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Francis J. McConnell, Edgar S. Brightman, Albert C. Knudson, Harry Emerson Fosdick,
Rufus Jones, Georgia Harkness, Benjamin E. Mays, Reinhold Niebuhr, John C. Bennett,
Paul Tillich, H. Richard Niebuhr, Henry P. Van Dusen, Robert L. Calhoun, and Howard
Thurman. For each of these figures, Dorrien has read the bulk of their writing and
assessed their backgrounds and influence.

This is no encyclopedia, however. The author groups these figures according to
themes while also tracing lines of historical development. As such, this book is much
more than considering one liberal theologian after another. It is a study of a broader
theological tradition, and Dorrien uses his individual subjects to tell its history. Even
so, this series will be a necessary research tool for anyone contemplating a course, arti-
cle, or book on liberal theology. It is truly unsurpassed in its breadth and care.

To speak of liberal theology as a tradition may be a misnomer, since despite the
variety of views represented among these thinkers—everything from pacifism to
Kantian epistemology—what holds the group together is liberalism’s “essential idea,”
which holds that “all claims to truth, in theology as in other disciplines, must be made
on the basis of reason and experience, not by appeal to external authority.” This resist-
ance to authority, what may in effect be the working out of American political ideals on
theological reflection, is crucial for Dorrien’s classification of liberalism, for he also
supplies a helpful orientation to the various schools of liberalism: the social gospel,
empiricism, naturalism, personalism, popularizers like Fosdick, and neo-liberalism.

In the latter camp, Dorrien places the Niebuhrs, Tillich, and Bennet who usually
receive the neo-orthodox label. But this switch of appellation highlights Dorrien’s
effort to discover liberalism’s core conviction. As he explains, “In their positions on
authority, method, and various doctrines, and in the spirit of their thinking, Niebuhr,
Bennett and Tillich belonged to the liberal tradition, even as they insisted that liberal
theology was wrong to sacralize idealism, wrong to regard reason as inherently
redemptive, and wrong to suppose that good religion must extinguish its mythical
impulses.” (Space constraints prevent discussing other helpful points of clarification
that Dorrien makes regarding liberalism’s modernist and evangelical impulses.)

One of the reasons for typically placing the Niebuhrs and Tillich outside the fold is
that they could describe liberal theology in terms like the following, from H. Richard
Niebuhr’s The Kingdom of God in America (1937): “A God without wrath brought me
without sin into a kingdom without judgment through the ministrations of a Christ
without a cross.”

Dorrien also registers criticisms against liberal theology but, in the main, defends
it, for instance, by suggesting that Niebuhr’s eloquent quip was a “polemical exagger-
ation.” What Niebuhr may not have been exaggerating, however, was how scant theol-
ogy was among the liberal theologians. Here, one of the faults of Dorrien’s book—he
is following on the heels of his subjects—is that for all of the attention to a definition
of “liberal,” he expends no such energy defining the word modified by the adjective.
Yet, looking through the index and seeing that more entries exist for religious experi-
ence than for Jesus Christ raises a question as to whether liberal theology was actually

theology in any historic sense of the term. To be sure, as Dorrien shows, it sprang often
from devout motives and at times scaled philosophical peaks, but liberalism rarely
generated much copy on the basic doctrines of God, man, revelation, Christ, the Holy
Spirit, and the church.

To refuse to bend the knee to external religious authority is one thing (and it is
plausible to wonder if such refusal is the most Christian of actions), but to call an intel-
lectual enterprise “theology” even though it fails to follow in the well-worn trails of
Christian dogma is akin to asserting that any academic exercise that involves religious
questions is theology. Had the liberal theologians whom Dorrien here so competently
and thoroughly analyzes relied more upon those older Christian categories of system-
atic reflection, their intellectual output might have spoken to issues and believers
beyond their own time. As it turned out, the effort to recast Christianity in modern ver-
nacular wound up being dated.

Dorrien deserves credit for trying to rescue liberal theology from obscurity. Readers
will have to decide whether the attempt was worth the author’s Herculean efforts.

—D. G. Hart
Intercollegiate Studies Institute, Wilmington, Delaware

The Gospel and Wealth: New Exegetical Perspectives 
Angelo Tosato
Dario Antiseri, Francesco D’Agostino,
and Angelo Petroni (Editors) 
Soveria Mannelli: Rubbettino, 2002 (611 pages)

This is an important collection of essays, or rather short, synthetic monographs, by a
talented, Italian Catholic, biblical scholar, Angelo Tosato. (Some of his previous stud-
ies were published in the Catholic Biblical Quarterly). The author had planned a study
on “The Gospel and Freedom” but was unable to complete it before his untimely death
in 1999. Messrs. Antiseri, D’Agostino, and Petroni have made a careful selection some
of his extant, pertinent essays, which form a surprisingly coherent whole, albeit with
some repetitions.

That the relationship between gospel and wealth is one of prima facie opposition
should be the starting point of any serious discussion, Tosato claims: “One may come
across important books (such as The Spirit of Democratic Capitalism by Michael
Novak) or long, magisterial documents (such as Centesimus Annus) devoted precisely
to this subject, and specifically aiming at throwing a bridge between the two, only to
find that not a word is spent on this basic problem.” 

