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ABSTRACT: Before assessing contemporary technology for the theological
enterprise, it is necessary for theological educators to explore their own
presuppositions about technology in order to engage in theological reflection on
technology. Teaching across the digital divide we may begin from a perspective
of suspicion not shared by our students. How does a phronetic perspective
prepare us not only to teach with technology but also to theologize from
technology in a more missional and appreciative manner?

Introduction: My technological location

Modesty is a valued commodity in the theological enterprise. When
attempting to reflect upon technology, this theological virtue—which
Thomas Aquinas thought held a certain pride of place in “the movement of the
mind towards some excellence”'—becomes requisite. While I do not consider
myself digitally challenged, my theological métier is definitely not to be found
at the intersection of science and theology. Rather, I am more of a Roman
Catholic practical theologian who specializes in worship and the arts. These
reflections, therefore, are not those of a technological specialist but more so of
amiddle aged, academic who is a digital amateur in the original sense of that
word, for I do have a certain affinity for, even attachment to, technology.

With two other colleagues, I acquired my first computer in 1983 while
writing a dissertation in Paris. There was some irony deciphering medieval
manuscripts by day and inputting transcriptions at night on our IBM with dual
floppy disk drive and astounding 64K memory. Over the years, I made the
usual trek through the computer revolution from monochrome to color moni-
tors to flat screens, accompanied by increasingly larger hard drives, smaller
laptops, and the usual array of external drives, hand held devices, and other
peripherals.

My personal pilgrimage paralleled an eventual commitment by my insti-
tution to digital technology boosted by a generous grant from Lilly Endow-
ment. Because of that combination, I now teach in smart classrooms, am
relatively adept at animating PowerPoint presentations, do most of my advis-
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ing by email, and have recently converted my aging file of photocopied articles
toaPDFlibrary of nearly 1,000 titles. My graduate courses have been posted on
two generations of Blackboard and now reside in cyberspace thanks to Moodle.

Like many of my colleagues, I am not a digital dinosaur. I have acquired
some fluency, first with word processing, then with digitally enhanced teach-
ing and even Internet research. While not exactly in the technological Stone
Age, however, my middle-aged colleagues and I still speak “digital” as a
second language. We remember radio B-TV (before television), grew up on
pinball rather than video games, and still intuit that a telephone—even a
cellular one—is designed for making telephone calls—not a platform for text
messaging, weather reports, portable music, or photography.

Asaconsequence, my technological context—and that of many colleagues—
is increasingly different from that of our students and their age cohort. This is
true not only of students from dominant culture U.S. but also increasingly true
of other domestic and international students. Consequently, rather than at-
tempting somebreezy assessment of technology’s contribution to or unsuitabil-
ity for the theological enterprise,” it may be more useful to consider how those
of us engaged in theological education reflect theologically upon technology.
These ruminations are particularly addressed to colleagues like myself who—
according to available data’—still comprise the bulk of the faculties engaged in
theological education in the United States today. Maybe if we can attend to our
own theological presuppositions about technology and understand how such
preconceptions affect not only how we teach but also what we teach, then
perhaps we can enable our students to acquire the habitus for doing the same
even more effectively than we do.

Defining technology

A requisite step before launching into any theological reflection upon
technology is defining it. While the popular imagination often posits technol-
ogy as synonymous with digital—treating it as though a late twentieth-century
invention—technology is an ancient and enduring facet of human civilization.
If culture can be considered what we make of creation,* technology could
certainly be considered how we achieve this cultural fashioning. Generally
understood as the process by which we produce tools for shaping our environ-
ment, technology—along with the arts—canberegarded as one of theenduring
marks of civilization.> While it is true that nonhumanoid species have em-
ployed, even produced, “tools,”® there is little evidence that such tool-making
advances the species in any dramatic way but rather remains more a repetitive
than developmental aspect of such species. With humans, on the other hand, it
is the advancement of technology that increasingly shapes our collective
history.
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It was Aristotle (d. 322 BCE) who offered the West not only an enduring
epistemological framework for thinking about “technology” but an ethical one
aswell. Inhis Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle distinguished among three domains
of knowing, corresponding to three states of knowing. Theoria (theory) is
concerned with the “what” of existence and the eternal universals that undergird
such existence. Its complimentary state of knowing is episteme. In its fullness,
this type of knowing belongs to the gods but is also the goal of the philosopher.
Theoria is its own goal and has little to do with the way we are to be in the world.

