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	CHAPTER III


	INTERLUDE: ON FINDING ONE'S THEOLOGICAL VOICE

	The preceding two chapters have had more to do with accounts of reason-in-general than with the reasoning peculiarly appropriate to a Christian theologian's confessional praxis.  As I mentioned earlier, however, I do not begin from the standpoint of a reasoner-in-general, but from the standpoint of a Christian community's "historically given, historically mobile, way of believing"      Brian A. Gerrish, "Das Paradigma in der Modernen Theologie: Der Übergang vom Alt- zum Neuprotestantismus nach Troeltsch," in Theologie--Wohin?, ed. Hans Küng and David Tracy (Zürich-Köln: Benziger Verlag, 1984), p. 202.  (which, I must add, is already a way of acting).  Certain others professing to begin from that standpoint would no doubt be suspicious of my claim to do likewise.  Surely, they would reason, I have tipped my hand by devoting the first part of the dissertation to reason-in-general.  In so doing I have, in their eyes, reduced the Christian witness to a particular manifestation of the way people reason everywhere, much as Schleiermacher did (supposedly) by reducing Christianity to a particular manifestation of the humanly universal feeling of absolute dependence.  I believe this reading would be profoundly mistaken, but I am not sure my saying so would convince anyone so suspicious.  Once again, I suspect, what would be at issue is the question of how an all-purpose portrayal of rationality could possibly be relevant to the contingent starting points in which we happen to find ourselves.  
	Perhaps there is something more to learn when this question of relevance is approached in conversation with theologians.  Some of the possibilities I have already explored are indeed more familiar to theologians than to many other academics.  In any case, it is time to stop speaking as a philosophical eavesdropper and to begin speaking in the somewhat more suspect (and somewhat more suspicious) voice of the theologian.
	Why should anyone else want to hear what theologians might have to say on the recovery of phronesis, and why, for that matter, should theologians care if they are saying anything that anyone else might appreciate (that is, short of being converted)?  I am not going to claim either that this should be the primary aim for theologians or that the sorts of contributions they can make to present conversations on the recovery of phronesis will always be welcome.  I am going to claim that this should be one of the aims which at least some theologians should take on board and that the introduction of theological voices can shed light on some of the more vexing and controversial issues which have already arisen.  This is not to say that issues which were formerly controversial are now to be resolved.  If anything they will be even more volatile, but perhaps they already were.
	Two of the theses mentioned at the end of Chapter I will provide the focus of the present chapter.  Together they serve to move the discussion in a more explicitly theological direction and pave the way for a discussion of parallels between the phronimos and the faithful Christian in Chapter IV.

Theology's Relative Autonomy
	Theological perspectives on the recovery of phronesis are on their own terms admissible and pertinent to other recent discussions on phronesis, because in different and unsettling ways many of those terms will turn out to be ones on which any other perspectives are to be introduced and defended.
	Note once again that I am claiming not only that theological perspectives on the recovery of phronesis are admissible and pertinent to other recent discussions, but that they are admissible and pertinent on their own terms.  That many of those terms will turn out to be terms on which any other perspectives are entitled to have their own say is not to prevent them from being distinctively theological when presented and received theologically.  Whether and how theological considerations are shared by others will be most decisively shaped in the course of whatever conversations take place, and any initial anticipations of how they will be shaped must themselves be elastic enough to be reworked dramatically.  Furthermore, different participants will undoubtedly continue to rework those considerations differently, so that even acknowledgement that something held in common is involved will be as likely to spark further dissonance as to yield a simple harmony.
	In formulating this thesis I have all along been mindful of the sort of dilemma Stanley Hauerwas has raised about attempts to say something both theological and public in recent times.
