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understanding, questions that seek how to build, that ask how we can 
move forward the purposes of God, how we can develop our rela-
tionship to God, how we can seek to embody here the Kingdom of 
God. 1 2 H. Richard Niebuhr observed, "The idea of Kingdom of 
God has indeed been the dominant idea in American Christianity." 1 8 

Today this means also a practical ecumenical theology, a theology 
which seeks to build up the unity of the Christian community and 
ultimately the unity of all men who believe in God. American theo-
logical discussions then are subordinated to this unity, to a concern 
for how men may be made truly free before God, and how they 
may live in relations of mutual respect and enrichment. 

The sources of evidence for a peculiarly American theology, be-
sides the normal and primary sources of Scripture and tradition, 
would include the account of America's own religious history as well 
as the convictions of all men of good will. 1 4 There would be an 

12 Langdon Gilkey notes this pragmatic quality of American theology: 
"Another way of describing this same characteristic is to point to the 'prag-
matic' character of American religion and to the theological reflection stemming 
from it. If religion is an affair of the individual person, then its significance 
lies in what it does in the person's life—how it affects his character and 
behavior on the one hand, and his resultant attitudes toward life on the 
other. American theology has avoided purely theoretical issues and problems; 
its energies have been directed toward results, and these primarily in the 
ethical field. The creative theologians in America (Edwards excepted) have 
generally been ethicists: Gladden, Rauschenbusch, the Niebuhrs—and one may 
soon be able to add the present advocates of the "worldly gospels" ("Social 
and Intellectual Sources of Contemporary Protestant Theology in America," in 
Religion in America, p. 147). John Courtney Murray observed this combina-
tion of the theoretical and pragmatic as characteristic of what he called "the 
American Proposition": "The American Proposition is at once doctrinal and 
practical, a theorem and a problem. It is an affirmation and also an intention. 
It presents itself as a coherent structure of thought that lays claim to intel-
lectual assent; it also presents itself as an organized political project that aims 
at historical success. Our Fathers asserted it and most ably argued it; they also 
undertook to 'work it out," and they signally succeeded" (We Hold These 
Truths: Catholic Reflections on the American Proposition, [New York: Sheed 
and Ward, I960], p. vii). 

is The Kingdom of God in America, (New York: 1937), p. xii. 
1 4 "These norms, in line with American pragmatism, require the tester to 

legitimate positions taken not, as in the past, by a proclamation of a bishop or 
even by a direct search of Scripture, but rather from the common-sense 
Christian judgment of people in whom the Holy Spirit works. Such a focus is 
related to the new analysis of how God works in history with special concern 
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endeavor to go beyond even Cardinal Newman's principle of con-
sulting the faithful in matters of doctrine. For America would be 
inclined to consult not only the faithful but all men, even sincere 
atheists, to know what their attitudes toward the ultimate purpose 
of life might be, for in the dissatisfaction of sincere atheists, the man 
of faith can find a criticism and a challenge that he must measure up 
to. Seeking for evidence within the conviction and experiences of 
people supposes that the God who revealed himself through Jesus 
Christ continues to make himself known and to communicate himself 
to us today. That is why Christopher Mooney, in an essay concern-
ing the future of American theology, writes, "What the theology of 
the future is ultimately asking then is not so much how the Chris-
tian today should speak about God (although this is obviously a 
problem), but how God, through Christ, now speaks to us." 1 5 

Next the American categories of understanding would be derived 
not primarily from some prevalent philosophy like linguistic analysis 
or even pragmatism, but rather from the ways in which the Ameri-
can people understand themselves, the world, and nature. From this 
point of view American theological categories will be secular cate-
gories and value categories. Langdon Gilkey has underscored the 
importance of speaking of the dimension of ultimacy in secular ex-
perience. 1 6 A peculiar religious language no longer has meaning for 
the majority of American citizens. I t is not a new religious language, 
but a religious use of secular language which must come to interpret 
America's relationship to God. Furthermore, the categories would be 
primarily value categories or operational categories, not simply spec-
ulative categories of understanding. Hence, theology would endeavor 
to interpret man's religious experience and commitment in terms 
of freedom, peace, justice, love, power. I would hesitate to exclude 
from an American theology all metaphysical categories. These do 

for the presence of the Trinity where people are gathered and for the expression 
of the will of God through community members speaking under the inspira-
tion of the Holy Spirit" (Sister Marie Augusta Neal, "Catholicism in America," 
in Religion in America, p. 324). 

is "Man and His Future," in Projections, p. 34. 
1 8 Cf. his Naming the Whirlwind: the Renewal of God-Language (New 

York: Bobbs-Merrill, 1969), especially Part II, chapters 3 and 4: "The Dimen-
sion of Ultimacy in Secular Experience." 
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not seem to loom too large on our horizon at the present time, still 
we must ultimately have these as well, if our relationship to God is 
to be phrased in terms of genuine ultimacy. Perhaps Tillich, the 
Whiteheadeans, and Herbert Richardson have given some indica-
tions of how this might be done. 

