he gift came when I was about twelve, though I didn’t
consider it a blessing at the time. Our town’s most
prominent woman employed me as her gardener. Tend-
ing her petunias one day, I overheard her tell a friend that
she thought that Bobby Benne would make a fine pastor. I
almost fell on my trowel. Mrs. Hasebroock had just trans-
mitted the voice of God to me. I knew it was the voice of
God because becoming a pastor was the last thing I wanted
to do. I wanted to become a coach, since my life was so
caught up in athletics. But from that moment I was hooked.
I'knew what I had to do. To quote Dag Hammaskjold from
his famous Markings, I said “yes” to that summons and “from
that moment on I was certain that existence is meaningful
and that, therefore, my life, in self-surrender, had a goal.”
Indeed, I think a sense of calling from a transcendent
source—from God—is perhaps the most powerful “proof™
of the existence of God. At least I have wagered my life
that the call was authentic. Of course we have more than
one calling in life, at least two of which are more impor-
tant than our calling to a certain kind of work. One is our
calling to marriage and/or family life, which has far more
effect on the world than our intellectual contributions. The
other is our calling to life in the church, which has eternal
ramifications. We are also called to citizenship, but those
three other callings are not what I am talking about today.
I grew up in an all-German town where you were either
Lutheran or Catholic; I didn’t see a live Presbyterian until
I went off to college. If you were Lutheran you likely went
to the nearby Lutheran school, Midland College, especially
if you were going to prepare for the ordained ministry.
Education at Midland was pretty much memorizing what
the text and professor said. But two things led to a lively
intellectual awakening. First was an incredible gathering of
bright students who engaged in late-night bull sessions on
every topic imaginable. Conversation in class never came
close to the vitality of those night-time forays. Most of my
conversation partners became professors, doctors, and pas-
tors. The other influence was a newly minted PH.D. from
Hartford Divinity School, who had us read Reinhold Nie-
buhr in Christian ethics and Emil Brunner in Christian
theology. Both were required courses.
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I was blown away. In his Interpretation of Christian Eth-
ics, Niebuhr relates Christian ethical norms to econom-
ics, politics, and culture. He sharply criticizes conservative
and liberal theological ethics and develops his own version
of Christian realism. I was so excited that I took honors
courses from the new prof in both Niebuhr and Kierke-
gaard. I picked up enough firepower in those courses to
impress the Fulbright Commission and Woodrow Wilson
Foundation and went off—right after marriage in August
of 1959—to Germany to study theological ethics.

What a time to study that subject in Germany, which was
still recovering from the horrendous collapse of humane
ethics and politics in Nazi Germany. A couple of my teach-
ers had been under house arrest. During that time I got
to hear and meet Rudolf Bultmann, Karl Barth, and Paul
Althaus, among other great worthies. An irony of my life
is that I met and heard in person some European “greats”
who had little influence on me, while those Americans who
really did influence me—H. Richard and Reinhold Nie-
buhr—I never got the chance to meet in person.

Then off to the University of Chicago Divinity School
in the fall of 1960. The Div School had just established
what it called “dialogical fields”—ethics and society, reli-
gion and personality, religion and art, history of religions,
along with the traditional fields. The school was loaded
with bright and intellectually passionate students as well as
a world-class faculty. I have never since experienced such
consistent intellectual excitement and vitality as in those
years. Not only was the intellectual life bracing, but society
was in an idealistic upswing touched off by the election of
John F. Kennedy and the sense that America could rather
soon overcome its problems of racism and poverty. The civil
rights and community organization movements were elec-
trifying Chicago. My teachers were activists; I was an activ-
ist. I shook Martin Luther King Jr.’s hand and participated
in his marches, open housing movement, and Operation
Breadbasket, an effort led locally by a young Jesse Jackson
to get blacks a share of the Chicago economic pie.

But it was the intellectual life that captivated me and
bent my calling from the ordained ministry to becoming a
Christian teacher and writer. I entered the M.A. and PHD.




program in Ethics and Society, a field
in which we had to master at least two
major theological ethicists and to focus
on a secular field in the university so
intently that we could reach the M.A.
level of competence in that field. I
chose Reinhold Niebuhr and Dietrich
Bonhoeffer. We had to get so inside
their minds that we could think the
way they thought. It was a great exer-
cise in close and intensive reading.

