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An interview with James W. McClendon

by Ched Myers

AMES WILLIAM MCCLENDON, Jr., was born in

Louisiana in 1924. Raised and ordained in the Southern

Baptist tradition, he liked to call himself a “small ‘b’ bap-
tist” theologian, McClendon has taught theology for 46 years
at a variety of public universities and theological seminaries.
These inctuded the University of San Francisco {(where he was
the first nen-Catholic theologian in the U.S. to belong to a
Catholic theology department), Stanford, Temple, Goucher,
Notre Dame, St. Mary’s Moraga, Baylor, and Fuller Theological
Seminary. His pioneering Biography as Theclogy: How Life Sto-
ries Can Remahe Today’s Theology (Abingdon, 1974, Trinity
Press, 1990} helped launch the narrative theclogy movement.
He recently compieted the last of his three-volume work in sys-
tematic theology: Ethics (1986}, Doctrine (1994) and Witness
(2000). Jita became my teacher in the late 1970s at the Church
Divinity Schoo! of the Pacific, and remained my theological
mentor and (riend over the vears. McClendon pasted away on
October 30, 2000 — Ched Myers

Ched Myers: As one of the ploneers of, and consistently
articulate voices in, recent narrative theology, could you give
a sketch of how this movement grew during the 1960s and
1970s?

James McClendon: These past decades have seen so many
kinds of theological styles and trends: “death of God theolo-
gy,” the theology of play and so on. They had their day and
then faded away To many, narrative theology was just one
more technique for doing the same old thing. But for others of
us, the deeper concerns had to do with a growing awareness
that in the course of the Enlightenment there had been a con-
sistent attempt to de-narrativize the content of religion.
Enlightenment thinkers spoke of narratives as myths, by
which they didn’t mean anything complimentary. Their idea
was to have a theology that was rational, based upon firm, self-
evident philosophical foundations, and quite {ree of the stories
that the Bibte told. Those stories might llustrate the true the-
ology, they might even exemplify it, but they couldn’t be it. So
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the Enlightenment was a time in which the narrative character
of human existence was reduced to secondary status. For
example, John Locke doesn't make anything of the story of his
own lile or anybody else’s life.

In the 1960s there was an increasing sense that the Enlight-
enment, for all its virtues, had let us down theologically. There
was a strong casting about for other modes of doing theology
and, in particular, a rerurn to Scriptare. It dawned on some of
us that the Enlightenment’s suppression of narrative was not a
good thing, and that the only honest way to talk about Ged
was to talk aboul the story of the world and Ged’ relation (o it.
So there should not be such a thing as “narrative theology™
there should only he ordinary theology that erdinarily has nar-
rative content.

Around this titue (1970-71), while at Goucher College, |
hegan work on Biography as Theology. It occurred fo me that
the only kind of religious experience that was distinctive and
worth talking about was narrative experience — that is, life
stories. Sc 1 researched lives of outstanding 20th-century
Christians. 1 was particularly interested in those who were not
trained theologians, such as the diplomat Dag Hammarskjold
and the composer Charles Ives, as well as Martin Luther King,
Jr., and the Baptist radical Clarence Jordan, both of whom did
have theological training but whe were not professors. 1 was
just trying to show how there is theology present in every life,
including those of Christians in the 20th century. In their life
stories | was able to find content that could speak to the main
concerns of recent Christianity. Because humans are so story-
engaged, 1 felt that narrative theology is not a popular fad, but
something that is just as enduring as Scripture itself.

84 What do you mean by “small b baptist theology™?

JM: 1 was raised in Baptist churches in the south. When 1
went to teach at the Episcopal divinity school in Berkeley
(Church Divinity School of the Pacific), they were fond of say-
ing that they were both Catholic and Protestant. Since I had
taught in hoth Catholic and Protestant schools T thought,

20060

December




found 1 did have trouble fitting in as the ecu-
menical guest; there was a gap there
between them and my lingering Baptist con-
victions and narure. T irted to think what
that gap amounled to and decided that per-
haps the thing was thal Baplists were neither
Catholic nor Protestant, but some sort of
third sort of Christdan thing that wasn't
identical with the other two.

Soon after T got 1o CDSP [ read John
Howard Yoders The Politics of Jesus. 1t was a
transformative experience that comptetely
changed my life, because Yoder brought (o
the surface the things | had believed inas a
Baptist and made me conlront them. My
effors at ecumenism to that point had been
1o try to seem more Protestant rather than to
be who tam. So I seized upon the idea of
baptists with a small “h.” This refers not just
to those who label themselves as Baptist,
but Christians of any sort (including Epis-
copahians) who see the radicals of the 16th
century — the so-called Anabaptists — as
their spiritual forbears, even if not direct
progenitors.

As L tried very hard 1o spell out in Fthics,
the “haptist vision” has two motioes
first,“This is that”; and, second, “Then is
now.”

Lach needs some explanation. “This is
that” is taken from the King James Version of
Acts 2:16, where Simon Peter on the day of
Pentecosl reads from the propheis and then
says to the andience, this — in other words,
what his listeners see here today — is that.
It's whart the prophet was speaking about. So
the right way to read prophecy is not just as
historical record of the past, but as a disclo-
sure of the meaning and signthicance of the
present, Tn a sense, the first century {the
New Testament period) is the 16th century,
and the Relormation (and especially the rad-
ical Reformation) is our own century.

“Then is now” tries to do the same thing.
The “end times” about which we read in
Scripture is not just information about how
things may come out in some remote distant
time. 1ts information about what is of final
importance here and now. Lschatology is
whal comes lasl, but it is alsc what lasts,
because it is enduring.

