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Abstract
In this review article, the author provides an in-depth review of LeRon Shults's
proposal for reforming theological anthropology. Shults aims to reform theological
anthropology in a truly relational way. His proposal for a relational theology is
rooted in the turn to relationality in philosophy and science. While the author �nds
many interesting insights in Shults's proposal, he argues that the book suffers from a
lack of integration, and that the concept of relationality is not suf�ciently developed.

1 Introduction
[1] The book under review is the programmatic starting point of a series of

books on the implications of relationality for contemporary (systematic) theology
(p. xiii). In this series, LeRon Shults intends to explore the implications of the
`turn to relationality' in modern philosophy and science for `reforming' Christian
theology. This sentence includes all the major building blocks of Shults's project.
Starting with the last and probably the most important `cornerstone' of Shults's
theology, his thought underlies the �rm conviction that a theology worthy of the
name is always subject to the Reformed maxim theologia reformata est semper
reformanda (p. 4, cf. also the `Reforming' in the title of the book). Distinctive
is the particular form this `reformation' takes in Shults's theology. Shults rejects
both foundationalism, a philosophical and theological enterprise which seeks to
build theology on absolute foundations � such a foundation being either science,
revelation or religious experience � and relativism, a philosophical and theologi-
cal view in which the notion of truth is rendered entirely dependent upon context.
Following J. Wentzel van Huyssteen, Shults proposes a form of postfoundation-
alism1 which he describes as linking `epistemology and hermeneutics'. Building
uponWolfhart Pannenberg's work, a postfoundationalist theology seeks the truth
by `reconstructing' theology ever anew in the light of the demands of its present
understanding of faith, reality and culture (pp. 7�9). This is where Shults's re-
formed theology and the crucial role of science in theology come together. Shults

1. Shults developed this account of theology inhisThePostfoundationalist Task of Theology
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999).
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is convinced that the turn to relationality in philosophy and science implies a de-
mand for Christian theology to reconceptualize its understanding of God, human
beings, and soteriology in relational terms.

2 Relationality in the History of Philosophy and Science
[2] Chapter 1 introduces the reader to the philosophical turn to relationality

by outlining the history of Western philosophy from Aristotle to Kant, and Hegel
to Levinas. concisely formulated, the story Shults tells us is the development of
an ontology in which the category of substance was primary2 to one in which the
category of relation takes prevalence over that of substance. As Shults admits,
every attempt to trace the history of such complex concepts as substance and
relation ina single chapter (pp. 11�36)mustnecessarily be cursory. Most extensive
treatment is given of Aristotle, the rise of the empirical sciences, Kant, Hegel,
modern physical theory, and Levinas.

[3] At the beginning of the chapter, Shults explains what he means by the
term `turn':

My use of the word `turn' is not intended to suggest a completely new de-
velopment in philosophy. Concern about relationality commonly played an
important role in ethical and epistemological discourse in the West. The nov-
elty is a new emphasis on the insertion of the category of relation into the
heart of metaphysical discourse. After the turn to relationality, the concepts
of being real and being in relation are thought together in a fresh way. (p. 12)

[4] WhileShults acknowledges that the conceptof relationhadalwaysaprominent
place in Western thought, his history of the concept is an `evolutionary' history,
that is: Shults suggests that the concept of relationality was better understood
through the ages.

[5] Thus, Shults's account of Aristotle is largely negative. Shults mainly
interprets Aristotle in terms of his theory of categories. Although Aristotle made
`relation' a categoryof its own, distinct fromthe fundamental categoryof substance,
relation was seen by him as presupposing substance, and for the later Aristotle,
relationwas seen as accidental to substance. Furthermore, the category of relation
was interpreted in terms of quantity, a category inferior to quality (pp. 12�15).
Combined with the in�uence of Plotinus, who even gave the notion of relation
no place in his account of being at all, the history of Western thought through
the Middle Ages was largely dominated by a substance ontology in which the
notion of relation had only a secondary place. This began to change during the
Renaissance period with the rise of the empirical sciences, in which the particular
and thus the quantitative gained prominence over the general and qualitative. In

2. Concisely formulated, an ontology of substance is an account of the being or identity
of things in terms of their individual properties rather than their relations to other beings. A
relational ontology, then, is an account of the being of things in terms of their relations to other
things, or at least an account in which the relations of beings with each other constitute their being
as an individual.
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the natural sciences, the turn to relationality reached its zenith in the twentieth
century, especially in relativity and quantum theory (pp. 15�18).

