely innocent is burdened with
carrying all of humanity’s guilt; moreover, while all other scapegoats become
involuntary victims of this process, Christ voluntarily took it on himself to expose
the scapegoat mechanism and thereby to overcome it.

This accounts for the uniqueness of Jesus’ passion. Schwager diagnoses an
unconscious grudge against God in all sinners, which unloads upon Jesus in his

TRaymund Schwager, Must There Be Scapegoats? Violence and Redemption in the Bible, trans.
M. L. Assad (New York: Crossroad, 2000). German Original: Raymund Schwager, Brauchen wir
einen Siindenbock? Gewalt und Erlésung in den biblischen Schriften (Thaur: Kulturverlag, 1978 /
19862/ 1994%).

8Compare with Raymund Schwager, “Biblische Texte als Mischtexte. Das hermeneutisch-
spirituelle Programm der Entmischung,” Katechetische Bléitter 119 (1994): 698-703.
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passion because he stands in absolute unity with God. The fact that Jesus is the
Son of God is thus of central importance in this interpretation of his life and
death.

2.4.2 Highlights of Soteriology in the History of Theology

From 1980 to 1986 Schwager published ten historical-systematic essays on
the soteriologies of great theologians through the centuries (Marcion and
Irenaeus, The Doctrine of Victory over the Devil, Athanasius, Gregory of Nyssa,
Augustine and Pelagius, Maximus Confessor, Anselm of Canterbury, Martin
Luther, Karl Barth, Hans Urs von Balthasar) and republished them again as a
collection in 1986.° In this collection he analyzes these theologians’ views on
soteriology quite accurately from a historical perspective, but then he reinterprets
them from the perspective of mimetic theory. Thereby he succeeds in eliciting
these theories’ importance for theology today.

2.4.3 The Christ Event as a Condensed Drama of Salvation

In 1990 Schwager’s main work, Jesus im Heilsdrama, appeared for the first
time in German.!? Here he continues his earlier attempts at dramatic thinking and
his adaptation of mimetic theory to theology. With these tools, and in discussion
with historical-critical exegesis, he aspires to solve important problems in
systematic theology: for example, the question of the right image of God — how
do God’s love and God’s wrath go together; the question of whether Christianity
should embrace an eschatological soteriology based on Jesus’ message of the
Kingdom of God, or a staurological soteriology based on the cross; the question
of a right understanding of Jesus’ death — was it a sacrificial death and if so, in
what sense; the question of the interrelation between Old and New Testaments.

To tackle these questions Schwager returns to the New Testament accounts
of Jesus’ life and death and analyzes them again with his newly sharpened
methodological tools. Now he views the Christ event as a drama unfolding in a
five act play rather than in three phases, as he had done before. These acts
correspond to situations in which the characters of the drama act, and which

9Raymund Schwager, Der wunderbare Tausch. Zur Geschichte und Deutung der
Erlisungslehre (Miinchen: Kosel, 1986).

10Raymund Schwager, Jesus im Heilsdrama. Entwurf einer biblischen Erldsungslehre,
Innsbrucker theologische Studien 29, (Innsbruck: Tyrolia 1990/1996). English: Raymund
Schwager, Jesus in the Drama of Salvation: Toward a Biblical Doctrine of Redemption, trans. J.
G. Williams and P. Haddon (New York: Crossroad, 1999).
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prefix their actions and words, thereby determining their meaning. Thus the
actions of the persons in the play cannot be understood adequately without taking
proper consideration of these acts.

The five acts are the following: (1) Jesus announces the Kingdom of God,
the Basileia of a merciful and unconditionally forgiving father; by this he aspires
to gather Israel anew (the symbolism of the twelve); (2) Jesus reacts to public
rejection of this message by the religious and political establishment, proclaiming
a judgment on sinners in parables of judgment and even of hell; (3) Jesus himself
is judged, convicted, and put to death. He becomes his adversaries’ victim. He
responds with nonviolence and forgiveness: he gives himself up; (4) By raising
Jesus from the dead, the heavenly Father makes a final ruling about the image of
God, which is in dispute by Jesus and his adversaries; the Father rules in Jesus’
favor, thus corroborating Jesus’ image of God. Since that image is of the merciful
and forgiving father, this ruling in favor of Jesus on a cognitive level is at the
same time good news for Jesus’ adversaries on a soteriological level: salvation is
still possible for them, too. In the appearances of the risen Lord the tensions in the
previous acts are resolved. In addition, the disciples gain a new perspective on
Scripture (our Old Testament): a Christological criterion for interpreting them
emerges;!! (5) A distinct working in the world by the Holy Spirit, who until then
had dwelled in Jesus in a special way, commences. The Spirit of Pentecost
continues Jesus’ movement of gathering throughout the world on two levels: in
the growing community of believers, the visible church; but also throughout
humanity beyond the visible church. The fifth act, according to Schwager, has no
end before the end of times and contains all other acts like a hologram.

