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Pastoral Psychology, Vol. 43, No. 3, 1995

Where I Live Is How I Work

James N. Poling!?

Pastoral and practical theology have been criticized for psychologizing
and individualizing religious experience and thus reinforcing the gender,
race and class biases of theology. This article suggests some ways scholars
in this field should attend more carefully to social analysis. I owe much of
my understanding of social analysis to my colleague, Toinette Eugene,
womanist scholar, whose articles on appropriation and reciprocity were
published as “On ‘Difference’ and the Dream of Pluralist Feminism,” and
“To Be of Use” (Eugene, 1992).

All scholars of the church write out of particular situations that define
their interests and purposes. For example, in the current debate over ho-
mosexuality and ordination, the heterosexual majority hopes to consolidate
its power and control in the church by eliminating the enormous gay and
lesbian creativity currently being expressed in every field today. All of us
have interests, whether acknowledged or not, that determine the various
positions we put forth for consideration by others. If the ideas we articulate
become normative, then our economic and social status in the church will
be improved.

However, the demands of truth and justice mean that we must ac-
knowledge our motives and desires so they can be accurately evaluated by
others. In this short paper, originally written for the American Academy
of Religion, I try to acknowledge some of the tensions between my con-
scious moral principles and my implicit social and material interests in the
hope that all of us can engage in this level of discussion as practical theo-
logians.

The conscious mora} foundation of my research can be expressed in
the following two principles. The first principle is our need to recognize
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the_moral claim of oppressed groups in the world who are becoming the
subjects of history and are rejecting objectification by the dominant power
structu.re. Women, persons of color, the poor, gays and lesbians, and others
are seizing the kairos to make history, not just be the objects of history.
For example, “The Central American Kairos means recognizing the poor
peol?le’s dignity, recognizing their right to be protagonists in their own lib-
eration, to be protagonists of a project of liberation for everybody, but es-
pecially for the most oppressed: women, Indians, Afroameri’cans.. i
(Kairos, 1988). What does it mean for me to do theological research as a
memb.er of the dominant oppressor class in the world when “the poor [are
breaking] into history as peoples who become the subjects of their own
liberation processes” (Kairos, 1988).

The second principle is the moral imperative of using gender, race and
class analyses as methodological principles and not only as content areas. In
my last project, The Abuse of Power (Poling, 1991), my main focus was on
women as subjects, and 1 attempted to use gender as a methodological prin-
ciple. My goal in the next project is to use both gender and race as theoretical
and methodological principles. To quote my colleague, Dr. Evelyn Kirkley
(1993), “I am part of a...generation [of religious scholars]...who seek not
only to reclaim the storics of the [oppressed voices of the poor, people of
color, gay men and lesbians and women], but to incorporate them into the
theoretical and methodological frameworks of [my research]... What are the
theoretical and methodological implications of doing [theology] as if race
gender and sexuality not only exist[ed], but matterfed]?” '

If these are my moral and theological commitments, what does it
mean to do such research as a member of the dominant oppressor class
at a time when the power of my social class is being challenged? How do
1 kn.ow whether my research is a genuine partnership for social transfor-
{_uation across the lines of class and power, or whether T covertly serve the
interests of the class to which I belong? The authors of God’s Fierce Whimsy
(1985, pp. 23-27) list four conditions of praxis: 1) accountability; 2) col-
laboration; 3) beginning with our own lives-in-relation; 4) divcrsit;f of cul-
tures; 5) shared commitment. I have faced some of the following issues in
my work as a scholar for the church and the academy.

1. My Own Life-In-Relation. What is my social location? What are the
power structures that define my social existence?

One does not make or remake anything alone; one cannot ignore the relations one

has. To know one’s self and one’s situation is to know ¥
has. : one’s compan It
it), is to know oneself with or against others. (Eugene, 1992, p. 9?) Y (o lack of

My job description at the seminary where I work is 30% teaching,
30% church and community work, 40% research and writing. If T follow

Where I Live Is How I Work ) 179

this plan exactly, I will spend most of my time with middle-class, white
folks with college and graduate degrees who are professionals in teaching,
medicine, law, mental health and ministry. My job is to educate leadership
so that the middle-class, mainline churches will thrive, to lead workshops
to help church leaders solve church problems, and to write articles and
books that help keep the church and academy be conversant with problems
such as family life and violence. T also must succeed in professional and
academic groups made up of highly educated intellectuals and specialists
in seminaries and universities. There are dangers from two sides. Several
years ago a student greeted me in the hallway by saying, “There goes that
professor who writes books no one can read.” This is the church saying
that my research in practical theology cannot be understood (Poling and
Miller, 1985; Poling and Mudge, 1987). But recently a colleague at the
seminary said to me, “We can’t organize our program around one professor
who has a faddish book.” What he meant was that my research about family
violence is not academically respectable. These statements are hints about
the boundaries of my job description. My teaching, workshops and articles
must be accessible to the church, and they must be competent in scholarly
circles. Failure to come up to both standards elicits deviancy-control. And
neither standard supports genuine community or solidarity with oppressed
groups.
2. Accountability For Justice. How am I accountable to groups outside
my own social location — gendet, race, class, sexuality?

In discussing these questions, Barbara Smith challenges feminist and
womanist scholars in language that should be directed at male scholars as
well.