	    Our culture's lingering failure to find an adequate substitute for Christianity has presented theologians with a temptation almost impossible to resist.  Even if they cannot demonstrate the truth of theological claims, they can at least show the continued necessity of religious attitudes for the maintenance of our culture   . . . Thus, theologians have sought, at least since the Enlightenment, to demonstrate that theological language can be translated into terms that are meaningful and compelling for those who do not share Christianity's more particularistic beliefs about Jesus of Nazareth.  In short, theologians have tried to show that we do not need to speak theologically in order to "say something theological," as other forms of speech are really implicitly religious.  After all, hasn't talk of God always really been but a way to talk about being human? . . . Ironically, just to the extent this strategy has been successful, the more theologians have underwritten the assumption that anything said in a theological framework cannot be of much interest.  For if what is said theologically is but a confirmation of what we can know on other grounds or can be said more clearly in non-theological language, then why bother saying it theologically at all?      Stanley Hauerwas, "On Keeping Theological Ethics Theological," in Revisions: Changing Perspectives in Moral Philosophy, ed. Stanley Hauerwas and Alasdair MacIntyre (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1983), pp. 17-18. 
There are, of course, assumptions buried in this portrayal which distort what many theologians have set out to do.  We would be hard pressed to find a Christian theologian who thought that anything theological could be adequately translated into‑-or said more clearly in‑-non-theological tterms.  Often their claim‑-if they can get away with it‑-is precisely the reverse.  But the point is that their cultured despisers persistently see this move as an attempt to dilute the theological remedy.  (Indeed, Hauerwas's taking over this charge without criticism raises questions about just who is really adopting the perspective of the outsider here.)  So while I repudiate this interpretation of what theologians have been doing, and of what I am doing, I acknowledge the point that theologians must try to show clearly and frequently how their attempts to converse with others escape this caricature (keeping in mind, of course, that some critics will never be satisfied).
	I have been just as mindful, however, of a contrasting temptation‑-speaking at first as if one did not already have a theological framework for which the less explicitly theological terms are being shaped to fit.  Eberhard Jüngel makes this point well, with some help from Hegel.
	If it wants to speak about God anyway and must then speak of God as one who speaks out of himself and about himself, then theology cannot first express itself incognito and then at some appropriate or inappropriate point in the dialogue with other sciences reveal its true colors just because at this point in the dialogue it regards its existence to be justified or thinks that it must now instruct its partner in dialogue about the necessity of theology . . . Theology should certainly not be so naive as to think that it could "like the minister in the comedy go through the entire play in a costume and in the last scene then unbutton it and let the light of wisdom shine forth."  Theology must always begin with the admission, which only honors it, that it is nothing other than theology, and that it expresses God as the one who speaks of himself.      Eberhard Jüngel, God as the Mystery of the World, trans. Darrell L. Guder (Grand Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1983), p. 162.  For the passage Jüngel quotes, see G. W. F. Hegel, Wer denkt abstract?, Sämtliche Werke, ed. H. Glockner (Stuttgart: Fr. Frommann Verlag, 1958), XX, 446. 
We are not obliged to conclude from this, however, that theologians should never be allowed to take less explicitly theological terms and begin stretching them in a theological direction.  The point is simply that when they do this they should own up to what they are doing all the way along.  If theologians have been reluctant to admit this (even to themselves), that is probably either because they assumed stretching was illicit or because they wanted to claim that the way they stretched terms was the only way possible.  Those who share neither said assumption nor desire, however, need not be reluctant to admit their theological agenda at the very beginning of any wider discussion.
	These are only two of a number of possible entanglements which can arise when theologians are invited to join conversations involving a significant variety of positions on how claims are to be critically assessed.  And while I have been mindful of these and other entanglements in formulating the preceding thesis, I am not offering theologians a risk-free way out of them.  Theologians can indeed sometimes wind up robbing their own terminology of any distinctively theological content, while at other times they can wind up manipulating professedly secular terminology to serve their own theological aims.  In trying to avoid those two entanglements they can also wind up not conversing at all, clinging instead to what Dietrich Bonhoeffer called "a positivist doctrine of revelation which says, in effect: 'Like it or lump it'."      Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Letters and Papers from Prison, ed. Eberhard Bethge, trans. Reginald H. Fuller, et al. (New York: Macmillan, 1972), p. 286.  The criticism is of Karl Barth.   All of this can still happen, even if it becomes more difficult to decide when and how any of these entanglements are indeed taking place.  My point is simply that other things can happen which make these risks worthwhile.
	If, according to the definition of phronesis I have offered, we can make good sense of variations as variations, then we do not have to choose between either subsuming one vocabulary under another or keeping distinct vocabularies in separate, tightly sealed compartments.  Practitioners of distinct enterprises can make use either of one another's vocabularies or of vocabularies more adaptable than any of their own without thereby sacrificing the relative autonomy they may wish to claim.  And they can claim relative autonomy for their respective enterprises without thereby sacrificing further claims to be somehow relevant to the concerns of other enterprises.
