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CONCLUSION: FURTHER PRACTICAL TASKS


	I am concluding this study on an open-ended note.  This is appropriate at the very least because of the open-ended way in which the main thesis of the dissertation is formulated.  The thesis claimed that a recovery of phronesis could be offered and defended which would then present new possibilities and demands for a close linkage among the principle concerns of fundamental, confessional, and political theology.  Its open-endedness makes it a cautious thesis, and because of its caution it can be successfully defended in a number of ways.  The explorations and arguments offered in previous chapters represent only a few of the ways in which it could have been defended, but I believe they are sufficient for the time being.  As I suggested from the very beginning, such a broadly conceived project as this thesis calls for will be aided if initially it can be shown how fundamental theology itself can reasonably be regarded as a practical, confessionally and politically engaged enterprise.  This has been a common theme underlying each of the previous chapters, but it is intended only to set the stage for further explorations along the lines suggested by the main thesis.
	Thus, all I am claiming, and all I think should be claimed at this point, is that the support I have offered for this thesis is sufficient to merit its being taken seriously as a "conceptual variant"‑-to use Toulminian language‑-awaiting further assessment by anyone to whhom its pursuit would be likely to make a difference.  For me, to be sure, the thesis is more than a conceptual variant; I have already put it through a process of selection sufficient to satisfy me and a few others who have made up a kind of proto-forum of equitable assessment.  But, as we saw in Chapter II, a smaller forum's conceptual selection can still be a larger forum's conceptual variant awaiting further assessment.      See Chapter II, pp. 105-107.  As we come to appreciate more fully the role which overlapping forums of equitable assessment play in the coupled processes of conceptual variation and selection, I am convinced that we need to become less obsessed with trying to close every possible window of vulnerability before we hand our new ideas over to others' examination.  Often the result of such efforts is self-defeating: assessing the proposed idea becomes such a forbidding and tedious task for anybody else that it never gets the serious hearing it may well have deserved and might even have gotten if only it could have been gotten at in the first place.  If any flaws found in the dissertation prove fatal‑-and flaws are always found eventually‑-they are likely, I fear, to stem more from  this sort of over-protective obsession than from a failure to provide enough reasons for my claims.
	To an extent, then, I simply have to gamble that the overall portrayal of phronesis offered here will prove accessible enough to gain other colleagues' scrutiny, and that it will then prove credible enough at least to keep further conversation going about it.  If the overall portrayal proves accessible and credible enough, then at least some of its implications for further practical tasks are already fairly directly implied. 
	In Chapter II the overall portrayal of reason-in-general as phronetically governed supported specific theses identifying theology as a maximally inclusive and integrative enterprise and identifying fundamental theology as a form of epistemics or conscientious rhetoric:
	Theology, claiming as it does to say something worth hearing about the most pervasive reality of all, can be identified as a maximally inclusive, integrative rational enterprise, which must accordingly oscillate continually between some of the broadest and some of the narrowest trajectories in thoughtful activity, in which attempts to distinguish between intellectual and institutional considerations (always at most a relative distinction in any enterprise) will continue to be as contestable as they are necessary.

	Fundamental theology, as a form of epistemics or conscientious rhetoric, is also political in the sense that it must continually strive to actualize institutional conditions which maximize possibilities for respectful and suspicious interaction among members of more and less inclusive forums of equitable assessment (which correspond variously to broadening and narrowing intellectual trajectories).

The credibility of these theses was assumed throughout the more directly theological discussions in Chapters III and IV.  For example, the continual tension between broader and narrower trajectories in thoughtful activity, it may be recalled, was said to be a linked duality which finds expression in a variety of ways in any rational enterprise.  I hinted rather broadly from time to time in Chapter IV that the relative distinction between restrained and excessive construals is one way in which that duality finds expression.  We can easily say, for example, that a compact discipline is, at least in some respects, a fairly restrained enterprise, while a non-disciplinable enterprise is in some respects a fairly excessive one.  We could also describe the move from formal to substantive considerations as a move from more restrained (or less excessive) to more excessive (or less restrained) construals pertinent to the issue in question.  (We should keep in mind, however, that all moves in any direction involve complex interplays between restrained and excessive construals or narrowing and broadening moves.)  This similarity further suggests that the distinction between the movement of faith and theology as critical reflection on the movement of faith is not as sharp as it is sometimes made to seem.  Christians who are also professional theologians differ from the "laity" mainly by seeking to draw upon a greater variety of restrained and excessive construals which can sometimes, though not always, aid the ongoing and primarily excessive task of deliberating on which trajectory to follow next.  They also must strive to interact with a greater variety of conversation partners who likewise have been found (often to the theologian's astonishment) to merit a considerable degree of loyalty and trust.  But none of these further acquisitions will of themselves guarantee that the theologian will be any better than the lay person at deliberating responsibly on "what there is to be done" by either of them.
	This is hardly a surprising conclusion to draw if even fundamental theology is defined as a form of conscientious rhetoric.  By defining it in this way, I have maintained, even some of the most transcendental moves in fundamental theology can be located within the horizon of conscientious rhetoric.  I have also claimed that so to conceive such moves is actually to rescue them from many of the criticisms directed at them recently.  At the very least it seems plausible to suggest that we misconceive both the merits and risks involved both in these moves and in their criticism unless we first view them from a rhetorical standpoint. 
	For the individual theologian-as-conscientious-rhetorician, any particular trajectory followed can be construed as a form of confessing praxis, regardless of whether the trajectory is claimed to result from transcendental reflection, from an ancient text's solicitation of our loyalty and trust, or from a similar solicitation issuing from some presently active ecclesial community.  Any of these trajectories results from and perpetuates some of our most excessive construals of human life in the world.  Any one of them can be construed as enacting what we now must continue to make of ourselves, of one another, and of the variously-related contingent starting-points we now share.  None of them escapes the conditions and partly irrevocable consequences of human or any other agency (many of which are not taken into account).  Any of them can thus turn out, despite the best of intentions, to be oppressive‑-and in any case our intentions are not always unambiguously the best, to say the least.  Transcendental reflection cannot prevent this from ever happening or even ensure its happening less often, but neither can pretending to forswear transcendental or other universalizing moves.  What can help more than that stalemate, again without providing any final guarantees, are forms of confessing praxis‑-transcendental or otherwise‑-committed to maximizing possibilities for respectful and suspicious interaction among members of more and less inclusive forums of equitable assessment.  
	We have many good reasons for believing that the forums of assessment we now participate in are too privatized for that sort of interaction, and thus are not nearly as equitable as they presently could be.  Toulmin's critique of the unnecessary "laissez-faire" attitude accompanying and distorting modernity's otherwise welcome process of disciplinary abstraction is only one of many accounts implying that wide-ranging institutional changes are necessary if genuinely critical forms of thoughtful activity are to flourish.  Finding appropriate ways to help bring these changes about is as much a part of the theologian's and any other critical thinker's ongoing tasks as any of their more accustomed activities.  
	In some people's eyes describing our situation and what should be done about it in such cautious terms may border on obscenity.  They may have experienced first-hand what I have only obliquely mentioned and so may have acquired a sense of urgency and clarity, which seems all too lacking in a work of this genre, about what they, at least, should be doing.  I have not tried to speak for them, however, or presumed that they should stop what they think needs doing to listen to me, but have attempted to show people like me why listening and responding equitably to such people, as they speak for themselves, is no distraction from a commitment to sound reasoning. 