[6] In the history of philosophy, however, relationality gained prominence
over substantialism only in the thought of Immanuel Kant. In Kant's table of cate-
gories, substance and accidence are subsumed under the category of relation, and
it is distinguished from quantity to become a category of its own. In this respect,
Kant's thought was an important preparatory step towards later developments. A
crucial step forward was Hegel's philosophy, where the Absolute was no longer
a static substance, but absolute relation itself, a dynamic subject operating in
and yet distinct from the thinking individual human subject (pp. 22�25). Shults,
however, follows Kierkegaard, who argued that Hegel's system suffered from two
problems: `On the one hand, it seems to vitiate the transcendence of God; and,
on the other, it threatens the particularity of individual �nite creatures who seem
to be absorbed into an all-encompassing Subject' (p. 25). While criticizing Hegel,
Kierkegaard himself offered various contributions to the rise of relationality in
philosophy, as did Charles Sanders Peirce, and as diverse as the analytic and
phenomenological tradition during the nineteenth and twentieth century. Shults
closes his overviewwith the contributions ofWhitehead and Levinaswho both em-
phasized the relational nature of reality and human experience, albeit in different
ways.

[7] Some readers might be surprised at this rather lengthy summary of the
well known history of the concept of relationality. The reason is that while this
account is pretty much standard among advocates of a relational philosophy or
theology, it is far less obvious than it seems. In Shults's case, it is certainly written
in an elegant and accessible style. Yet, this account is too super�cial to `prove' his
case, namely that something like an `evolutionary' history of relationality could be
written without a considerable amount of wishful thinking. This is not merely of
external relevance to historians of philosophy, but affects the tenability of Shults's
project as a whole. Shults aims at reforming theological anthropology because
philosophy and science in late modernity had something new to offer, even more
speci�cally, something which theology up to the present was unable to see on
the basis of its internal resources. Henceforth, what Shults's �rst chapter has
to achieve is not merely to provide an accessible historical introduction to the
subject of relationality; it should somehow prove the case for a reconstruction of
traditional theological anthropology on the basis of philosophical and scienti�c
results.

[8] I would like to criticize Shults's position from various angles. First,
one could easily, and of course a bit cheaply, offer counterexamples. One, not
to say the, notable and in�uential counterexample omitted by Shults is Augus-
tine. Although Augustine's theology as it appears primarily in De Trinitate was
largely interpreted in Neoplatonist terms during the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, recent scholarship has argued that his trinitarian theology and anthro-
pology constitute a relational theology which is truly an alternative tomainstream
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Greek Neoplatonist thought.3 If this holds true, we have one reason to doubt the
evolutionary scheme ruling Shults's history of relationality.