	It is true that borrowing concepts or vocabularies from other enterprises incurs certain obligations.  It would, after all, be pointless to borrow another enterprise's concepts unless we intend to use them in ways that are sufficiently continuous with the ways in which they are used in their original setting.      On this point see the arguments of dissenting Toulminian Willard in Argumentation and the Social Grounds of Knowledge, pp. 269-270.   But the continuity claimed here leaves room for considerable variation as well, especially when we recall that even on their home ground these concepts maintain whatever continuity they have only through varying usage, so that whatever obligations are incurred must remain similarly open-ended.  Such obligations have primarily to do with remaining responsive to critical assessment from practitioners of the "donor" enterprise simply in order to understand for one's own purposes how and to what extent the uses to which the borrowed concepts are now being put do and do not vary from the already varying uses to which they were put originally.      Willard calls this the principle of non-closure.  Ibid., pp. 270ff.  He believes that such obligations are consistent with a thoroughgoing relativism without realizing that the arguments he offers are at least arguably transcendental in a way similar to Toulmin's and Putnam's arguments against rabid Fregeans.   But to remain responsive to others is not to surrender the equally necessary obligation of finally making up one's own mind, even if this requires ongoing disagreement with one's conversation partners, so long as one is genuinely persuaded that the reasons for the divergence are sufficient to warrant it.  Relative autonomy is thus preserved, but as relative, not absolute, autonomy.  
	This, I am persuaded, is the only autonomy we can coherently claim, and all the autonomy we need ever claim.  It certainly seems to allow the kind of autonomy Stanley Hauerwas eventually winds up recommending for theological ethicists.
	    Theologians . . . have something significant to say about ethics, but they will not say it significantly if they try to disguise the fact that they think, write, and speak out of and to a distinctive community.  Their first task is not, as has been assumed by many working in Christian ethics and still under the spell of Christendom, to write as though Christian commitments make no difference in the sense that they only underwrite what everyone already in principle can know, but rather to show the difference those commitments make.  At least by doing that, philosophers may have some idea how the attempt to avoid presuming any tradition or community may distort their account of the moral life as well as moral rationality.  Our task as theologians remains what it has always been‑-namely to exploit the considerable resourcees embodied in particular Christian convictions which sustain our ability to be a community faithful to our belief that we are creatures of a graceful God.  If we do that, we may well discover that we are speaking to more than just our fellow Christians, for others as a result may well find we have something interesting to say.      Hauerwas, "On Keeping Theological Ethics Theological," pp. 35-36. 
It may be somewhat ironic that one of the principle reasons why Hauerwas can make this claim and receive such gratifying attention for it is that a good many philosophers have already come to recognize "how the attempt to avoid presuming any tradition or community may distort their account of the moral life as well as moral rationality."  Does this mean that Christian theologians are once again faced with the dilemma of merely underwriting "what everyone already in principle can know"?  If we had taken Hauerwas's earlier dismissals of other theologians at face value this might seem an unavoidable conclusion, but fortunately, as we have seen, things are not that simple.  If non-theological conversation partners are also beginning to recognize the variety of claims to relative autonomy any tradition of reflective inquiry can make, they will be less likely to assume that practitioners of distinct enterprises are simply underwriting whatever concepts they may find themselves sharing.  In that case, however, they should find it no more difficult to distinguish between Karl Rahner and Ludwig Feuerbach than to distinguish between Stanley Hauerwas and Alasdair MacIntyre.      Hauerwas borrows the unhelpful suggestion that Rahner was simply attempting to carry out Feuerbach's program of transforming theology into anthropology from a review of Rahner's Foundations of Christian Faith by Thomas Sheehan.  If that is all Rahner was doing, what is Hauerwas doing by suggesting that we find our distinctive theological voice by saying less about God and more about the church?  See ibid., pp. 34, 38, n. 2. 