Each of these acts is defined by its own initiating action: Act I is initiated by
Jesus’ untainted proclamation of God’s unconstrained love, forgiveness, and
nonviolence. Act II is initiated by the public rejection of this message. Act III
commences with the authorities’ initiative to annihilate the insolent preacher. To
start Act IV the heavenly Father, who had so far appeared to be absent, takes a
new initiative by raising Jesus from the dead. Act V is initiated by the coming of
the Spirit. Looking back to Faith that Transforms the World we notice that Acts I
and II, and Acts IV and V have evolved out of what had been the first and third
phases of the drama of revelation there, while the second phase has remained
unchanged as the third act of the drama.

L1For a more thorough explanation see below, 100-104.
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As a result of this process Schwager gains differentiated solutions to the
aforementioned problems, which show that these are not to be answered by
simple either-or-responses, but by more complicated patterns of priorities
conditioned by certain circumstances imply the secondary solution, Thus a
staurological soteriology is not an alternative to an eschatological one, but
eschatological soteriology implies the staurological, if and when humans create a
situation in which the Kingdom of God is rejected. Thus staurological soteriology
does not replace the basileia message but clarifies its new shape of the Kingdom
of God in the situations when the message is rejected.

Schwager deems the clarification of the image of God as essential, for even
the New Testament is not free from the tension between God’s love and God’s
wrath. Schwager rejects the denial that Jesus used any judgment parables on
historical grounds. He is convinced that this cannot be historically sustained, but
even if it could be, it would not help the systematic theologian’s task of dealing
with the biblical canon as it exists, and not with a hypothetical construct arrived at
by historical criticism. Yet it is paramount to Schwager to avoid a contradiction in
the image of God because such a contradiction would “cancel itself”12 and thus
render all talk about God futile. Contradiction can be avoided by a special reading
of the five acts. The image of God conveyed by Jesus in Act I (merciful father) is
taken directly to represent Jesus’ own image of God, while the image of God
conveyed in the Act II (judgment parables) is taken to mirror his adversaries’
image of God in order to warn them that unless they convert their image of God
they will inevitably undergo an imminent self-judgment necessitated by the logic
of that image of God as wrathful, which they have. In this vein, the judgment
parables are not Jesus’ threat of a judgment originating in the Father, rather they
are his warning against a judgment originating from human beings themselves
arising from their deformed view of the Father.

This interpretation is validated by Jesus’ own behavior in his passion, which
completely corresponds to the image of the merciful father, and by Jesus’
subsequent restoration through the resurrection. Jesus thwarts the course of events
indicated by the judgment parables by taking the human self-judgment upon
himself in his death and resurrection. This is illustrated by the parable of the
wicked vinedressers (compare with Mark 12:1-12 and parr.). The pivotal event
prophesied by the parable, the killing of the son, occurs. Yet the reaction of the
heavenly Father to Jesus’ death is completely different from that of the vineyard

12gchwager, Jesus in the Drama of Salvation, 163.



Raymund Schwager, S.J.: Dramatic Theology 333

owner in the parable to his son’s murder: instead of revenge it is doubled
forgiveness.

Schwager argues that a Christian notion of sacrifice has to be developed in
accord with the image of God that is developed through the drama. He rejects all
models that construe Jesus’ death as a substitute achievement for Christ to
accomplish in order to assuage God’s wrath, The image of God shown in Acts I
and IV makes clear that it is not God who has to be assuaged by the death of his
son; rather the son reveals in his behavior during his passion (especially in his
prayer for forgiveness for his persecutors on the cross, compare with. Luke 23:
34) that the father is still willing to forgive.

Nevertheless the cross is necessary in Schwager’s soteriology, and he also
thinks that the notion of Christ’s death as a sacrifice is indispensable. The cross,
however, is not necessary because of any demand made by God, but because of
the dynamics of human sinful action; it is a necessity that arises from humanity’s
entanglement in sin. Because of this entanglement humans could not be reached
by Jesus’ message of the basileia. So the only option that allows Jesus to fulfill
his mission — that is, the will of the Father — is to take human self-judgment upon
himself by undergoing this violent death. In that sense Jesus’ suffering conformed
to the will of the Father and indeed the Father even gave Jesus up to suffering. In
this way, Jesus

allowed himself to be drawn into the process initiated by the self-judgment
of his adversaries, in order, through participation in their lot, to open up
for them from inside another way out of their diabolical circle and hence a
new path to salvation. He did not pay back [...] violent attack with the
same coin, but he turned around the intensified evil and gave 1t back as
love redoubled. 13

Thus Jesus transformed his violent death into a voluntary giving up of his life to
God.