[9] I would see further reason for criticizing this scheme in Shults's inter-
pretation of the role of the Enlightenment. In its current presentation, Modernity
and Postmodernity, with the empirical sciences in its wake, �gure as the great cor-
roborators of the relational thought. This is primarily argued for in terms of the
shift from substance to relation, quality to quantity and object to network. This
account of the history of philosophy and science could be questioned. One could
ask whether, for example, Kant does indeed ful�ll such a positive role in promot-
ing the category of relationality as Shults suggests. While it may be true that in his
account of the categories, the category of relation supersedes that of substance,
one may argue that the function that these categories receive in Kant philosophy
as a whole, reveals a striking loss of relationality. Before Kant, the categories
ful�lled an ontological function, and as such they were rooted in an ontological
relation between the reality perceived and the subject perceiving�in the Christian
tradition, this relation was mediated through the theology of creation. In Kant's
system, the categories in fact move from ontology to epistemology and as such,
they merely imply something about the structure of the knowing intellect. Put in
every day language: according to Kant, a particular order that we perceive in the
world does not have anything to do with the way world is (ontology) but is only a
matter of howwe come to know something about theworld (epistemology)�being
ignorant as to whether what we know corresponds to the way the world is apart
fromour act of perception. Asmany critics of the philosophy of the Enlightenment
hold, this Copernican turn in Kant's philosophy exempli�es the turn to the subject
which eventually ends up in leaving the subject alone. Shults does not seem to be
much worried by the turn to subjectivity typical of the German idealist tradition.

[10] This leads to a third way to criticize the evolutionary history of rela-
tionality, namely to criticize the role of relationality in contemporary culture that
underlies Shults's conception. Shults suggests that relationality has become such
a dominant strand in late Modernity that a response from Christian theology is
required. Whereas I do not want to deny that relationality is an important is-
sue in contemporary culture, I think that our culture, science, and society are at
least as much dominated by substantialism and individualism. To give only a
few examples, the political situation of our time is one in which the last �ower of
Hegel's relationism died a silent death�communism. Today, neoliberalism rules
the political situation, and most of the time, it is hard to see how alternatives

3. An overview of the relationship between Augustine and Neoplatonism is provided by
Carol Harrison, Augustine: Christian Truth and Fractured Humanity, Christian theology in
context (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), 11�15; reconstructions have been offered by
Lewis Ayres, `The Fundamental Grammar of Augustine's Trinitarian Theology', in: Robert Dodaro
and George Lawless, editors, Augustine and his Critics: Essays in Honour of Gerald Bonner
(London: Routledge, 2000), 51�76; Michel René Barnes, `Rereading Augustine's Theology of
the Trinity', in: Stephen Davis, Daniel Kendall and Gerald O'Collins, editors, The Trinity: An
Interdisciplinary Symposium on the Trinity (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1999), 145�176;
MaartenWisse, `�Ego sum, qui sum�. Die trinitarische EssenzGottes nachDeTrinitate', in process
(2004).
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like communitarianism can overcome the capitalist paradigm ruling our socio-
economic system. While relationality plays a key role in the description of certain
physical processes, methodological procedures to account for relational networks
of processes still seem in their infancy. Methodology in the empirical sciences is
still largely dominated by the neutralization of all but one or a few relationships
in a network because modeling the whole network � provided that we know it as
a whole � involves a far too high degree of complexity.4

[11] Finally, systematically speaking, the previous argument leads to two
observations. First, various ambiguities in Shults's argument seem to result from
a lack of distinction between various kinds of relations. Shults's history of re-
lationality mentions all sorts of areas in which relationality is important, but it
does not take their speci�c function within those areas into account. I would
hold that for a concept of relationality to be successful in developing a theological
relationality, a mere general concept of relationality is not enough. Christianity
conceptualizes human beings in terms of their being created in the image of God,
which means being fundamentally dependent upon, and related to the triune God
and in God, to other creatures. Whether concept of relationality compatible with
this view can be found in the secular realm is of course a matter of debate, but
it must at least be acknowledged that Christianity includes a particular concept
of relationality that cannot be reduced to logical or empirical relations without
further re�ection. This, then, seems to put into question the relationship between
philosophy and theology as Shults sees it. Rather than philosophy and science
correcting mistaken theological substance ontologies, I would suggest that good
theology is relational theology, as Augustine would say that sin is precisely that
which destroys relationality.