The thing that strikes me about the radical
reformers is that they were so varied. There
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writing the hiographies of non-theologians
such as Dorothy Day as well. This seems 1o
function to reclaim theclogy as an ordi-
nary Christian “practice,” and not just a
profession.

Ji: A primary practice, yes. Because 1o
think about our convictions is already 10 be
engaging in some degree in primary theol-
ogy ~— whether my primary convictions are
about God or something else.

£k Your work on theology as a “science of
convictions,” as in Understanding Religious
Convictions {with James Smith, University of
Naotre Dame Press, 1975) and Convictions:
Defusing Religious Relativism (Trinity Press,
1994), was closely related to your work as
an ethicist who was very much part of the
emerging movement ol “character ethics.”
Could vou sell us a liitle about that?

Sz This does bring up a funny litte story.
When 1 went to teach a1 CDSP 1 had muoght
al a number of other places, bur never had
been assigned the duty ol teaching ethics,
Fortunately, in the interview there T was
asked whether T could teach ethics — ot if
I had taught ethics. So 1 said, “Yes.” And,
sure enough, Teould. T guess it like discov-
ering that you can play the violin — you
pick it up and you get a sound, T've cast
about for various ways fo teach ethics. 1 was
much inflluenced early on by Karl Barih,
who scattered his cthics through the vol-
umes of Church Dagmatics. T was then much
inlluenced by my contacts with Stanley
Hauerwas; its really Stanley o whom we
Christians owe the language of the ethics of
character and virtue. He was laying claim to
elements that he thought had been missing
from Enlightenment ethics, just as [ thought
there were eclements  missing  from
Enlightenment theology. He and T gradually
came to share the view thar ethics and the-
ology were not (wo things but one thing
Character and viviue were then picked up by
others who were much more philosophical
in their approaches, such as Alasdair
MacTniyre.

L8z One of the many themes you were
ahead of the curve in discussing was the

- concept of “embodiment” and of the body
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— both the individual body and the corpo-
rate body -— in ethics. This has become
guite popular in theotogical discourse in the
19905,

S8z o the original edition of Fthics, Tspoke
ol ethics as a three-stranded cord — the cord
wouldn’t be itsell if all the strands werent
there. One of those sirands was the strand of
embodicd selfhood. In the revised edition |
link this with what my wife, philosopher
Nancy Murphy, calls “physicalism.” Human
nature is not found in the old Cartesian
dualism hetween mind and body, but rather
in the identity of body and spirit. 1 found
“embodied selthood” mw the 18h-century
lives ol Jonathan and Sarah Pierpont
Edwards. He, in partcular, is thought of as
just a “talking head,” a kind of detached
intellect. But if you study their shared life
you find that they had very rich emotional
and physical lives and that what they had o
say theologically was inseparable [rom those
riches. So | used their Hives to illustrate

“body ethics,” just as | used the biography of

Dietrich Bonhoeffer 10 illustrate social ethics
and the life of Dovothy Day to illustrate res-
urrection ethics.

L Vou've written that narrative in many
ways bridges the gull between experience
and Scripture that was opened up by 19th-
century theology In Boctrine vou go so far
as to say that the Bible s best read by paying
attention throughoul to character, selling
and episode, as well as 1o who is doing the
narration and who is doing the hearing. This
narrative approach to Scripture has begun
carry the day in biblical studies, though only
belatedly. Yet there are still many who say
you can't speak of a plot of the Bible; it just
a collection of random notes and moral ra-
ditions and so on. But you are very clear
from a theological perspective that one can
trace a plot throughout and pay avention 1o
the various settings and thereby grasp the
story ol God and the story that God wants
s L0 participale in.

JM: Yes. 1 refer to this sometumes as the
Great Slory, the big Bible story of which all
the smaller stories are component parts. |
don't know that we have any infallible way
of telling the Great Story 1 iried to para-
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There 15, of course, historical or concrete
reality behind the Bible — its not all just fie-
tien. Bul we don't get closer (o the Bible if
we get past the text and focus on our pro-
jection of the concrete reality.

Chi: Why does this way of thinking and
heing — the narrative voice, the narrative
mind, narrative discoursg — continue to bhe

seen by scholars as a second-rale way ol

knowing, when most human heings for

- most of history have lived and continue 10

live cut of it? This seems to me anoiher
interesting case ol the majority being ruled

¢ by the minority.

JM: 1 think thats still the herirage of the

Frlightenment with us, and 1 dont think it
will tast forever.

©88: 1cs interesting that as a baptist theolo-
gian you conclude in your Biography as
Theology that the role of saints needs 1w be
revisited by  Trotestants.  Subsequently
there's been sort ol a renaissance in interest
in the lives of saints,

S8z Well, we all have saints, whether we're
Episcopalians or Pentecostals. There is in
every church some figure or figures who are
perceived as larger than life, as more authen-
tically displaying the way that we've all iy
ing to {ollow. And when these ligures pass
into the past, they get posted on the wall of
the church or on a marble monument or
something like that and all the more are they
ireated as saintly. 1 think that’s a good thing
—- the more local the beuer, Perhaps one of
the mistakes that Roman Cathelics make is
10 1ry to press oo hard for umiversal samts
and thus pay too littdle attention 1o the Hexi-
ble possibilities of local saints. So Ym lor
saints and for sainthood, because it is just
biography as theology. 1t represents the
Chiristian life lived oul in a given time and
place, with all of its fanlts and flaws —— and
saints have always got those as well as the
glories and hopes. &

Biblical scholar Ched Myers s a Torwer con-
tributing editor of The Witness who lives in

Los Angeles.
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