Radically different from the theoretical are two types of practical knowl-
edge. Rather than concerned with the “what” of existence, these types of
knowledge more attend to the “how” of acting in this existence. Phronesis
(practical wisdom) and its complimentary state of knowing, praxis (doing), are
concerned with acting in the world and the ethical consequences of those
actions. Praxis in Aristotle’s sense is thus not simple practice but an activity
joined with a clear intention for the human good. Aristotle distinguishes this
type of knowing and action from techne (skill) and its complimentary state of
knowing, poiesis (poetry), which is concerned with the fabrication and use of
things.

Over the past decade there has been a growing emphasis on recovering
phronesis, or practical wisdom, asboth amodel and a goal for higher education.
Among theological educators, Bernard Lee has made the case for the priority
of phronesis over episteme, not only in theology but for the broader educational
enterprise as well.” He has further argued that phronesis/praxis should always
have a mediating role in theology, disallowing any direct move from theory to
practice. Lee opines, “It is never enough to know how to do it and to do it. We
need to know whether the kind of life we believe all people should be living will
benefit from the doing.”®

Lee’s Aristotelian reconfiguration provides a lens for offering a prelimi-
nary definition of technology from a theological perspective. Theologically
speaking, technology cannot simply be techne, for as Lee remarks, while “techne
is not wrong, we’d not get far withoutit . . . without tenacious connections to
praxis and theoria, techne is a loose canon.”® Thus, from a theological perspec-
tive, technology is any process, tool, or other human fabrication that affects
people’s well being; it is more praxis than techne requiring phronesis rather than
simple poiesis.

Examining our theological anthropologies

Thinking theologically about technology requires us to examine some of
the presuppositions we bring to this reflection. I suspect that a significant
number of us bring a hermeneutic of suspicion to bear when pondering
contemporary technology. For example, those of us more comfortable with
word processing than website construction may approach the Internet with
more crinkled brow than hopeful anticipation. A few years ago my faculty
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chose technology as the topic of our year-long faculty seminar. Through these
monthly gatherings, various colleagues demonstrated how they were using
technology—mostly Blackboard, PowerPoint, and the Internet—in their classes.
One of the questions that surfaced most frequently was how to enable our
students to assess the vastamount of religious material on the Internet. A subtle
undertone to that conversation was a distinctive concern about the dangers of
the Internet.

While not wanting to downplay the perils of the digital landscape, one
wonders what theological anthropology undergirds our various approaches to
contemporary technology. Stephen Bevans suggests that we “can work out of
a theology that is basically creation-centered, or one can do theology from a
fundamentally redemption-centered perspective.”!° Bevans goes on to explain
that “a creation-centered orientation to theology is characterized by the convic-
tion that human experience, and so context, is generally good. Its perspective
is that grace builds on nature, but only because nature is capable of being built
on.”" In contrast, a redemption-centered theology “is characterized by the
conviction that culture and human experience are either in need of a radical
transformation orinneed of total replacement. In this perspective, grace cannot
build on or perfect nature because nature is something that is corrupt. In a real
sense, therefore, grace replaces nature.”*

Before launching into any theological reflection upon technology, it might
behelpful tolocate ourselves on the creation-redemption continuum. It may be
that, especially when it comes to digital technologies and the Internet, those of
us who are baby-boomers (born between 1946 and 1964) may instinctively
approach technology more from a “redemption-" than a “creation-centered”
perspective. Most of our seminary and divinity school classrooms, however,
are filled with Generation Xers (born between 1965 and 1980) and, increasingly,
with members of the Y generation (born between 1981 and 1995)." The former
were brought up on television, Atari, and personal computers.”* The latter
generation made its advent the same year as MTV; its cohort was brought up
on Nintendo and Game Boys, and it is sometimes known as the “Internet
Generation.” That designation was confirmed by a 1999 America Online
“Youth Cyberstudy” that polled 500 youth between the ages of 9 and 17. It
found that approximately 63 percent of these youth preferred the Web over
television, and 55 percent reported that they would rather go online than talk
on the phone.”” While a broad generalization, I think it fair to suggest that Xand
Y generation students of religion and theology are much more inclined toward
a “creation-centered” perpective when it comes to digital technologies and the
Internet—more inclined to see it as a grace than as something to be redeemed.