Finally, with regard to the structural arrangement of an Ameri-
can theology, here we would expect questions of decision and effective 
change to dictate the order of consideration.17 There are, no doubt, 
many ways in which such a construction could be laid out. The point 
of departure might be from the experience of human need, from the 
sense of purpose which pervades the culture and the self-transcen-
dence to which this calls us. For a theological structure it would be 
necessary to recognize that these goals are not merely of human 
devising but are a divine imperative experienced within history. 
Creation, redemption and the life of the Christian community would 
be seen then as movements toward these purposes. The life com-
municated to us by the Holy Spirit will be seen to flourish as those 
decisions are made that move us toward justice and peace and equal-
ity, toward a society of free men. This kind of theological arrange-
ment has some similarity to theologies of hope that have developed 
in Europe in the last few years, but there is, I think, one significant 
difference. Whereas Moltmann, for example, sees the future standing 
in radical contradiction to the present and breaking into the course 
of history by reason of the promise of God, the American anticipa-
tion would be rather to see God now at work in the world, bringing 

17 "Theologies grip us today only if they have the power to change our 
inner or outer worlds, to make them more worthy of human habitation" (Harvey 
Cox, "Political Theology for the United States; in Projections, p. 54). Sister 
Marie Augusta Neal sees here a special effect of America's religious and 
secular experience: "In this sense, the American Church will lead in the im-
mediate future in realizing the implications of the work of the Council for the 
specific efforts to transform the world. The immediate dynamism of this thrust 
is part of the American experience. It comes from three characteristically 
American phenomena: the organizational facility which American technological 
advances have stimulated, the community quest that organizational facility 
generates in reaction to the anonymity-creating character of bureaucracy, and 
the emergence of the American Church from its separatist character as old 
defenses become obsolete through the decline of minority status. Although the 
themes are mainly European in origin, realization of them is American in 
form" ("Catholicism in America," in Religion in America, pp. 330-331). 
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about, through the decisions which men make in dependence upon 
him, the goals toward which history is moving. 1 8 This is no Pelagian 
confidence in human effort but a reliance upon the effective "power 
of God at work in those who believe," 1 9 just as it raised Jesus from 
the dead and continues to pour out upon us the gift of the Holy 
Spirit. 

We can say by way of summary that an American theology, the 
search for an understanding of man's relationship to God that has 
been influenced by the American history, culture, and experience, 
would be dominated by the need to make effective, responsible, free 
decisions.20 I t would see the basic relationship of God and man as 
rooted in a divine summons to work for the building of genuine 
human community through participation in the divine community 
of Father, Son and Holy Spirit. It would see man's response to this 
summons manifested in love and a thirst for justice among men. 
The questions would concern first of all our goals, our hope for the 
future, our growth toward the fulness of God's life among men; and 
then they would concern the most effective ways to pursue these goals 
and to realize this hope in dependence upon the activity of God. 
The evidence for answering these questions would be found in our 
past, both as Christians and as Americans, and also in the signs of 
the times, in the deep persuasions and convictions of men of good 
will as they endeavor to work toward truly human and divine pur-
poses. Our understanding of the answers would be primarily in terms 
of human dignity, liberty, equality and community. This experience 
of human existence would be the primary analogue for understand-
ing God and God's activity among us. This, after all, is basically 

1 8 "It is faith which enables us to catch the inner unity of God's promises 
given through the Old and New Testaments. But the life of Jesus is more than 
an event of promise; it means that grace, justification, and salvation are 
given to man in the present. Only insofar as man actually possesses these, can 
he have hope in God's future promise. In both Moltmann and Pannenberg we 
find a tendency to limit this existential aspect of soteriology, whereas in fact 
there is no reason at all for them to do so" (Christopher F. Mooney, art. cit., 
pp. 46-47). 

1» Cf. Eph. 1:19. 
2 0 "The bias of American theology, left to itself, is toward ethics and 

activism" (Michael Novak, "Christianity: Renewed or Slowly Abandoned," in 
Religion in America, p. 397). 
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biblical; for John tells us in his first letter, "He who loves is bom 
of God and knows God and he who does not love does not know God 
for God is love." 2 1 Finally, the theological structure itself would 
be ordered as a plan for changing and developing human life, a way 
to implement God's purpose and establish His Kingdom and to make 
the whole human family one in its pursuit of goodness and truth 
and peace and justice and equality. The enterprise of American 
theology is not to be undertaken in self-sufficient isolation from the 
rest of the world but in a humble and grateful acknowledgment of 
how much we have received and in a desire, then, to share with all 
those to whom we are indebted, the gifts that God has given to us. 
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2 1 1 Jn. 4 : 7 - 8 . 