It is decisive in this interpretation that the handing over by the Father [...]
is seen entirely in connection with the message of the kingdom of God and
with the actions of Jesus. From this perspective it cannot be said that the
Father handed over the Son because he wanted to judge him and punish
him in place of sinners. The judgment did not start from God but from
humankind, and the will of the Father was only that the Son should follow
sinners to the very end and share their abandonment, in order thus to make

13Gchwager, Jesus in the Drama of Salvation, 117,
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possible for them again a conversion from the world of hardened hearts
and distance from God. 14

It is in this sense and in this sense only that Christ’s death can be called a
sacrifice; yet it also needs to be called a sacrifice because that is the only way to
transform the pagan notion of sacrifice that had originated from the scapegoat
mechanism.

An interdisciplinary conference in 199115 discussed the results of Jesus in
the Drama of Salvation and Schwager also published them in a more accessible
form for a wider public.16

2.4.4 Original Sin and the Theory of Evolution

Schwager’s last monograph addressed the doctrine of original sin in order to
interpret it anew in light of the results of modern science, especially evolution
theory and genetics, and with a view to Christian apocalypticism.!? In this work
Schwager polemicizes against modern theological currents that want to abandon
the doctrine of original sin or interpret it in such a way that there is no connection
with the historical and biological constitution of humanity. He opposes the
separation of nature and freedom that has occurred in modernity and argues that
modern science and the theory of evolution refute this separation, because they
explain plausibly how a contingent single event at a certain decisive moment in
the development of humanity could have influenced all further development in a
constitutive way and thus could also have modified human freedom from within.
In this vein he even considers a genetic aspect of original sin, but it would be a
misunderstanding to take that as a negation of other important (sociological or
psychological) aspects.

Schwager devotes special attention to developing models for imagining the
Christian doctrine of creation and the fall within the framework of the theory of
evolution. He argues that this requires on the one hand an interpretation of

l4Schwager, Jesus in the Drama of Salvation, 118.

Dramatische Erldsungslehre. Ein Symposion, Innsbrucker theologische Studien 38, ed. J.
Niewiadomski and W. Palaver, (Innsbruck — Wien: Tyrolia, 1992).

16Raymund Schwager, Dem Netz des Jdgers entronnen. Wie Jesus sein Leben verstand, erzhlt
von Raymund Schwager, Herderbiicherei 8812 (Freiburg: Herder, 1994).

L7Raymund Schwager, Erbsiinde und Heilsdrama. Im Kontext von Evolution, Gentechnologie
und Apokalyptik, Beitrige zur mimetischen Theorie 4 (Minster: LIT, 1997/2004). English:
Banished from Eden: Original Sin and Evolutionary Theory in the Drama of Salvation
(Leominster: Gracewing, 2005).
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evolution that allows for teleology. On the other hand he suggests that theology
should realize that a conception of creation as evolving rather than static
corresponds much better to the biblical narratives of creation, which clearly
interpret the bringing forth of one type of creature by another type as God’s
creative artistry (compare with Genesis 1: 24-25).

For that purpose Schwager supposes — in agreement with Thomas Aquinas,
Karl Rahner, and Pierre Teilhard de Chardin — that God has created a world that
transcends itself and thus evolves through the interactions of real created
secondary causes under the guidance of God’s primary causality. He argues that
God’s providence should not be construed on the model of human purpose-
oriented action but rather — in analogy to the understanding of revelation in the
drama of salvation — on the model of a retrospective interpretation from the end.
Schwager also adds to the biblical grounding of the doctrine of original sin by re-
interpreting the Old Testament passages traditionally used for that purpose by
utilizing mimetic theory and the Christological criterion. Thus he reinterprets
them through the lens of the New Testament, specifically by referring to the
narrations of Jesus’ temptations in the desert where primordial sin appears not so
much as the transgression of an outside law but rather as a false response to an
inner experience of one’s own identity as a gift of the divine; and this false
response then has subsequent distorting and falsifying repercussions for the
experience of oneself and the divine.