Oursisnotthefirstage tobring different theological anthropologies to bear
when confronted by emergent technologies. The famous twelfth-century duel
of opinions between Suger of Saint-Denis (d. 1151) and Bernard of Clairvaux
(d. 1153) comes to mind. The technology in question was not digital but architec-
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tural and decorative. The creation-centered Suger presided over the transforma-
tion of his monastic church through crossed vaulting, buttressed walls, and
magnificent stained glass windows that resulted in a riot of luminosity that
came to define Gothic.! From a more redemption-centered perspective, Ber-
nard rejected the vision of Suger as harmful to the soul of a monk, and under
his influence, his order’s General Chapter of 1134 prohibited the use of stained
glass, figurative carvings, and even the use of colors in copying manuscripts."”
Today, as well, religious leaders minister out of distinctive and often
conflicting theological perspectives and anthropologies. As theological educa-
tors committed to shaping thoughtful and effective religious leaders for our
own time, we need to develop a particular acuity for these theological deep
structures—not only for our students, but first of all for ourselves. Attending is
a well recognized first step in theological reflection.”® The more personal
attending we bring to the theological reflection process, the more effective that
process will be. Such theological attending is particularly appropriate when
confronting the new or unfamiliar, and for many of us thatis digital technology.

Boundary crossing and appreciative inquiry

While attending is an important first step in theological reflection, it can be
undermined by an unchecked theological anthropology that, for example,
could change “attending” to “attending for the unredeemed.” James and
Evelyn Whitehead insist on a form of attending that requires “suspending
judgment.”” That is a goal more easily envisioned than achieved.

One perspective that may enable the suspension of judgment when at-
tempting theological reflection on technology comes from contemporary
missiology. For many religious communities the twentieth century was a time
forrethinking mission. One aspect of that rethinking was a growing awareness
of a necessary mutuality between mission sending and mission receiving
communities. Sometimes dubbed “mission inreverse,”* this approach affirms
that mission is a partnership in God between peoples and between cultures.
From this post-colonial perspective, mission is not a one-way transfer of
knowledge, culture, and salvation but a mutually enriching encounter at the
personal, spiritual, and cultural levels.

One important basis for this approach to mission is the growing awareness
that each culture is to be respected for its potential for mirroring the divine. In
my own Roman Catholic tradition, the 1965 Pastoral Constitution on the Church
in the Modern World (Gaudium et Spes) from the Second Vatican Council
demonstrated a new respect for world cultures. It specifically notes the impor-
tance and variability of culture (nn. 54-62). The document maintains that,
because the Church belongs tono particular culture, it “can enter into commun-
ionwith the various civilizations, to their enrichment and the enrichment of the
Church itself” (n. 58). Each Christian must strive to ensure that each cultural
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manifestationis respected, while at the same time itisimbued with a genuinely
human and religious spirit (n. 61). Such a perspective puts reverence rather
than suspicion at the forefront of the boundary crossing we have traditionally
called mission.

Might it not be helpful for theological educators, especially those of us of
a certain age, to approach technology in a similar way? While not strictly
speaking another “culture,” this is certainly “another world” for many and a
challenging form of boundary crossing. While many theological educators
“speak” digital technology as a shared vernacular, it is not our first language,
and there exists a certain “digital divide” not only between us and the experts
butalso between us and many of our students who grew up speaking digital as
a first language. Let’s face it: we grew up playing with Tinkertoys, and
kindergartners are now being introduced to PDAs.*' Like more traditional
forms of boundary crossing, itis probable that we carry deep-seated “cultural”
preferences and prejudices when crossing the digital divide. Maybe a more
missional or cross-cultural perspective might provide a frame for us to ap-
proach technology with more reverence than suspicion. Despite where we are
situated on the “creation-redemption” axis, pondering the digital world as a
fresh context for mission in reverse might invite a more respectful predisposi-
tion when pondering the technological.