Then of course we were to relate
that internalized theological perspec-
tive to many fields of inquiry and
issues. We had ample chance to do
that since we had to pass seven com-
prehensive exams even to get into the
Master’s program. So we had much
practice in relating our theological
perspective—in my case, Lutheran/
Niebuhnian—to psychology, litera-
ture, sociology, and political science.
Doing such faith-reason engagement
was necessary to pass the comps. My
Pr.D. thesis was a theological critique
of the concept of responsibility in
three theories of mass society—Han-
nah Arendt, Wiliam Lloyd Warner,
and William Kornhauser. It remains
unread in blessed obscurity. It was
pedantic and turgid, but it was a disci-
plined exercise in faith and reason.

So I got my faith-learning engage-
ment from the liberal Protestants at
the University of Chicago Divin-
ity School. In that time I also had to
come up with what I meant by faith
and reason. Let’s take “faith” first.
Like a good Lutheran ought, I hold
that faith has two dimensions, the ver-
tical (before God) and the horizontal
(before humanity in the realm of his-
tory). In the first sense, a Christian has
faith that God has acted decisively in
Christ for our salvation. Moreover,
since Christ makes sense only in the
context of the Old Testament (God
the Father) and in the ongoing life of
the church (the Holy Spirit), Chris-
tian faith is trinitarian faith, the dea-
sive revelation being given in Christ.
Human reason is very important in
trying to understand the revelation
and actions of the Holy Trinity in the
drama of redemption, but it is not the

starting point; the revelation of the tri-
une God is. If reason tries to ascend to
God, it becomes a whore.

However, faith also has a horizontal
meaning. It has practical relevance to
our historical existence, including our
life in the academic world. As a Chris-
tian I have faith that the long reflection
on the meaning of God’s revelation of
Himself in that drama of redemption
has built up an intellectual tradition
of amazing wisdom and power. Reason
has been used to understand and extend the
meaning of revelation in ways that make it
supremely relevant to the academic endeavor.
So faith employs reason to understand
revelation and to amplify and extend
its meaning.

Faith-informed reason addresses
the central questions of life—where we
come from, where we are going, what
our nature is, what our predicament
1s, how we are saved, the nature of
nature, the nature of history, how we
should live, what purposes we have in
this life. Not only is faith-informed rea-
son central, it strives toward compre-
hensiveness. The thoughtful Christian
tries to extend the Christian canopy of
meaning over politics, society, culture,
all fields of secular inquiry.

It would be idiotic to believe that
the Bible or theology can fill in all the
spaces below that canopy. The secu-
lar fields supply the required material
for theology to use as it strives toward
comprehensiveness. It engages politi-
cal science, economics, literature. It
works at finding convergences and
divergences. Part of its work is ana-
lytical, discovering and critiquing the
underlying principles and methods of
the secular field it is engaging. That
is, it aims at discovering the underly-
ing faith—unprovable assumptions—
upon which the secular field is based.
It knows that in every field of secular
inquiry there are faith assumptions.
So secular reason is also based on a
certain kind of faith.

Theology—and in my case, theo-
logical ethics—engages the secular
fields in lively interaction. One could
say that one faith engages another,
both using a lot of reason. Some psy-

chologies, for example, cannot fit at all
well with Christian convictions about
human nature. Others are more com-
patible. In this engagement I tend to
follow the Lutheran tradition that does
not expect a full integration of faith
and reason 1n this life. Both Reformed
and Catholic traditions tend toward
integration. Lutherans aim at that
integration but are more willing to live
with a lot of uncertainty. “Engage-
ment” is a better word for a Lutheran
to use than “integration” in the inter-
action of faith and reason.