Step by step Schwager gains a dramatic understanding of the fall and of
redemption that is specifically influenced by the New Testament and also leads
him to a new conception of human freedom. This conception is critical of the
view of the Enlightenment and idealist, which interprets freedom as a capacity of
the autonomous individual. Schwager’s idea corresponds much better to the
biblical emphasis on a human self-determination in relation to the whole of
humanity and to the experience of the breakdown of human freedom. Schwager
then proceeds to develop historic-symbolic scenes of hominization and the fall,
which situate these events within a primitive humanity that has only just crossed
the threshold from the animal realm to humanity, in accord with evolution, 18

18For a more detailed account of Schwager’s theology of original sin compare with Nikolaus
Wandinger, Die Siindenlehre als Schliissel zum Menschen. Impulse K. Rahners und R. Schwagers
zu einer Heuristik theologischer Anthropologie, Beitrdge zur mimetischen Theorie 16 (Miinster:
LIT, 2003), 245-306 and Nikolaus Wandinger, “R. Schwager’s New Look at the Biblical Basis for
the Doctrine of Original Sin,” Milltown Studies 54 (Winter 2004): 86-103.
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2.5 Theology and Politics

Because the problem of violence played a central role in Schwager’s
dogmatic theology, a politically engaged Christianity is not an appendage to his
dogmatic theology but an integral part of it.19 Thus he advocated for strategic
prior concessions in arms reductions on the side of the West at the height of the
cold war.2% In the past years he became especially concerned with questions of
peace and the contribution of religions to a peaceful world order — especially in
relation to the Israel-Palestine conflict, outbursts of Islamist terrorism, and the
Western “crusades” against it. He took very seriously the potential for violence
within religions, especially when they presume to be the executor of a divine
judgment. Yet he clearly opposed the hypothesis that the monotheistic religions as
such were especially prone to violence and tended by their very nature toward
intolerance and force. He initiated numerous discussions and publications on the
matter. Many are contained in a volume of collected essays, Religion — Violence —
Communication — World Order, from the research project developed at his
behest.2! It contains not only texts on the political importance of religion for
establishing and keeping the peace but also a text grounding dramatic theology
within various philosophies of science.22 Schwager’s last drafts about Pope John
Paul II’s soteriology and his public ministry as a sign were published
posthumously.2

19Compare with Raymund Schwager, Fiir Gerechtigkeit und Frieden: Der Glaube als Antwort
auf die Anliegen der Gegenwart (Innsbruck — Wien: Tyrolia, 1986).

20Compare with Raymund Schwager, “Der heilige Stuhl und die Abriistung,” Internationale
Katholische Zeitschrift, Communio 7 (1978): 543-53.

21Compare with Religion erzeugt Gewalt — Einspruch! Innsbrucker Forschungsprojekt,
Religion — Gewalt — Kommunikation — Weltordnung, Beitrdge zur mimetischen Theorie 15, ed. J.
Niewiadomski and R. Schwager, (Miinster: LIT, 2003). For a summary see Nikolaus Wandinger,
“Religion Evokes Violence — Objection! A Forthcoming Book by the Innsbruck Research Group
on Religion — Violence — Communication — World Order,” COV&R: The Bulletin of the
Colloquium on Violence & Religion 22 (March 2003): 2-4.

22Raymund  Schwager and J. Niewiadomski, “Dramatische  Theologie als
Forschungsprogramm,” in Religion erzeugt Gewalt 40-77; English translation online:
http://theol.uibk.ac.at/rgkw/xtext/research-0.html

23Raymund Schwager: “Kirche als universales Zeichen,” in Kirche als universales Zeichen. In
memoriam Raymund Schwager S.J., ed. R. Siebenrock and W. Sandler, Beitrdge zur mimetischen
Theorie 19 (Munster: LIT, 2005), 19-62; Raymund Schwager, “Erloser des Menschen.
Soteriologie und Verkiindigung von Johannes Paul II. und die Herausforderungen unserer Zeit” in
Kirche als universales Zeichen, 63-98.
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A final grand scheme for a book with the working title Drama and Dogma
remains as an unfinished legacy. I hope the Raymund Schwager Archive located
at the theological faculty of the University of Innsbruck will be able to publish it
in an appropriate manner.