	So far I have mainly been addressing the misgivings a theologian may have about joining in conversation with non-theologians about the recovery of phronesis in our time.  That is mainly because many of the assumptions on the part of non-theologians that would bar theologians from such a conversation were subjected to criticism in the second chapter in Toulmin's critique of disciplinary abstraction.  Just as Toulmin contends that theologians ought not to leave cosmology to the Carl Sagans and John Wheelers of the world, so we may take him to imply that the recovery of phronesis ought not to be left to the Gadamers, Rortys, MacIntyres, Bernsteins, and even Toulmins.  As with the questions of cosmology, questions such as "What does the recovery of phronesis imply for the epistemic self-portraits we keep turning out?" are fair game for any enterprise which aims to be maximally inclusive, as I believe theology does.  So we may turn from the issue of whether theologians can permit themselves or be permitted by others to enter the discussion on their own terms, in order to consider more closely what sorts of contributions they are likely to make.
Familiarity with Tensions
	Part of the distinctive contribution a theological perspective may offer on such a subject lies in the fact that often theologians must, with acknowledged audacity, resist minimizing certain tensions which others might prefer to avoid altogether. 
	Theologians may not be the only ones who refuse to avoid the sorts of tensions I shall mention.  The relative autonomy they may claim for their enterprise does not depend on showing that no one else can or does face the tensions with which they are familiar.  If they are more familiar with certain tensions, dilemmas, puzzles, or whatever, than some others, this does not mean that those others may not one day become just as familiar with them without thinking of themselves in explicitly theological terms.  Furthermore, the sorts of tensions theologians take on can easily render them either inept or pernicious conversation partners when they become less mindful of the precarious balance they must constantly maintain.  Such lapses in the past have left them with less than desirable credentials, and even when they remember the precariousness of their position their eccentricity may tax others' credulity.  According to David Tracy, theology is precarious on a number of fronts, both rhetorically and substantively speaking.
	Theology is substantively precarious by trying to think the seemingly impossible.  For theology dares to speak of all reality‑-persons, history, self, all‑-in relationship to the whole of reality.  That whole is believed in by Jews, Christians, and Muslims as God‑-i.e., as like a who‑-the radically monotheistic, the living and  jealous, the hidden and revealed, the comprehensible and the incomprehensible reality we dare to name God.  And theology‑-precisely as theo-logos‑-attempts to speak this word about God in fidelity to the [sometimes conflicting] demands and disciplines of three publics, not one: of church, academy, and the wider society.      David Tracy, "The Role of Theology in Public Life: Some Reflections," Word and World 4 (1984):231.  That the canons and demands of these three publics can sometimes conflict is a point Tracy makes in the very next sentence following the passage I have quoted. 
Just how precarious theology's substantive and rhetorical situation can be becomes even more obvious when we recall that the three publics Tracy mentions admit of practically endless variability and interrelatedness.  And by speaking from and to this restless variety of publics theologians (at least most of them) hope not only to say something worth hearing about God but also to discern in their publics' always-mixed responses something of God's own response to what they are struggling to say.  What could be more eccentric than that?  Still, perhaps even in their eccentricities (from which I am hardly exempt) their voices are more needful than may at first appear.
	I must also hasten to point out that those theologians in our day who best preserve an honest and healthy recognition of the precariousness of their position owe much of that recognition to the Western intellectual and institutional forces of the past few hundred years, which, by ousting them from earlier positions of privilege, have forced them to recover and re-emphasize the more self-critical, emancipatory, and historically conscious resources of their own traditions.  Disputes continue over how to tell that story‑-over who first learned what from whom‑-and over how it might later be re-told with our own generation's role included.  But even the most stubborn theologians are grateful, however begrudgingly, for some of the lessons learned, especially now that some of their own supplanters are undergoing similar losses of privilege      Langdon Gilkey recounts how, just as theology was dethroned from its position as queen of the sciences by the natural sciences, which then took its place, so now we are witnessing the gradual dethronement of this more recent queen.  As with theology, Gilkey believes that the present dethronement can teach the scientific community some valuable lessons about itself.  "When others reassessed the role of religion, she found herself banished from the court.  [As a result,] the religious community itself asked the question: if religion be neither the spiritual authority governing all of life nor the queen of all the disciplines, what is her role and status?  Then a creative or at least tolerable answer appeared.  Such is, it seems to me, one of the tasks of the scientific community as it faces what is surely to be a quite new future."  Langdon Gilkey, Society and the Sacred (New York: Crossroad Publishing Company, 1981), p. 85..