The grassroots/community women's movement has given women’s studies its life.
How do we relate to it? How do we bring our gifts and our educational privilege
back to it? Do we realize how very much there is to learn in doing this essential
work? Ask yourself what the women’s movement is working on in your...city. Are
you a part of it? Ask yourself which women are living in the worst conditions in
your town and how your work positively affects and directly touches their lives. If
it doesn’t, why not? (Eugene, 1992, p. 94)

You can see the problem immediately. My social location in a theo-
iogical school supported by the church creates an accountability structure
in one direction: toward a middle-class, white, educated, religious and aca-
demic patriarchal constituency. My conscious moral commitments require
accountability to groups that are not represented in the power structures
of my present social location. I have made an effort to correct the system-
atic ideological, economic, and religious distortions of my social location
in several ways. I attend monthly meetings of mental health professionals
who are in solidarity with survivors of sexual abuse (95% women). I provide
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s so that I get the attention I need to build my reputation
hard issues. But I am seldom as honest

about my social location as I am in this paper. If one follows the trajectory
of my research, it starts with the witness of faith in the midst of intense
suffering by women, African Americans and Nicaraguans. I become emo-
tiopally involved with these stories until 1 am able to usc their insights in
my teaching and publications. Middle-class people in church and academy
find my ideas interesting and use these ideas in their conversations and

ministrics in the community. The source of a lot of my creativity is found

in communities of resistance. But the beneficiaries are the middle-class
d who has the

white people against whom these communities resist. An

power to hold me accountable for my work? Psychologically, I try to iden-
tify with oppressed groups, but materially I am bonded to the oppressor
groups. The white church and academy pay my salary, send me on sabbati-
cals, and read my books. This is the classic story of appropriation, but do

1 own my role in this process of appropriation? As Eugene asks {1992, p.

98), what would true reciprocify entail? .
4. Who benefits from my work? What are
benefits of my work? Who gets these benefits?

The answer to my question about the options for dealing with the problem of dif-
ference lies in the emphasis and the kinds of work that will Lift oppression not only
from women, but from all oppressed people: poor and working class people, people
of color in this country and in the colonized Third ‘World. If lifting this oppression
is not a priority, then it is problematic whether we are really and authentically able

10 discuss appropriation and reciprocity in our work. (Eugene, 1992, p. 94)

ing in 18th and 19th century

as a courageous spirit facing the

the intellectual and material

1 have been troubled by my recent read
historical research about the slavery debates. Historians are beginning to
understand the two positions — abolition and pro-slavery — as interde-
pendent: that is, they each needed the other in order fo maintain their
status and keep the nation as it was. Without this debate, slavery might
not have survived for 350 years. The role of the conservatives was obvious:
to defend slavery and destroy the arguments against slavery that came from
their enemies. The role of the liberals was less obvious. In spite of the fact
that they justified their rhetoric as anti-slavery, liberals actually anticipated
and identified the intellectual problems that threatened slavery as an in-
stitution. For example, the liberals argued that since Africans were human
beings, they should be evangelized into the Christian faith so they could
benefit from its civilizing influence. In response, the conservatives argued
that even if Africans were human beings, they were inferior, and if they
were baptized as Christians, their natural and happy state was slavery. The
liberals generally agreed that Africans were inferior to Buro-Americans and
that the races were better off segregated. One of their “solutions to the
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African problem” was colonization of the slaves back to Africa so that their
Christian faith would bring the values of civilization to Africa (Frederick-
son, 1971, p. 51). White supremacy was developed as a self-conscious ide-
clogy through the debate between liberals and conservatives which created
the foundation for modern racist oppression. Therefore, liberals who op-
posed slavery were crucial in the formation of white supremacy as a modern
ideology. A contemporary equivalent is the 1965 Moynihan Report on the
Black family (Rainwater and Yancey, 1967) which argued from a liberal
perspective that the current problems in the Black community were caused
by the breakdown of the family rather than economic exploitation and white
racism. This provided the intellectual foundation for conservative attacks
on Black communities in the 1980’s (Davis, 1990).

Who benefits from the theorotical work of white male intellectuals
fike me? I fancy that 1 am working for change in our society in which all
groups can live together in harmony and diversity. But what if T am part
of the intellectual vanguard whose job is to identify the dangers and con-
tradictions of the dominant ideology before it collapses? My job is to go
as far as possible into the wilderness without losing my material connec-
tions, and then report back on what I have seen and heard. Then others
can develop the weapons and strategies that help our social class survive.
This military image is a deliberate analogy. Scouts are paid by the con-
quering army to warn the main body of upcoming problems and dangers.
Sometimes the scouts get romantic about their experience and forget which
side they are on. The 1993 movie, “Dances with Wolves” is an example of
such forgetting, Perhaps those of us doing research on oppression are work-
ing for the dominant class in spite of our conscious moral commitments,
One of the terms from critical theory for this process is “co-optation.”

One of the most powerful themes of this new historicism has been the idea that
societies exert control over their subjects not just by imposing constraints on them

but by predetermining the ways they attempt to rebel against those constraints, by
co-opting their strategies of dissent. (Veeser, 1989, p. 168)

To push this analogy further we should ask about the material benefits
of research. If T am successful in appropriating ideas from oppressed groups
and using the stories, symbols, and arguments to challenge the dominant
group of which I am a part, who benefits materially? First of all, I benefit.
I have just experienced such a benefit. As a result of my recent book, I
was promoted, and the type of invitations and workshops I am invited to
do are more lucrative and more interesting. While I have shared a certain
percentage of my increase with people and agencies that focus directly on
the needs of the oppressed, my own gain is great. My social status and
marketability have gone up. The opportunities are more interesting. Sec-
ond, my seminary has benefitted. The ability of my school to recruit stu-
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