3. DRAMATIC THEOLOGY - A METHODOLOGICAL ANALYSIS

In developing his ideas on dramatic theology, Schwager of course drew on other
theologians, among them Karl Barth, Hans Urs von Balthasar, and Karl Rahner.
Yet he further refined and modified their dramatic approach, thus establishing his
own dramatic theology. That way he developed a school of thinking, a method for
tackling problems of coherence within a biblical revelation but also in the later
history of theology and its future development. So far I have given a brief
overview of that method in my summary of Jesus in the Drama of Salvation. In
reading Schwager’s work one can see his method in action. Surprisingly,
however, Schwager never gave a theoretical overview of that method in his
writings, so that I took up that task in my dissertation,2* which he supervised. In
this concluding part of my paper I want to give a modified English version of this
analysis.2

3.1 In a Nutshell: Revelation as Dramatic Interaction

Let me start with a simple question: What is revelation? The traditional
model of revelation has undergone major revisions during the past centuries, first,
through Enlightenment critique, then through historical criticism, and finally
through a reconception in pre-Vatican II theology and in the Council itself. While
I fully acknowledge and appreciate these developments, I nevertheless want to ask
two questions. On the one hand, is revelation still often conceived of as an historic
monologue? And on the other hand, do we still take seriously the biblical notion
that God is an agent in history? One prevalent conception thinks God speaks from
eternity, and humanity listens in history. Some human beings or epochs and
cultures might be better listeners than others, but their role is merely passive while
the message always remains the same. In spite of the fact that the human listening

24Nikolaus Wandinger, Die Siindenlehre als Schliissel zum Menschen. Impulse K. Rahners und
R. Schwagers zu einer Heuristik theologischer Anthropologie, 173-201.

25A shortened version of this part was presented at the Lonergan Workshop in Boston in 2006.
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process is subject to the conditions of history, the divine act of revelation is above
and beyond that. The alternative conception, which is gradually displacing the
former one, does not allow for divine action within history, but sees history as a
merely human affair, so that talk about God’s action or revelation is merely a
figure of speech.

Neither approach is satisfactory. If one consistently adheres to the first
alternative in dealing with the biblical witness to revelation, one will come to
opposing notions of God: the God of wrath who demands sacrifice, and the God
of Love who protects victims. Then the God of violent retaliation and the God of
nonviolent reconciliation are granted equal validity. This notion of revelation
blurred the idea of God and is sometimes even self-contradictory. Ultimately,
faith based on such contradictions would scarcely be indistinguishable from belief
in any arbitrary myth.26 When human speech becomes completely arbitrary, it has
become completely futile too. Therefore, theology must find a way to avoid clear-
cut contradictions in its talk about God, even if mystery and paradox cannot and
should not be eliminated from theological language. If theology fails in this task,
the view that God cannot play an active part in history will prevail.

To find such a way, it is imperative to accept at least hypothetically the
biblical claim of an active divine role and to develop a concept of revelation that
is modeled not on monologue but on dialogue and to regard this dialogue as not
just verbal but dramatic. God reveals himself not simply in words but in deeds,
but he reveals himself not just in his own deeds but also in the deeds of human
agents throughout human history.

Schwager’s “dramatic” view of revelation takes very seriously that it occurs
in dialogical interaction between God and humanity, through both words and
deeds; yet this interaction occurs both in acting and also in being acted upon, in
action as well as in passion.

Although Karl Rahner is not the first person to come to mind when one
thinks of “dramatic theology,” he has summed up what it essentially means in a
strikingly clear way:

Humanity is in real dialogue with God. ... God’s acting throughout the
history of salvation is not like a monologue that God performs on Himself,
but a long dramatic dialogue between God and His creatures, in which
God offers the human person the possibility to really respond to His word
and thus in fact makes His own future word dependent on the free

26Compare with Schwager, Jesus in the Drama of Salvation, 1.



Raymund Schwager, S.J.: Dramatic Theology 339

response of the human person. ... History is not just a play that God enacts
for Himself in which creatures would only be His puppets, but the creature
is a real co-actor in this divine-human drama of history....27

In spite of its event-character, diversity and plurality, God’s acting
throughout history has a coherent inner structure, an inner teleology, so
that every act of this history of salvation only is 1nte111g1ble as an element
of the whole.28

Thinking in retrospect from the NT we can even say: God exercises His
Lordship over the whole of creation by entering into the world with His
own personal initiative, He gives up His sovereign grandeur above
everything finite by becoming a co-actor in this world Himself.29

What distinguishes dramatic theology from other types of theology is that it
makes this insight the linchpin of its theologizing. In dramatic theology no topic
can be adequately dealt with without taking this dramatic nature of revelation into
account.

Let me now make this more concrete by developing four of its most
important elements.