3 Three Types of Methodological Faith
[12] My impression that Shults wrote an evolutionary history of the concept

of relationality is con�rmed when Shults identi�es the development of relation-
ality with states of consciousness in personality development borrowed from de-
velopmental psychology, the topic of chapter 2. In spite of the anti-evolutionary
inclinations expressed above, I think this is the �nest chapter of the book, in
particular because of its fascinating degree of complexity. In a truly relational
manner, Shults weaves a web of interconnected arguments in order to defend his

4. Inmany cases, I am not sure what takes prevalence in science, substance or relation? For
example, in computer science, a �eld I am slightly familiar with, `object oriented programming'
is now the ruling paradigm. As the name suggests, this paradigm still seems within the domain
of substance ontology. It would be extremely hard to develop a computer program without
de�ning the existence and state of the objects involved. At the same time however, the creation
of the computer program is of course a matter of relating the created objects to each other in a
meaningful way, everything circling around the exchange of information between the objects and
the ways in which the objects bring each other in a sequence of different states producing the
intended results. In this area of science, it is dif�cult to determine what is primary, the object or
its relations. The creation of the object clearly precedes its relations, but at the same time, creating
of a set of objects without any interrelationships makes for a useless program�the distinction
between dynamic and static objects provides some food for afterthought here.
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relational anthropology. Before commenting on its merits and problems, I will try
to spell out the main threads in the web and explore their interconnections.

[13] Central to this chapter is Robert Kegan's theory of developmental psy-
chology, in which it is argued that the three �nal stages in the development of the
person are `traditionalism, modernism, and postmodernism'. It becomes clear
immediately that already in Kegan's theory, there is some connection between the
development of the human person and the history of philosophy. But Shults does
more than just connecting these two. Writing a book on theological anthropology,
that is, a book touching upon both theology and anthropology, Shults takes his
work also to be touching on the nature of interdisciplinarity. The history of in-
terdisciplinary research displays the same developmental structure as the single
person, or the history of philosophy. The leading idea behind all this is that in
none of the �elds mentioned, being, acting, or thinking is a self-contained phe-
nomenon. We are located somewhere in our own development, our development
in relation to others and to other disciplines. This is what Kegan's theory is going
to elucidate.5 Let me �rst outline Kegan's theory as concisely as possible�this
is something I missed in Shults's account. He moves to the application of it too
quickly. For Kegan, the earliest state of consciousness in the child is that it has
perceptions and impulses as a subject, and moves and feels concrete objects with-
out really thinking about them as objects�stage one. Now, typical of Kegan's
theory, having perceptions and impulses is realized � it has become an object to
the subject � by the child in stage two, but there is still no awareness in the child
that it could look, think and feel otherwise. This changes in stage three, where
adolescents begin to realize that their view is one among others. One begins to
see one's own view as an object instead of merely `having' it. This is what Kegan
labels as `traditionalism'. The insight of being situated in between different ways
of life leads to the fourth stage of development, where the subject begins to develop
its own personality and views in relation to that of others, but still from its own
perspective. This is what Kegan labels as `modernism'. Finally, the development
of one's personality in relation to others itself becomes the object of the re�ection
of the subject. The subject begins to question its privileged position and instead
of relating itself to others, begins to be in relation. This �fth stage is called
`postmodernism'.

[14] Two things should be noticed in addition. First, it should be noticed that
for Kegan, these �ve stages are not abstract unhistorical states of consciousness
characteristic of being human always and everywhere. Kegan explicitly connects
the �fth stage with the speci�c requirements of the rise of postmodern culture
in late modernity, so that the developmental scheme itself is a historical phe-
nomenon (p. 40). Second, it is important to notice that Kegan (and Shults) is
well aware of what the `being in relation' implied by the �nal postmodernist state
of consciousness, might mean for the notion of truth. Kegan distinguishes be-
tween `deconstructive' and `reconstructive' forms of postmodernism. Whereas in

5. Robert Kegan, In Over Our Heads: The Mental Demands of Modern Life (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1994).
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a deconstructive postmodernism, one focuses entirely on the negative element of
disappearing frameworksof knowledge, reconstructivepostmodernism focuses on
the transformation of knowledge in ever new � and never privileged � situations
(pp. 46�47).