Nevertheless, 1 believe that the
Christian vision—its theological artic-
ulation—makes a truth claim that is
unsurpassable for me. There is a lot of
messiness and uncertainty in the whole
scheme, but I hold the Christian claim
to be true. The liberal Protestants I
trained with were less likely to hold
to the unsurpassability of the Chris-
tian vision. Many of them thought
that Whiteheadian philosophy was
more compelling than the Christian
vision, and therefore they altered their
interpretation of Christian theology
dramatically. Some accommodated to
existentialism so much that many of
the central claims of Christianity had
to be given up. This stll 1s a tendency
of liberal Christianity: viewing Christ
through the prism of contemporary
thought so thoroughly that Christ is
irretrievably altered. Christ 1s accom-
modated into high intellectual cul-
ture.

Well, you can see that with that sort
of training, I would go on to teach and
write in ways that featured a wvigor-
ous engagement of faith and reason.
Indeed, this engagement became my
calling—relating the Christian reli-
gion to various facets of society. One
could call this enterprise “practical
theology.” The first facet of that call-
ing was teaching. I was lucky enough
to get a job teaching in a seminary—
the Lutheran School of Theology
at Chicago—right out of graduate
school when I was twenty-eight. I was
brim full of intellectual energy and
enthusiastic social activism. In my
first year I convinced the vast majority

LutHErRAN FORUM 5




of the senior class at the seminary to
enter into urban ministry even though
most were not fit for it. I had no ner-
vous first steps in my teaching career;
I camc on like gangbusters. I peaked
carly.

[ did well enough as a temporary
hire that the seminary called me to a
permancnt position at the seminary.
By this ume 1 had come to the con-
clusion that the ordained ministry was
not for me, but rather I was called to be
a lay Christian teacher, (o “equip the
saints for ministry” (Ephesians 4:12). 1
spent seventeen years at the seminary
teaching Christian ethics, church and
socicty, Christianity and economics,
Christianity and film. Many courses
were dialogical. I remained at the
scminary in Chicago until 1982, when
I went to Roanoke College.

My teaching at the college also
focused on the basics of the field:
Christian ethics in both their per-
sonal and social expressions. Indeed,
[ found the need to teach the basics so
compelling that soon after I got there I
wrote a text on the Christian life, Ordi-
nary Sawnts: An Introduction to the Christian
Life. But my teaching was also char-
acterized by this engagement of the
Christian intellectual and moral tradi-
tion with “secular” fields. Bobbye Au
and I developed and taught a course
called Religion and Contemporary
Literature. Ben Huddle and I did Sci-
entific Milestones and Millstones in
the whammo Honors Curriculum we
developed in the mid-1980s. Ned Wis-
nefske, Hans Zorn, and I did Forma-
tive Visions, a combined religion and
philosophy course in that same curric-
ulum. I taught religion and film, busi-
ness ethics, capitalism and justice, in
which I used the text I wrote before I
came to Roanoke. The Values course,
which we taught for many years, was
full of such engagement.

However, teaching was only part
of my calling I thought I had ideas
to share in articles and books. While
I never purported to be a creative
theologian or an original ethicist, I
was good at relating the Lutheran/
Niebuhrian ethic to lots of different
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worldly topics. I am pretty good at
practical theology. I lecture widely and
often develop the lectures into books.
Then I lecture more about the topics
have written about.

I have written eleven books and
only two of them are straightforward
explications of Christian theological
ethics—the already mentioned Ordi-
nary Saints and The Paradoxical Vision:
A Public Theology for the Twenty-first Cen-
tury. But even in those I couldn’t resist
sketching a context for the Christian
task that relied on the work of Rob-
ert Bellah, a social philosopher. The
rest relate the Christian vision to other
fields of learning, often taking a polem-
ical tone. I took up the debate that
raged in the 1980s concerning capital-
ism in a book called The Ethic of Demo-
cratic Capitalism: A Moral Reassessment. 1
worked harder on that book than any
other I have written because I had to
absorb a lot of economic material as
well as the theory of justice of John
Rawls. It got the most reviews of any
book I have written (fifty-some) and
made something of a splash—1I was
featured in Time and Newsweek—
because I challenged the overwhelm-
ing tendency of my fellow Christian
ethicists to assume that socialism was
the only economic system compatible
with Christian ethics.

Other books dealt with American
culture—Defining America: A Christian
Critique of the American Dream; film—
Seeing 1is Believing: Visions of Life Through
Film; Christian higher education—
Quality with Soul: How Six Premier Col-
leges and Universities Keep Faith with Their
Religious Traditions; the culture of the
1960s—Wandering in the Wilderness:
Chrnistians and the New Culture; and reli-
gion and politics—Good and Bad Ways
to Think about Religion and Politics, which
was published last year.