3.2 Interdependent Agents

When God and humans really are coactors and coagents in this drama,
God’s future actions are conditioned by human responses to his prior actions.
Prophecies are not unalterable predictions but extrapolations based on certain
patterns of human conduct. That Christ must die on the cross is not some divine
imperative independent of human action — it is the consequence of human action,
which God knows all too well. There are instances in biblical revelation that
clearly exhibit the contingent character of prophecy. The most interesting and also
amusing example of that is certainly the prophet Jonah, who has to prophesy the
imminent destruction of the great city of Nineveh. Yet its inhabitants
unexpectedly use their freedom to repent and God rescinds his condemnation of
them. As a result, Jonah is really angry because his prophecies turned out to be
wrong, and he made a fool of himself. In Jonah we have a prophet who himself

27K art Rahner, “Theos im Neuen Testament,” in Schrifien zur Theologie 1 (Einsiedeln-Ziirich-
Koln: Benzinger 1954, #1967), 91-167, here 126f. English: “Theos in the New Testament,” in
Theological Investigations, vol. 1. (London 1961), 110f. My own translation of the German
original. Italics are Rahner’s; boldface is my emphasis.

28Rahner, “Theos im Neuen Testament,” 100 (my translation).

29Rahner, “Theos im Neuen Testament,” 138 (my translation).



340 Wandinger

does not understand the dramatic nature of the prophetic voice, which is an
instance of the dramatic nature of revelation: God’s future actions are dependent
on human responses to his earlier initiatives.

One might object, however, that, if revelation is seen in such a way, with
God as dependent upon human action, it would seem that his sovereignty — to say
nothing about his traditional attributes of omniscience and immutability — cannot
be sustained. God would become one player among many. To respond to this
possible objection, we have to deal with the relationship between the divine
author of the drama and the agents within it.

3.3 Author and Agents

To do that, I want to use a comparison of a real literary play, “The Life of
Henry V,” and its playwright, William Shakespeare. Let us consider two
questions: What is the relationship of William Shakespeare to the words and
actions of the characters in this play? And what do we learn from it about
Shakespeare’s thoughts on war and peace?

Let us prescind for a moment from the fact that this drama is based on real
persons and real events, and let us concentrate on the fact that Shakespeare wrote
the drama. Then we can say that everything the characters say or do or suffer,
everything that happens in the plot happens because Shakespeare made it happen.
It is his word, and once he has written it he knows its outcome. And Shakespeare
is completely unaffected by the events in the drama, because he is beyond its
universe.

But is he also an agent within his drama? Does he interact with the
characters of the drama? Certainly not directly as its author, but he can have
characters express his views in the play, and he can have them act as he would act
in the situation. Can we then infer Shakespeare’s views on war and peace from a
single character of this play? Does King Henry express those views when he
wanders incognito through the English camp in Act 4, Scene 1? Or, in that same
scene, do Bates or Williams? Or does Burgundy, who in Act 5, Scene 2 praises
peace and laments war? Or is the mere enumeration of casualties and atrocities in
Act 4 Scenes 7 and 8 the best guide to Shakespeare’s opinion about war and
peace?

1 am not competent to decide that but I can confidently say that we actually
cannot reach a judgment by looking at merely one of these passages.
Shakespeare’s opinion will not simply coincide with one of his characters’
opinions, because every character contributes certain aspects that are well worth
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considering. Also, there could be characters who express attitudes that contrast
completely with Shakespeare’s. The moral of Shakespeare’s play cannot be
inferred from any of the characters’ single statements or actions. One would have
to refer to the whole play or, as good Shakespeare interpreters tell us, we have to
take his complete works into account in order to know what Shakespeare thinks
about something.30

Let us now compare the Shakespeare example with God as the divine author
of salvation history and the agents in that history. The author is beyond the
universe of this story and yet everything that happens within it is his creation, and
so is, in that sense, his word. Still not every word uttered or every deed committed
reflects his omniscient wisdom: acts full of his wisdom are intertwined with those
full of human stupidity and sinfulness, and we can try to elucidate the meaning of
this drama only in light of the whole.

Yet two important elements in dramatic theology’s understanding of
salvation history differ significantly from the role played by Shakespeare in my
comparison. First, Shakespeare’s characters have no free will but have to do what
Shakespeare makes them do. As was already emphasized in the quotation from
Rahner, the human agents of history do have a choice: they are not puppets,.
Second, though world history is still going on, for the Christian theologian the
meaning of salvation history is already discernible, because the divine author — in
contrast to Shakespeare and other human dramatists — has put a character into the
play that represents him completely: Jesus Christ, the ultimate revealer.