If one accepts the opinion that it could be useful to hold in check our
suspicions when approaching modern technology and that theological educa-
tors could benefit from a less suspicious theological anthropology when it
comes to technology, one aid to a type of “attending” that could nudge us
toward the “creation” axis in the creation-redemption continuum is the strat-
egy known as appreciative inquiry (Al). Alis a contribution to organizational

Problem Solving Al
v v
Initiate Al by introducing leaders
“Felt Need” to theory and practice, deciding focus,
Identification of Problem and developing initial steps

to discover the organization’s best
v
Inquire concerning the “best”
Analysis of Causes of the organization’s narratives,
practices, and imaginations
v v
Imagine “what might be”
by interpreting the interviews,
Analysis of Possible Solutions taking the risk of imagination,
and building toward consensus
concerning “what should be”
v v
Innovate “what will be”
Action Plan/Treatment through discourse, commitment,
and equipping, with the largest
possible level of participation
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development that arose in the 1980s. Two key figures in Al were David

Cooperrider and Suresh Srivastva® who challenged the problem solving

approach that dominated the business and organizational consulting land-
scape of the era. Their contention was that if your beginning point in consulting
is problem solving, then you will undoubtedly find problems, and end up with
a “problem-focus” in your organization. Conversely, if your goal is to find the
generative and hope-filled, you will find that as well, and it will become the
focus of your organization. Mark Branson, who specifically explores Al as a
ministerial tool, has provided a useful chart comparing the problem solving
approach to AL*

Alis based on the common sense wisdom that you will find what you are
looking for and, organizationally, you will develop in the direction of your
inquiry. The theological orientation of Alis clearly more creation- than redemp-
tion-centered. Because of its orientation, Al might make a pedagogical contri-
bution to those of us engaged in intergenerational teaching—baby boomers
engaging generations X and Y in the teaching-learning enterprise.

Previously we noted the move among some in theological education to
emphasize phronesis as both a model and a goal for higher education. We
previously noted Bernard Lee’s case for the priority of phronesis over episteme,
and the mediating role of phronesis/praxis in theology.* Other practical theolo-
gians have posited not only the importance of praxis for the theological
enterprise but also its priority as a starting point both for theologizing and the
theological education that prepares folk for the real life theologizing we call
ministry.”

If there is validity in placing not only praxis at the center of the theological
enterprise but also the experience of our students as a privileged starting point
for reflection upon praxis, then those of us teaching across the digital divide
might want to adopt at least the spirit if not the procedures of Al as a way to
honor and not erase the technological experiences of our students. This is not
suggesting that such experience is above critique or beyond reproach. On the
other hand, itis also a powerful resource for theological reflection. If we allow
a redemption-centered perspective to dominate our presuppositions about,
reflections upon, and use of contemporary technology, then we might very well
implicitly communicate to our students that one of the primordial languages of
their generation is at least flawed if not intrinsically problematic.

Theologizing with to theologizing from

Many theological educators in the twenty-first century seem content to use
developing technologies to support their teaching and learning. Reflecting on
our theological presuppositions, considering where we are on the creation-
redemption axis, exploring various technological divides in more missional
frameworks, and employing tools such as Al could foster dispositions that
might render us both more open to and effective with emerging technologies.
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As theological educators, however, pondering our dispositions about
technology as a material aid to our teaching and learning might not be
sufficient. A further invitation thatawaits usis the transition from theologizing
with the aid of the technology of the day to theologizing from emerging
technologies. While maybe not a part of our current religious imagination, the
ability to theologize from contemporary technology is richly symbolic of a
willingness to theologize not only for the age but from the age, resulting in a
particular form of contextual theology. There is a rich theological tradition for
employing the new ideas of an era for furthering the theological enterprise.
Augustine drew on Neo-Platonism, Aquinas on rediscovered Aristotelian
metaphysics, Rahner on Heidegger and so forth. If we agree that the theory-
practice paradigm of theologizing is bankrupt and that theology must con-
structa mutual correlation between contemporary praxis and theology, then it
isnotjust the thinking about technology thatneeds to be invited into theological
discourse but technological praxis. Such praxis invites a twenty-first century
theology with true phronetic potential.

Stephen Garner offers an intriguing example® of this type of engagement.
Heisprodded by the questions of bioethicist Ronald Cole-Turner, who queries:

Can theology—that communal process by which the church’s
faith seeks to understand—can theology aim at understanding
technology? Can we put the words God and technology together
in any kind of meaningful sentence? Can theology guess what
God is doing in today’s technology? Or by our silence do we
leave it utterly godless? Can we have a theology of technology
that comprehends, gives meaning to, dares to influence the
direction and set limits to this explosion of new powers?%