I have written hundreds of articles,
columns and op-eds, mostly having
to do with a Christian “take” on all
sorts of worldly topics and activities.
Just recently I had op-eds in The Phila-
delplia Inquirer, one a synopsis of my
book on religion and politics, which
brought a spirited, sometimes vitu-

perative, response from the newly
militant atheists of America, who fer-
vently believe that Christians should
keep their values out of the public
sphere. Another op-ed dealt with the
problems that emerge when universi-
ties get into the mass entertainment
business via big-time sports. After the
Penn State debacle, I rest my case. I
will continue this sort of writing, and
I have a major project for my retire-
ment years at Roanoke College. I
hope to complete a book on the col-
lege’s relation to its Christian heritage
throughout its history by the time of
its 175" birthday in 2017. That is also
the 500" anniversary of the Reforma-
tion, and my 80" birthday. All of this
depends on the providence of God, of
course.

In addition to teaching and writing,
I have had the chance through Roa-
noke’s Center for Religion and Soci-
ety to invite umpteen dozen speakers
on topics that involve faith and reason,
religion and culture. This Faith and
Reason series is one of the initiatives
of the Center.

Besides doing what the Lord called
me to do, the main thrust behind my
teaching and writing is a search for
wholeness. Truth is one, yet worldly
claims are many. A Christian who
believes in the centrality, comprehen-
siveness, and unsurpassibility of the
Christian vision seems obliged to try
to make sense of the whole, to be a
whole person, to fit things together as
much as possible. Doing so is an end
in itself; it is internally satisfying. I've
never lost my desire and interest in the
project. As far as ’m concerned, stu-
dents can listen in to what I am think-
ing. But this means the engagement of
faith and reason. It also seems to me
that all faiths—including non-religious
ones—ought to have the same sort of
drive toward wholeness and integrity.
That is why I have been motivated to
run a series on Faith and Reason as an
important activity in the intellectual
life of Roanoke College.

The most interesting part is yet to
come. I have had two major transitions
in life that have altered dramatically




my sense of who I am existentially but
also who I am as a teacher and writer.
Both transitions had a painful and an
uplifting side to them.

The first transition was a stupendous
one. I entered teaching in 1965 at the
apex of what I call “liberal idealism.”
We were part of a great movement
that seemed poised to eradicate pov-
erty and racism, to rebuild the Ameri-
can cities. My doctor-father wrote a
famous book called The New Creation
as Metropolss. 1 vigorously taught and
wrote out of that exciting Social Gos-
pel perspective. I started teaching on
the sleepy campus of the Rock Island
branch of the Lutheran School of
Theology and for two years basked
in the excitement of being the young
“house radical.” I was very persuasive,
even to myself. I’ve never again been
so exhortative in my teaching as I was
then. I was a true believer and I didn’t
have any compunctions about sharing
that truth with my students. Thart lib-
eral idealism continued the first couple
of years at our new campus adjacent
to the University of Chicago. It was
wonderful. What a stroke to the ego to
be on the “cutting edge of history.”

Then came the 1960s, which is
really the decade from 1965 to 1975.
Everything blew sky-high, especially
i that center of the 60s revolution,
Chicago. The assassinations of Martin
Luther King and Robert Kennedy in
one horrible year, 1968. The Chicago
Democratic Convention of the sum-
mer of 1968, urban riots, Black Power,
the anti-war movement, the student
revolution, the rise of feminism, gay
liberation. In this fiery crucible the
liberal idealism that I was wedded to
disappeared; real radicalism took its
place. The Chicago Seven, whom I
invited to our campus, operated in our
neighborhood. The Weathermen did
too, but I didn’t invite them. Jesse Jack-
son’s Operation Breadbasket became
the all-black pusH. Malcolm X—with
an escort of sunglassed heavies—often
walked by our apartment on the way
to the Black Muslim mosque down the
street. I heard him lecture at the Uni-
versity of Chicago where he warned

of the fire to come. Students—full of
bad conscience because they were on
the lam from the draft—flooded our
seminary and demanded that it be
as radical as the overheated political
atmosphere.