For a Christian dramatic theology, Christ is the key for unlocking the
mystery of the drama of salvation history. He is the ultimate representative of the
divine author, though not in the role of author. His acts are conditioned by the
limitations and the perspectives of a character within the drama, but this character
acts in perfect harmony with the author of the drama, who is the Lord of history.
Therefore he can be history’s key.

30René Girard has emphasized “the dramatic unity of Shakespeare’s theater and its thematic
continuity.” R. Girard, 4 Theater of Envy: William Shakespeare (Oxford: Oxford University Press, .
1991), 6, and Klaus Reichert demonstrated that Shakespeare’s histories are interconnected by the
same mimetic themes, so that their meaning only becomes clear in their succession (compare with
K. Reichert, “Shakespeares mimetische Rivalen,” in Das Opfer — aktuelle Kontroversen.
Religions-politischer Diskurs im Kontext der mimetischen Theorie. [Deutsch-Italienische
Fachtagung der Guardini Stiftung in der Villa Vigoni 18.-22. Oktober 1999], Beitrdge zur
mimetischen Theorie 12, ed. B. Dieckmann, (Minster: LIT, 2001), 207-23, esp. 207-215.
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In accord with Christian tradition and Catholic doctrine,3! dramatic
theology offers a framework of interpretation that allows us to view the whole
Bible and all of its parts as authored by God, while accepting at the same time that
human agents, acting as human coauthors or narrators (as I suggest calling them)
of the story, have added their distinct understandings and misunderstandings in a
way that makes them an inseparable part of divine revelation. However,
inseparable does not mean indistinguishable. The Christological criterion allows
us to distinguish between direct revelation and revelation sub contrario, between
God’s undistorted image and human projects that combine unblemished
revelation with human error and sinfulness.

3.4 Acts as the Conditioning Framework of the Action

I only need to remind readers here about what I have said already about the
function of the five Acts in Schwager’s interpretation of the Gospels (see above in
Section 2.4.3 The Christ Event as a Condensed Drama of Salvation). Therefore it
suffices to summarize how the movement through the five Acts transforms the
image of God conveyed. According to the rationale of the five-Act model, we
have to reinterpret Jesus’ earlier sayings retrospectively from Act IV. Sometimes
their original thrust will be corroborated and even deepened (Acts I-I1V),
sometimes they are exposed as resulting from a deformed image of God and
becoming part of human self-judgment and thus corrected (Acts II-IV),
sometimes the appearance of God’s passivity is disproved (Acts III-IV). In this
interpretation, the judgment parables retain their importance, inasmuch as the
process of human self-judgment that they expose is also shown to actually occur
in sinners, unless God takes some new initiative.

The image of God proclaimed by Jesus thus remains consistent with the
message of the basukeia while being further clarified and deepened. At the same
time all theological concepts that depend on the image of God and his way of
relating to human persons — such as “grace”2 or “sin”33 or “divine

31Compare with Second Vatican Council, Dei Verbum [Dogmatic Constitution on Divine
Revelation] 11.

32Compare with Petra Steinmair-Posel, In einem neuen Licht ... Konturen einer dramatischen
Gnadenlehre (dissertation, Innsbruck, 2005).

33Compare Nikolaus Wandinger, Die Siindenlehre als Schliissel zum Menschen. Impulse K.

Rahners und R. Schwagers zu einer Heuristik theologischer Anthropologie. Full reference at note
18.
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omnipotence”34 — are also clarified and, if necessary, transformed, as the five
Acts progress.

This way two extremes are avoided: The conflicting images of God are not
regarded as equally true. Yet none of the texts containing these conflicting images
becomes irrelevant but those of a wrathful God — are now understood to be
warning of the real consequences of human resistance against the call to
repentance and conversion.

3.5 Characters and Persons

Another important aspect of dramatic theology is the relationship between
the persons and the characters they enact. When little children watch a movie or
see a stage play, they often cannot distinguish between the villain they see on the
screen and the actor who plays that villain. We know that Sir Peter Ustinov did
not set fire to Rome, although we might have seen him do just that, when playing
the Emperor Nero in Quo Vadis. In literary dramas we can clearly distinguish
between the character that is embodied by an actor or actress, and the person that
this actor or actress is. It is worth noting that through the influence of Christian
and especially Trinitarian thinking the expression person as understood today is
the counterpart to character in a play, whereas the ancient term persona, from
which person derives, meant the character played by an actor.

How are we to regard that which is largely not an invented story but the
theological interpretation of real history? What is the relationship between the real
person and the character in the biblical drama?