	Once theology's claim to be queen of the sciences was called into question by the rise of the natural sciences and their accompanying philosophies, theologians began to learn something of the relativity of their own intellectual and institutional considerations.  Whatever they may have continued to claim about their own status, and whatever entrenched political power they could still use, they became painfully aware that others were gradually gaining some of the cultural and political recognition they had once monopolized.  It became increasingly difficult simply to deny the competence or integrity of natural scientists, scholars, or philosophers who pursued their own questions without obvious concern for what theologians and church officials might think about their subjects.  Nor was it getting any easier simply to deny the competence or integrity of advocates of rapidly multiplying and competitive theological viewpoints, each of them claiming a clear and certain divine guidance.  Assumptions which had once gone mostly unchallenged thus became increasingly apparent and capable of reassessment, and the reassessment continues.  For example, belief that God's redemptive love had been decisively revealed and enacted in the history of a community had been assumed to warrant a further inference that the community's ongoing institutionalization (or at least certain aspects of it) would somehow be exempt from historical conditioning.  Gradually, to increasing numbers of theologians, this assumption has been found untenable.  They have become convinced that no institutional vehicle of the church, whether church official, council, or sacred scripture, is exempt from the limitations and even distortions of historical existence; nor can any practically distinguishable aspect of those institutions be exempt from those same limitations and distortions.  At the same time, however, with exceedingly few exceptions, even the most historically conscious theologians have doggedly persisted in the conviction that God, that than which no greater can be conceived, is not only knowable but actually known, and not in spite of but precisely in and through the radical plurality and ambiguity of our historically conditioned existence.  This dual commitment to attend as much to their own historical conditioning as to the the God known in and through the vicissitudes of that conditioning is not, I admit, embraced wholeheartedly by all theologians in our time, and perhaps it never will be by some.  Still, the wide variety of theologians of both so-called "liberal" and "postliberal" persuasions do seem to embrace this dual commitment and strive to conduct their mutually suspicious and sympathetic interactions with one another (and anybody else) accordingly.
	I believe this dual commitment to be in some sense coherent, though of course it can lapse into incoherence also.  It certainly makes theologians unpredictable conversation partners, because they are capable of approaching any other mode of thoughtful activity with the same volatile tension-fraught mixture of sympathy and suspicion with which they approach their own work.  For example, since God is in some sense absolute, they will retain some sympathy for forms of thoughtful activity which move in an absolutist or objectivist direction, but at the same time they will be wondering at what point such a move may encourage its own advocates to ignore the historical conditions under which all such moves are made.  They must therefore also remain sympathetic to forms of thoughtful activity which appear more relativistic, because these often serve to expose hidden pretensions of the more absolutist moves, theological or otherwise.  But they will still suspect the relativist of over-reacting and thereby suppressing concerns (perhaps ultimate concerns) no one can afford to ignore.  (After all, one of the main reasons for a theologian's suspicions toward absolutists is that the latter's absolutes may turn out to be too relative‑-too easily manipulable and thus wholly subservient to the absolutists' own narrow goals.)  Which attitude will be most apparent in the theologian's conversation with objectivists or relativists or both depends by and large on what the theologian for the time being perceives to be the most dangerous temptations for herself or others.  Since theologians can differ over which temptations are presently most dangerous it is not at all surprising to find one expressing mainly sympathy and another expressing mainly suspicion for the same conversation partner's strategies.  But where one attitude is most in evidence this will not mean that the other is absent, and this will usually be revealed by a subtle twist here and there in the theologian's response which radically qualifies the predominant attitude.
	This volatile and tension-fraught mixture of sympathy and suspicion toward one's own and everyone else's strategies may strike others as unnecessarily extreme, but those who wish to speak of no less than God in full recognition of their own liabilities (who can recount numerous examples of what happens when those liabilities go largely unrecognized) can hardly afford to minimize this and other tensions involved in their attempts.  They do, of course, try to keep such tensions from lapsing into incoherence, but the preventive measures most of them prefer do not attempt simply to resolve the tensions but instead attempt to offer ways to keep them fruitful.  This is the point at which theologians are inclined to speak of redemption, and thus to respond to the original tensions by‑-of all things‑-introducing others.  This can be seen in Reinhold Niebuhr's discussion on having and not having the truth.