I kept moving to the left to keep up
my reputation but found it more and
more difficult to do that, as the left
kept moving further toward extrem-
ism. I have vivid memories of cogni-
tive and spiritual dissonance. I went
to an anti-war rally in Washington
only to find out that the majority of
marchers actually hated America and
wanted the Viet Cong to win. The
area around the Washington Monu-
ment was a tent-city replete with big
Jugs of wine, marijuana smoke waft-
ing to the sky, and fornicating couples
on the lawn. Wow. This was not what
I had in mind. This was not what I
believed. Who was I really?

One night I went to a rally in
Hyde Park (the University and semi-
nary neighborhood) and protester
after protester got up to harangue
and summons us to revolution, end-
ing each exhortation with “Power to
the People.” Walking home that night
I realized two things. One, if power
really were given to the people at that
point in history, the first casualty of
people power would be the protesters.
At the very least, they would get Rich-
ard Nixon instead of revolution. But
the other realization was personal: the
role I has been trying to play was not
what 1 believed. I felt dishonest and
phony. On the way home that evening
I decided to tell my dean the next day
that he would be hearing some strange
things from me in the following months
because I was going to “call them as I
saw them” honestly.

So I did start calling them as I saw
them. It was very painful. Students and
faculty were shocked and angered. I
found myself repeatedly on the wrong
side of history. I found great comfort
in reading the neo-conservative intel-
lectuals that were emerging: Irving
Kristol, Norman Podhoretz, Michael
Novak, Richard John Neuhaus. 1
found their thinking much closer to

what I was thinking. I began to write
in the neo-conservative vein. I wrote
a measured defense of capitalism,
which made the students so angry that
they boycotted a class I was offering in
Christianity and capitalism. Though I
had few allies in the seminary—most
were embarrassed by me—1 felt a lot
better about myself. It was good to get
external actions and internal convic-
tions in sync, even though I might be
wrong.

In all this I began using differ-
ent themes Lutheran/
Niebuhrian perspective even as I
reaffirmed my adherence to classical,
orthodox Christian faith. So, much of
my writing—though not so much of
my teaching—has issued from a con-
servative Christian theological and
political perspective. While I am not
bashful in teaching classical Christian
ethics in the classroom, I am much
more circumspect in the classroom
about my political opinions. 1T know
Chnstians of good will and intelli-
gence can disagree about them. Stu-
dents need room to disagree. In my
writing I don’t feel as constrained.

Perhaps I came out of this transi-
tion too consistently conservative, but
I comfort myself in the belief that stu-
dents and readers do not take us all
that seriously after all. And in a few
years our little outpourings will be lost
in the dustbin of history. So we might
as well “sin boldly” now, while we
have the floor. We live in hope that our
teaching and writing contribute to the
kingdom of God in some hidden way.

In all this I have conceived of myself
as a lay Christian exercising his calling
in practical theology. I have never pre-
tended to—nor wanted to—speak for
the whole church, though I would not
object to Lutheran churches athrming
and using my basic Christian ethics
texts. An irony of life is that the Lems
pays much more heed to my work in
basic ethics than the church to which
I have belonged. As far as my more
polemical or “political” works, I am
content to offer them up as the reflec-
tions of a lay Christian intellectual. 1
write for pastors, educated lay folks,

from my
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students, and the public. T am far too
aware of the many steps an argument
takes when moving from core con-
victions to public policy to claim too
much for my views. So I contribute to
a larger conversation, though it is hard
to sce where I may be wrong,

The great 1960s transition in time
had cnormous effects on the church
in which I grew up and taught for
many years. Beside the general ten-
dency of religious traditions to
accommodate to culture over time,
the Lutheran Church in America
and then the Evangelical Lutheran
Church in America have been dra-
matically affected by the liberationist
themes of the 60s, which did indeed
make a “march through the institu-
tions.” Anti-imperialism and religious
pluralism have undercut evangelism,
especially pioneer evangelism among
those who have never heard the gos-
pel. The ELcA left the great tradition
of Christian sexual ethics under great
pressurc from feminist and gay lib-
crationist movements. What is worse,
they left it without compelling bibli-
cal or theological reasons; that, in a
church that has prided itself on having
a rich theological heritage. Multicul-
turalism and feminism cast suspicion
on the theological enterprise itself]
sentencing it to the margins of the
church. The church sounds and acts
like one more declining liberal Prot-
estant denomination. My alienation
from that church is pretty complete
and I [eel like a Lutheran in search of
a church, though I continue to find a
fine home at the parish level.

