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Editorial Foreword:Dialogue
between Critical Theory
and Theology

Jason Lam
Translated by Leo Leeb

Did Karl Marx not see institutionalized religion as an ideology, a
means of control by the bourgeoisie? Did he not thus turn the process
of life upside down into an inverted image as seen in the camera
obscura? ®Critical theory as a part of Neo-Marxism, actively resists
the manifold forms of oppression throughout history. How then could
it enter into dialogue with theology as the latter is linked to religion?
However, an interesting phenomenon had arisen, in that critical theory
was developed before World War II in the Frankfurt Institute for Social
Research, whose founders were mostly Jews. Several articles of this
issue are related to second generation scholars of the Frankfurt School,
e.g2. Max Horkheimer, Theodor W. Adorno and the somewhat
marginalized Ernst Bloch, all thinkers of Jewish descent. Here we

should also mention Walter Benjamin, Herbert Marcuse, Gyorgy

© Karl Marx & Frederick Engels, The German Ideology, ed. C. J. Arthur (London: Lawrance
& Wishart, 1970).




Lukécs, Erich P. Fromm and others, who shared a common ancestry
with Marx; they were all Jews. Even though many of them grew up in
secularized or Christianized families, Jewish monotheism and
especially the critical spirit of the Hebrew prophets were very much
alive in their veins, so that they could maintain sturdy resistance
against all kinds of oppression in society.

If we look at the foundational work of critical theory, Dialectics
of Enlightenment: Philosophical Fragments (Dialektik der Aufkldrung:
philosophische Fragmente), we see that in this work Horkheimer and
Adorno thoroughly criticized the dogmatism of Enlightenment
rationality and the commodity fetishism of cultural industry. They
wanted to look for the cause of the disease and the remedy for the
distorted system of modern society. But oppression by the powerful is
a ubiquitous phenomenon. How could those who resist it and still live
within the system find the plumb line for their criticism? How could
liberation find its realization in this world? The answer lies in the
practice of “dialectics”, a kind of othef—worldly utopian thought, a
“negative theology” of Jewish monotheism, even an eschatological
messianism that must pervade critical theory to create a transcendent
ideal, so that justice and fairness as envistoned by the prophet Amos
(Am. 5:24) can be realized on earth. Thus, critical theory as such can
even be seen as a kind of “hidden theology” or a secular form of
theology. Critical thought and utopian thought are two sides of the
same coin just as construction and de(con)struction are two sides of the
same coin (paragraph six) according to Heidegger in his Sein und Zeit

(Being and Time). Without a vision of the “not yet” (noch nicht) and
BEEHUCHT) (58 2218 2009 R0
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the hope of an other-worldly utopia, those who resist the many forms
of oppression in their time could lose their semse of urgency.
Furthermore, a vision of utopia could prevent the suppressed from
becoming another generation of oppressors after their liberation. The
reason why Bloch could have a kind of spiritual friendship with the
core members of critical theory was that both sides wanted a messianic,
eschatological redemption for the suffering masses.

In fact these core members of critical theory had considerable
contact with mainstream theologians of the time. Horkheimer had the
help of Paul Tillich in becoming professor and the head of the
Frankfurt Institute. Tillich, on the other hand, had delved into religious
socialism in the 1930’s in the hope of discovering elements of faith
within Marxist socialism and the prophetic tradition of early.
Christianity. © Horkheimer praised Tillich’s approach to Christian
doctrine as symbolism, because this approach continued the hope of
mysticism, namely the union between the human and the divine, the
fellowship of the finite with the infinite. Horkheimer once said: “I
meant that the symbolism is the necessary form of religion... and its
struggle to save religion is actually the struggle of western culture for
its realization.” ® This seems to show that Horkheimer sought after
such a mystical union in his works and at a personal level. As for

Tillich, if the union between God and man brought about through

®paul Tillich, The Socialist Decision, Franklin Sherman trans. (NY: Harper & Row, 1977),
70-71.

2 Max Horkheimer, “Erinnerung an Paul Tillich”, Gesammelte Schriften VIl (Frankfurt am
Mainz: Fischer, 1985), 281.




symbolism approaches utopian thought, then the “Protestant principle”
he proposed in 1931 can be regarded as a critical rule. It aims to
prevent people from absolutizing any relative idea from this world.
The force of critique cannot come from any human authority or
traditional system, otherwise there is little to prevent it from becoming
demonic.® This hypothesis is not only suited to the critique of
religious institutions of our time, it is also very similar to Adorno’s
critique of culture and his desire to express salvation through the
method of negation. Adorno wrote his thesis to qualify for
professorship on Seren A. Kierkegaard in Frankfurt under the direction
of Tillich.

Of course, the more direct impact on theologians in this circle
came from Bloch. He published a book on a figure of the Reformation
as early as 1921, namely Thomas Miinzer as a Theologian of
Revolution (Thomas Miinzer als Theologe der Revolution). But the
greatest impact on theology came from Jiirgen Moltmann’s discovery of
Bloch’s three-volume work The Principle of Hope (Das Prinzip
Hoffnung). Moltmann says:

When I was on vacation in Switzerland I read the German
version of The Principle of Hope. 1 was deeply moved to the
neglect of the beautiful scenery around me. My spontaneous
impression was this: “Why has Christian theology neglected

its most unique theme of hope?” Bloch had quoted from

® paul Tillich, The Protestant Era, James L. Adams trans(Chicago: Chicago University Press,
1957), 163.
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“Biblical passages about the exodus and the Messiah”
(preface, page 17). But within today’s institutionalized
Christianity, how much of the original Christian hope of the
kingdom has been preserved? ©

Today it is common knowledge that this was the inspirational
source for Moltmann’s book Theclogy of Hope (Theologie der
Hoffnung), published in 1964, which influenced a whole generation ®.
But we must mention here that after this work on hope, Moltmann
turned back to the theme of suffering and wrote The Crucified God (Der
gekreuzigte Gott). As an explanation of this title he wrote:

Moving away from Ernest Bloch’s philosophy of hope, 1
now turn to the questions of “negative dialectic” and the
“critical theory” of T. W. Adorno and M. Horkheimer,
together with the experiences and insights of early
dialectical theology and existentialist theology. Unless it
apprehends the pain of the negative, Christian hope cannot

be realistic and liberating, ©

Not only was Moltmann interested to enter into dialogue with
critical theory and the Marxists of his day, but his identification with
the oppressed in his thinking and his works inspired liberation

® Moltmann ed., Lo Kwun-lam trsl., Wie ich mick gedndert habe? (Hong Kong, Logos &
Pneuma, 2007), 18.

2 Compare Moltmann, Tseng Nien Yueh trsl., Theologie der Hoffnung (Hong Kong, Logos &
Pneuma, 2007), 1-6.

® Moltmann, R. A. Wilson & John Bowden trsl., The Crucified God (London, SCM, 1994),
17-18.