	The truth remains subject to the paradox of grace.  We may have it; and yet we do not have it.  And we will have it the more purely in fact if we know that we have it only in principle.      Reinhold Niebuhr, The Nature and Destiny of Man, Vol. II (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1943), p. 243. 
Grace, Niebuhr insists, neither lifts us above our finitude nor saves us from the sin of claiming to have transcended it.      Ibid., p. 219.   We can only hope through "moments of prayerful transcendence" to gain insight into our too-self-interested thought and action and to carry this insight into our disagreements with others.      Ibid., p. 217.   Yet those moments do occur.  Niebuhr has too often been read as a pessimist, but this is to overlook his insistence that hope is the final word.  And no doubt one reason why this theme is so easily overlooked is that for those who would prefer to minimize or avoid the tensions of historical existence Niebuhr's hope is no solution.  For Niebuhr, as for most other Christian theologians, hope is itself a tension-fraught notion, a "pessimistic optimism" which moves beyond wholesale optimism and pessimism by remaining suspended between both.      "Pessimistic optimism" is a phrase coined by Robert MacAfee Brown to describe Niebuhr's stance in a recent article.  See Robert MacAfee Brown, "Reinhold Niebuhr: His Theology in the 1980s," The Christian Century 103 (1986):66-68. 
	Cornel West regards this strategy as most typical of Protestant traditions.
	    The distinctive strength of Protestant Christianity is neither its worldly skepticism (for this can be found in pagan cynicism or secular poststructuralism) nor its anticipatory triumphalism (for this can be found in non-Christian forms of apocalypticism and millenarianism).  Rather, this strength resides in its recognition of the interplay between fallible finitude and the demand for engaged praxis, between acknowledged fallenness and received empowerment.  This interplay . . . [precludes] ill-founded optimism and paralyzing pessimism.  More importantly, it promotes and encourages an unstopable predilection for alternatives grounded in the present.    Cornel West, "Neo-Aristotelienism, Liberalism and Socialism: A Christian Perspective" in Christianity and Capitalism: Perspectives on Religion, Liberalism and the Economy, ed. Bruce Grelle and David A. Krueger (Chicago: Center for the Scientific Study of Religion, 1986), p. 82. 
West's claims about how peculiarly Protestant this interplay is could probably stand qualification, but his formulation of the sort of dual commitment many Christian theologians display is nevertheless a welcome one, especially for its practical emphasis.
	There are of course echoes of this type of move in the arguments I have been developing, assigning to phronesis the practical and ongoing task of mediating tensively, if also fallibly, between counterposed extremes.  Obviously there were theological reasons already at work in developing this construal of phronesis along those lines.  Many other less theologically informed construals of phronesis would no doubt tend to minimize the tensive aspects I have found reason to emphasize, but I believe the arguments provided earlier indicate that it would be pointless to rule them out altogether, regardless of whether one wishes to steer clear of theological moves.  Further conversation on that issue would in fact seem to be worth anybody's time.
	The theme of tensive mediation is of course far more palatable among Continental thinkers, owing largely to Hegel's influence (with its inherited and often overtly theological moves) even on those who reacted against him, and that accounts in part for theologians' readiness to turn to them.  Until recently, however, turns to Continental thought over, say, the past fifty years, did not exactly enhance one's intellectual reputation among English speakers.  But the intellectual climate on both sides of the Atlantic is now more open to cross-fertilization. 
	One thinker whose appreciative reception in English speaking circles exemplifies that shift in climate is Paul Ricoeur,      Incidentally, I am not speaking only of Ricoeur's reception in English speaking philosophy departments, where in fact there is likely to be more resistance than among other thinkers.  But his reception among nontheological English speaking thinkers who ask arguably philosophical questions outside philosophy departments has in recent years been noteworthy.  who, as both a "listener to Christian preaching"      Paul Ricoeur, "Naming God," Union Seminary Quarterly Review 34 (1979):215.  and a developer of "a post-Hegelian Kantianism,"      Paul Ricoeur, The Conflict of Interpretations, ed. Don Ihde (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1974),    p. 412.  also offers philosophical attempts to make sense of the sorts of tensions theologians refuse to minimize.  Whether dealing with certain tensions under the heading of antinomy, paradox, dialectic, or conflict of interpretations, Ricoeur invariably resorts to a similar strategy, preserving extreme differences "against any conflationist tendency,"      Ricoeur, Hermeneutics and the Human Sciences,     p. 100.  yet insisting at the same time that following these differences through to their limits discloses a mediation which makes sense more in practical than in theoretical terms.  This can be seen, for example, in his essays attempting to reconcile the strategies typical of Gadamer's hermeneutics and Habermas's ideology critique.  First, a genuine conflict is identified and then the exclusiveness of the alternatives is questioned.