This opposition is but an aspect of a more general one: “The Gospel proposes a
religious liberation, to be achieved in a religious way. This way is different from and
seemingly incompatible with the liberation proposed by liberalism. On those who want
to maintain the compatibility between the two lies the burden of facing the intimations
to the contrary that seem to issue from the Christian canonical sources.”  As do most
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world”; that is, the initiative to establish it on this earth, by fighting and vanquishing
the Roman empire, will start from God and not from him. Thus, the irresponsible,
anarchistic aspect of Jesus’ social, political, and economic attitude that struck Austrian
thinkers such as Ludwig von Mises and Hans Kelsen, can be seen as the outcome of
incorrect exegesis.

One may doubt that the current anti-market convictions widespread in Christian
circles are due to an exegetically erroneous reading of the gospel. More likely, they are
due to an ethical sensibility inspired by the event of the Cross and by the consequent
sympathy for the Victim. This circumstance underlines the importance of hermeneuti-
cal work. Here, too, Tosato has some interesting ideas. The first is his reading of the
“signs of the times”: “The prevailing view in our Church is that the world looks upon
the economy as an end, upon man as a means. There is some validity to this view.
However … the main problem is the miserable economic condition in which lies a
large part of the world population. Having grasped that deprivation is not an unavoid-
able destiny, humanity aims at economic progress as a condition of human progress.”

The second idea is a “principle of fertility” enunciated in Genesis. To Tosato, this
has an application to a market economy and leads to a sort of  “invisible hand”—“The
(honest) profit-making is by itself a solidaristic action. The cruel law of the market is
essentially solidaristic.… The synthesis of profit and solidarity lies in the outcome, and
transcends individual intentions.” 

Many Christians and many liberals would find this misleading. The former would
object that the Cross should put an end to all artificial cruelties; the latter, that it is an
essential feature of a market economy that it works without caritas. Tosato would
answer by invoking a “principle of effectivity” derived from Matthew 25:31–46: “The
criterion to which the Supreme Judge reveals that He will keep, is that of effectivity,
not of religious motivation. Accordingly, those virtues acquire relevance for Christians
who make human activity truly useful for other people: inventiveness, professional
competence, self-denial, and rectitude.” 

However, an almost opposite principle of absolute trust in God and marvel at the
overwhelming beauty of the creation is also a basic constituent of any Christian ethics.
A theology of the Cross is needed for a synthesis of the two.

—Giacomo Costa
University of Pisa, Italy
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contemporary Christian theologians, Tosato believes that the gospel is relevant to our
life in this world. As a liberal, he is convinced that in this world we have to tackle a
multi-dimensional liberation task, one side of which is economic liberation, to be car-
ried out by full participation in productive activities and markets. 

Tosato distinguishes sharply between exegesis and hermeneutics. The dissolution
of the supposed opposition between the gospel and wealth should be accomplished by
the former; the development of a Christian economic ethics is a task of the latter. 

Tosato offers a classification of the anti-wealth sayings of Jesus, in order of increas-
ing opposition:

— blame on those who care only about material goods;
— blame on those who care also about material goods;
— exhortation to accumulate not earthly but heavenly goods;
— exhortation not to care about one’s material needs;
— threat of damnation to the wealthy;
— promise of salvation to the poor;
— exhortation to renounce one’s goods;
— injunction to do so;
— exaltation of poverty as a necessary condition for perfection.

The individual exegetical analyses offered by the author, although highly instruc-
tive, may or may not convince the reader that these verses have been badly misunder-
stood over the centuries. Tosato, however, is ready to face the general problem, as
posed by Ludwig von Mises in his treatise on socialism: “Mises argues that Jesus’ atti-
tude to the social order was completely negative: He acted for the destruction of the
existing order, without giving a thought to the construction of the new … Mises traces
this attitude to the expectation of the imminent coming of the kingdom of God.…
Jesus’ instructions … do not prefigure an ascetic ideal, nor a reform of the social order;
rather, they represent provisional measures for the short time before the kingdom.”
Tosato does not deny this. However, he challenges Mises on two points: (1) Jesus’ atti-
tude toward the Mosaic law—the basic constituent of the Israelites’ social order; and
(2) The nature of the awaited kingdom.

What connects (1) and (2) is the concept of conversion. The waiting for the king-
dom must be carried out by a return to the Law, properly understood and properly
practiced. This is why Jesus is so bent on arguing with and challenging the scribes and
the Pharisees: The Law is, for Jesus, according to Tosato, the foundation not only of
the present but also of the future social order. 

As to the kingdom, many of us were brought up in the belief that it is spiritual in
nature: According to John 18:36, Jesus said to Pilate “My kingdom is not of this world.”
Surely, this statement is one of the key components of the Christian faith. As affiliates
to God’s kingdom, Christians cannot bow to the absolute rulings of any earthly power.
Still, Jesus shared the beliefs of the apocalyptic wing of his people and, according to
Tosato, this very verse by John is better rendered as “My kingdom is not from this
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