First of all, the nature of biblical revelation requires that the important
characters are not fictitious but real persons. Once again, in comparison with
Shakespeare’s historical plays, we want to stress exactly the fact that the
characters are not purely fictitious because the Bard had to stick to factual history,
as far as the line of succession of kings and queens was concerned. An historical
drama about a king who never existed would not make much sense. But
Shakespeare was quite free in formulating the private dialogues or even most
personal thoughts expressed in soliloquies. He could put into his characters’
mouths whatever he chose to, as long as their actions concurred with the known
historical facts. And yet Shakespeare’s genius was that he did not put petty
trivialities into their mouths but thoughts that mirror and depict the greatness and

34Compare with Nikolaus Wandinger, “Is Divine Omnipotence (Non-)Violent?” Jnanadeepa —
Pune Journal of Religious Studies 8, 1 (2005): 50-64.
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abysses of Western thinking. Many believe that by his creative and fictive writing
Shakespeare revealed the deeper meaning of history.

If we compare this with the biblical drama, there, too, the main characters
must have been real persons that basically lived in the way the story is narrated.
Yet it is not necessary that every detail be historically correct. The Bible interprets
real events to reveal the deeper meaning of these events. This also means that the
characters in the biblical drama do not in the first place represent themselves as
individuals but play a revelatory and/or salvific role in salvation history. In Jesus
the two completely coincide: his person is his character. Yet in all other agents
person and character may overlap or even fall apart, for example, in Judas, the
traitor. The gospels show him as the one who betrayed his master and — according
to Matthew’s account (Matthew 27: 3-5) — kills himself as a consequence of his
desperation.35 Judas embodies a person who falls into utmost delusion, sin,
despair, and in the end commits himself into hell. Yet, surprisingly perhaps, there
is no church doctrine teaching his damnation. In fact, the universal hope for
salvation, which the church (at least since Vatican II) teaches, challenges us to
hope for his salvation, and for the salvation of all the other villains of world
history.36 This tension between the biblical account and church doctrine becomes
understandable when we distinguish the role Judas plays in the drama from the
core of his person. Of course, these are not as separate from one another as Sir
Peter Ustinov and the Emperor Nero. Judas did not just play the traitor in a movie;
he was a traitor in real life. Yet we can distinguish his very person from the
revelatory role he plays. Judas’s end and its theological interpretation do not just
show us what became of Judas; it reveals to us the danger that the Judas within us
poses for ourselves and for the world.

Dramatic theological interpretation enables us to understand other biblical
sayings that seem very harsh or unbalanced (for example, against those that cause
the little ones to sin, against Scribes and Pharisees, against the Jews) and the
dramatic models’ assignment of a negative image of God to Jesus’ opponents in
the same way: they do not refer to individuals or whole classes of individuals, but

35The account in Acts 1: 16-18, which is part of a sermon by Peter, mentions no suicide. So this
historical detail can be seen as insignificant. The theological qualifications of Judas’s death by the
Gospel of Matthew and by the Acts of the Apostles concur, however, so on this level we have a
common understanding. .

86Compare with Second Vatican Council; 4d Gentes [Decree on Mission Activity of the
Church] 7; Nostra Aetate [Declaration on the Relation to Non-Christian Religions]l; Lumen
Gentium [Dogmatic Constitution on the Church] 16; Gaudium et Spes [Pastoral Constitution on
the Church in the Modern World] 22.
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to a mind-set and activity that is depicted in a revelatory role by these persons or
groups, but that may be repeated until the end of time. This does not make these
references unproblematic, yet I do think it places them in a different perspective.
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4. CONCLUSION

I hope 1 have provided an overview of Raymund Schwager’s type of dramatic
theology and suggested his importance as a Jesuit thinker. I cannot elaborate on
all the repercussions his approach, but let me mention some possible areas of its
significance for future theological exploration: a new contribution to the
discussion between historical-critical exegesis/biblical theology and systematic
theology, a suggestive construction of the relationship between Old and New
Testaments within Christian theology, and, analogously, of the relation between
Christianity and Judaism. Schwager’s dramatic theology takes a clear stance on
the meaning of the cross and God’s will in the crucifixion with consequences
ranging from everyday spirituality to the understanding of Christian martyrdom,
and it offers an illuminating reframing of questions about war and peace. Notice
that the few named are all related to the notion of sacrifice.

But above all it is a way of showing theology’s relevance for everyday life,
for reading and deciphering one’s own ongoing drama with God and the world,
and thus it is part of St. Ignatius’s endeavor to find God in all things.
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