In response to these probing questions, Garner suggests that current techno-
logical practice might provide new “metaphors of God as a technologist—a

hacker—and of human beings made in the image of God being technologists

after their creator.”” Rather than engaging some theoretical aspect of contem-
porary technology for theologizing, Garner reflects upon a more mundane

practice, “hacking.” He believes this practice is filled with metaphoric promise
forreconsidering who God isand what it means for contemporary humanbeings
to share this imago Dei. He writes, “The metaphor of God as hacker incorporates
into it the concept of God as creator of new things as well as a certain playfulness.
A God who, in this particular imagery, is defined by being creative and enjoying
it.”#

In my own teaching, I have increasingly drawn upon technology for its
metaphoric promise for exploring traditional teachings. For example, one of the
most challenging concepts to communicate in sacramental theology is the
Roman Catholic Church’s teaching on the “real presence” of Christ in the
Eucharist. The official teaching is that Christis really, truly, and “substantially”
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present. “Substance” in this definition is a concept derived from Aristotle’s
metaphysics. It is a particular view of “essence” that combines “matter” and
“form” existing on its own, without any need of a particular subject or object.
Thus, while there are many chairs in the world, they all share the substance of
“chairness,” which is not confined by any single chair.

This idea of substance, which still undergirds official Catholic teaching, is
notoriously difficult to understand, even by those who have studied philoso-
phy. For many theological students and ordinary believers, the metaphysical
concept of substance often collapses into physicality. Thus, when the Roman
Catholic Church asserts that Christ is really, truly, and substantially present in
the Eucharist, many wrongly equate that with Christ being physically present,
even though that is not the teaching of the Roman Catholic Church.

Negotiating the terrain between “substantial reality” and “physical real-
ity” canbe facilitated by a wide range of analogous experiences of “reality” and
“presence” mediated by contemporary technology. The telephone, a familiar
and nonthreatening form of technology for most age groups and cultures, is
particularly helpful here. I begin by inviting students to reflect upon their
experiences of using a telephone. In particular they are asked to consider to
what extent they experience the person with whom they are conversing by
telephone “as really present.” In the discussion students can distinguish
between someone being physically present to them, and yet that same person
being really present to them in a technological way, even if they are at some
distance. Further reflection concerns how this digital presence does not repro-
duce physical presence but an electronic symbol of that presence through
electronically translated voice production. The analogy for Roman Catholic
sacramental understanding of Christ’s presence in the Eucharist is next ex-
plored. Justas our conversation partner on the telephone is really present to us,
but in an electronic rather than a physical way, so is Christ’s presence real but
nonphysical; it is a real, sacramental presence.

Substituting electronic technology for Aristotelian metaphysics isnot only
more understandable for most of my students but also many times a first for
them—employing contemporary technology as part of a theological method.
Besides the value of accessibility, the exploration of technological analogies
rather than Aristotelian metaphysics also strikes me as an important move for
Catholic sacramental theologians as well, given that Aristotelian metaphysics
does not have much philosophical currency in contemporary thought.

From teaching to sending

In the late 1960s I took my first course in the philosophy of education. A
gifted pedagogue spoke often of the etymology of “education,” and inspired us
to be “leaders of the mind.” He trained us to teach, to motivate, to lead; I was
convinced thatifI did so my students would “follow” mejust as my colleagues
and I followed him. Some forty years later am still inspired by the memory but
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no longer embrace the goal. With the shift to student-centered or at least
subject-centered® learning, my teaching-learning has become less about lead-
ing and more about mission, less about imparting ideas and more about
engaging in theological reflection, less about theory and more about phronesis.
In the process, my own intellectual life has been transformed, largely by the
students and colleagues who inspire me with their dedication and challenge me
in their difference.

AsIteach and learn, graced and confronted by more and more difference,
Irecognize thatl am helping to prepare ministers who will see a world I willnot
understand, will minister in places I have never visited, and will confront
ecclesial and socialissues thatare beyond my experience. Simply teaching them
whatIlearned is insufficient for the worlds they do and will confront. My hope
is to help equip them for the future with skills and principles, methods and
insights that will endure even as knowledge so rapidly increases and changes.
From my perspective, the center of theological education is engendering a
habitus for disciplined theological reflection for future ministers. Given the
dynamic force of technology today, it seems atleast a lost opportunity, if notan
educational failure, to overlook the theological import and implications of the
digital age for the ministerial enterprise and future mission.

Edward Foley is professor of liturgy and music and director of the ecumenical DMin
program at Catholic Theological Union. His most recent book is The Wisdom of
Creation (2004), edited with colleague Robert Schreiter.
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