	Is [the fundamental gesture of philosophy] an avowal of the historical conditions to which all human understanding is subsumed under the reign of finitude?  Or rather is it, in the last analysis, an act of defiance, a critical gesture, relentlessly repeated and indefinitely turned against "false consciousness," against the distortions of human communication which conceal the permanent exercise of domination and violence? . . . What is at stake can be expressed in terms of an alternative: either a hermeneutical consciousness or a critical consciousness.  But is it really so?  Is it not the alternative itself which must be challenged?      Ibid., p. 63. 
Ricoeur thinks the apparent exclusiveness of these alternatives can be successfully denied.  Yet he also insists that they cannot be fused "in a super-system which encompasses both,"      Ibid., p. 87. one of the reasons being that they represent a radicalization of what Ricoeur believes is "the central antinomy of moral philosophy," namely, "the antinomy of value."      Ricoeur, Political and Social Essays, p. 243.   The antinomy can be formulated in two questions.  "If values are not our work but precede us, why do they not suppress our freedom?  And if they are our work why are they not arbitrary choices?"      Ibid., p. 250.  They can be posed in a more concrete way in terms of what we are to make of past evaluations in the cultural traditions which shaped us.  Part of the answer then lies in taking note of what we are doing when we either consent to those evaluations (as in hermeneutics) or else critique them in light of our present evaluations (as in ideology critique).  We then come to see two crucial points.
	First, that a hermeneutic of traditions can only fulfill its program if it introduces a critical distance, conceived and practiced as an integral part of the hermeneutical process.  And secondly, . . . that a critique of ideologies too can only fulfill its project if it incorporates a certain regeneration of the past, consequently, a reinterpretation of tradition.      Ibid., p. 257.
Ricoeur claims this does not give us a theoretical solution to the oppositions between these two strategies.  While it shows that their respective advocates "can recognize the other's claim to universality in a way which marks the place of one in the structure of the other,"      Ricoeur, Hermeneutics and the Human Sciences,       p. 64.  according to Ricoeur this is not a theoretical solution.  It does, however, disclose "a mediation of a particular kind, let us say, of a circular, practical, and concrete relation between the sort of participation which is the soul of historical consciousness and the sort of distanciation which is the soul of every critical philosophy."      Ricoeur, Political and Social Essays, p. 249.  Thus he concludes, "Only the work of evaluation‑-which is also a work of transvaluation‑-assures us that the relation between the project of freedom and the memory of its past conquests constitutes a vicious circle only for analytic understanding, not for practical reason."      Ibid., p. 270.  Italics added.   
	This mediation furthermore issues in a "militant and truncated ontology."      Ricoeur, The Conflict of Interpretations, p. 23.   It is often assumed these days that later developments in Continental thought, such as turns to hermeneutics or Heidegger's later turn to poetry, have rendered any further ontological aspirations‑-even militant and truncated ones‑-illegiitimate, but Ricoeur, himself a pioneer in hermeneutics, firmly disagrees.  For example, he argues that the later Heidegger's philosophy is still ruled by "the kind of circular implication between Sein and Dasein, between the question of Being and the question of the self, of which we read in the introduction of Being and Time."      Ibid., p. 224.   Still, he acknowledges, later developments do cast doubt on the direct pursuit of those aspirations.  The early Heidegger thought himself able to proceed by a direct reversal of typical assumptions about the relationship between understanding and being.  "Instead of asking: On what condition can a knowing subject understand a text or history? one asks: What kind of being is it whose being consists of understanding?"      Ibid., p. 6.   Ricoeur applauds this reversal, but argues that the ubiquity and plurality of hermeneutics itself prevents us from proceeding so directly.  Under such circumstances ontology can only be a horizon or an aim rather than a given fact.