Back to the other major transition,
which was not as wrenching. Moving
to Roanoke College after teaching at
a seminary for seventeen years altered
the trajectory of my life and work
dramatically. One of the delights of
Roanoke College was that it was not
politicized in the way the seminary
was. There was no college party line,
which I found very liberating. (I {ear
this 1s slowly changing, but it has not
yet reached an alarming level.)

The first thing I noticed was that
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students had little background in
Christian theology or ethics, so I had
to focus more on the basics. I began
planning to write an introduction to
the Christian life, which I did on my
first sabbatical in 1985-86. In the
introductory Values class we had to
work on the basics, too. 90% of class-
room teaching is helping the students
understand what the text is saying. But
I do not have contempt for that sort
of teaching. That’s essentially what we
are about. Yet one has to find outlets
for more expansive and creative efforts
in thinking and writing. So we have to
read and write, and that connects with
all that I mentioned earlier about the
engagement of faith and reason.

Coming to Roanoke also altered
the course of my intellectual interests.
The difference between the church-
related college of the 1950s (Midland)
and that of the 1980s (Roanoke) was
an incredible stimulus to think about
the secularization of religious col-
leges and what could be done to stave
it oft’ or, if it had happened, to find
significant ways to reconnect with its
religious heritage. I have spent much
time writing in this area and consult-
ing with many church-related col-
leges that want to maintain their soul.
This has been another exercise in the
engagement of faith and reason.

A passion for the engagement of
faith and reason has to have some
anchoring in a particular faith. In my
case, and in the heritage of Roanoke
College, that is the Christian faith as
construed by the Lutheran tradition.
One of the disturbing things I found
upon my arrival in 1982 was that the
faith that had created Roanoke Col-
lege and conditioned its history was
disappearing rather quickly in the edu-
cational life and ethos of the college.
Norm Fintel, college president from
1975 to 1989, recognized that trend
and recruited me to come help. So the
concern for faith-reason engagement
took on an inescapable institutional
dimension for me. It wasn’t enough
to carry on that project in my private
time. Of course, I was not the only

one with these concerns. Some oth-
ers were too and we began efforts to
reconnect the college in a meaningful
way to its Christian heritage, knowing
full well that we could not become a
robust, thoroughly religious college
such as, for example, a Wheaton or
a Calvin. But we could get a place at
the table, a voice among many others.
Indeed, I have come to call our strat-
egy at Roanoke College “intentional
pluralism,” which is yet something of
a partially realized vision. Part of that
strategy has been to recruit Lutheran
donors for endowed chairs and other
religious functions—the chaplaincy,
for example.

Thus, the Christian vision has a
place at the Roanoke table and it has
been expressed to a gratifying degree,
at least in my reckoning. Some of the
best teaching, public arguments, and
productive scholarship issue from those
with Christian convictions, and they
are here by conscious selection. Some,
though, are here by coincidence, or
perhaps by divine providence—we
had little to do with them popping up
here at Roanoke. I do believe the col-
lege has to attend to some sort of affir-
mative action for Lutherans, however.
If we claim to honor our Lutheran
heritage it will seem odd to have no
Lutherans to embody it. On the other
hand, Lutherans in particular and
Christians in general certainly do have
a place at the table, and that makes
the conversation more lively for all
concerned. The engagement of faith

and reason at Roanoke will continue.
I

RoBERT D. BENNE is Jordan Trexler
Professor of Religion Emeritus and
Founding Director of the Center for
Religion and Society at Roanoke Col-
lege in Salem, Virginia. The Center
has recently been re-named the Rob-
ert D. Benne Center for Religion and
Society in his honor. This lecture was
delivered at the Center’s Faith and
Reason Colloquium.