	A separate ontology is beyond our grasp: it is only within the movement of interpretation that we apperceive the being we interpret.  The ontology of understanding is implied in the methodology of interpretation, following the ineluctable "hermeneutic circle" which Heidegger himself taught us to delineate.  Moreover, it is only in a conflict of rival hermeneutics that we perceive something of the being to be interpreted: a unified ontology is as inaccessible to our method as a separate ontology.  Rather, in every instance, each hermeneutics discovers the aspect of existence which founds it as method.      Ibid., p. 19.  Italics added. 
Nevertheless, Ricoeur insists, an ontology subject even to these radical qualifications is still an ontology.      Ibid.   And if it is not a straightforwardly unified ontology, the continued jostling‑-the always-varying dialectical tension‑-among rival interpretive standpoints does, in that very process, manifest an ontological structure whose problematic unity can at least be suggested by "the richest symbols" which "alone carry all the vectors, both regressive and progressive, that the various hermeneutics dissociate."      Ibid., p. 23.    
	It thus appears that for Ricoeur, as for Niebuhr, one moves beyond certain counterposed extremes only by remaining suspended between them in a way that one hopes will be fruitful.  But Ricoeur is neither the preacher nor the apologist Niebuhr was.  Granted, as a listener to Christian preaching Ricoeur would doubtless value Niebuhr's somewhat reductive readings of professedly secular thought, for much the same reason that he values Nietzsche's much more reductive readings of Western thought‑-both are too revealing to be confined by more pedantic restraints.      Ibid., pp. 456-457.   A voice such as Niebuhr's is surely what Ricoeur has in mind when he distinguishes his own vocation from that of the kind of preacher he believes is needed in our day.
	    I can imagine such a prophetic preacher; at times, I hear his voice.  But again, it is not the voice of the philosopher.  The philosopher thinks in the intermediate time between nihilism and purified faith.      Ibid., p. 460. 
Ricoeur's kind of philosopher must avoid the preacher's risk‑-which is not an inevitable fate‑-of using an atheistic hermeneutics of suspicion "as a clever and hypocritical method of taking back with one hand what one was forced to relinquish with the other."      Ibid., pp. 440-441.   Instead this philosopher must run the opposite risk‑-again not an inevitable fate‑-"of failing  to reach the goal by attempting to break a path which, as it were, goes astray en route."      Ibid., p. 441.   Precisely because Ricoeur refuses the preacher's more direct route, I believe, he helps us to read the quicker moves of a Reinhold Niebuhr as they should be read.  This is not to say that Niebuhr did not ever succumb to the temptations of a more simplistic apologetics, but to dwell on that point is to fail to note that Niebuhr himself teaches us to expect that of him‑-but also to expect more than just that.  In their vastly different ways, then, both Niebuhr and Ricoeur refuse to minimize the tensions they must somehow make sense of anyway.
	Ricoeur supports not only the idea that ongoing tensive mediation can be fruitful for critical thought but also the suggestion that its fruitfulness is for the most part understood through phronesis.  As we have seen, Ricoeur suggests that we are more likely to avoid the imperialism of "conflationist tendencies" in trying to mediate various tensions besetting us so long as we understand the task of mediation primarily in practical terms.  The kind of unity displayed by the tension-fraught ontological structure Ricoeur defends is, in his more recent terminology, that of an "emplotment," which provides "heterogenous elements with the ambiguous status of a concordant-discordant whole."     Paul Ricoeur, "The Text as Dynamic Identity," in Identity of the Text, ed. Mario J. Valdés and Owen Miller (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1985), p. 176.   The kind of intelligibility Ricoeur suggests is appropriate for such concordant-discordant whole is a "narrative intelligibility" which "shows more kinship with practical wisdom or moral judgment than with theoretical reason."     Ibid., p. 177.  Italics added.   We have already seen how Gadamer places phronesis at the very center of his own hermeneutics, so it is not very surprising to find another hermeneute bringing up the subject.  Actually, Ricoeur's recognition of explanatory and suspicious moments in hermeneutics places him somewhere in between Gadamer and Toulmin, and for that reason, among others, I shall again borrow and adapt certain themes from his work while wrestling with some of the issues of the next chapter.