[15] After having followed this outline, it will be easy to relate this develop-
mental psychology to the history of the concept of relationality. After having seen
relationality as a mere kind of connection between substances, it is recognized
as a category of its own in the modernist period, and �nally takes prominence as
our fundamental mode of being in postmodernism. This model being borrowed
from developmental psychology and applied to anthropology and the history of
relationality, it implies a critique of many forms of interdisciplinary methodology.
In interdisciplinary research, elements fromother academic disciplines aremostly
appropriated from the perspective of one's own discipline. Instead, Shults argues,
interdisciplinary methodology should be faithful to relational interdisciplinarity
by conceptualizing its methods and aims inside the relationships between the sci-
ences. In this sense, this chapter is an excellent example of amethodology applied
to itself.

[16] This is a truly fascinating chapter. At the same time, doing many things
at once easily leads one astray. It seems obvious that one could criticize the con-
nection between developmental states of consciousness and developments in the
history of ideas. As Kegan and Shults will probably admit, the state of one's con-
sciousness is not always corresponding to the sophistication of one's arguments,
as some stereotypes about the characters of philosophers illustrate. I have no
profound knowledge of Kegan's developmental psychology, but at any rate, his
description of the development of the human person in terms of traditionalism,
modernism, and postmodernism seems to suffer from an overemphasis on the
cognitive aspects of personality development. In this connection, I am not wholly
convinced that the challenges of postmodern culture really require a new state of
consciousness. Even if we accepted this, I am not sure that the only way out of
modernism is postmodernism. When I see it correctly the tendency in contempo-
rary society to return to traditionalism is at least as strong as postmodernism. In
theological terms, Shults rightly insists that developmental states of consciousness
do not necessarily correspond to theological evaluations of our identity in Christ.
Still, he thinks that Kegan's developmental scheme points in the right direction
when it comes to the future of interdisciplinary research and the broader develop-
ment of a relational science and theology. Some may wonder of course whether
our being in Christ does not also have something distinctive, or even de�nitive, to
say about our doing interdisciplinary research, but I leave that for now.

[17] In chapters 3 and 4, the proposed way of doing interdisciplinary science
and theology is illustrated with an account of transformational learning in terms
of a psychological and theological analysis of `fear', and an account of spiritual
transformation by the Spirit of Christ in terms of Levi-Strauss' anthropological
theory of myth and elements from Christian soteriology. In these two chapters,
there is considerably less complexity. This may either bring a sense of relief
upon the reader after the intensive reading required by the previous chapter,
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or it may cause a feeling of disappointment, because the methodological faith
proposed does not seem to deliver what its complexity seems to promise. In
chapter 3, Shults argues that transformational learning should not only be looked
at as a psychological or pedagogic problem, but should rather be accounted for
in theological terms as well. Building upon the insights of Pablo Freire and
James Loder, Shults argues that transformational learning is resisted by fear
and repressive structures in the learner's personality. These repressive structures,
Shults argues,must be removedby the fear of theLord, the typicallyOldTestament
description of faith. I can appreciate the argument, but I still do not see what the
theological fear will do to the psychological fear. The �rst is to remove the latter,
but how? In chapter 4, Shults follows a similar strategy. By explaining the
theological concept of spiritual union with God in terms of Levi-Strauss' theory
of myth, he hopes to elucidate the theological claims and at the same time, to
show that spiritual transformation by the Spirit of Christ is in some way the
one true myth that brings salvation to humanity. While one may appreciate the
creativity which is apparent in bringing these connections between theology and
anthropology to light, it is not clear to me what is achieved by it, apart from a
re�nement of the theological view of spiritual union with God which could also �
and probably better � have been achieved within systematic theology.

4 Theological Anthropology and Relationality
[18] After these two chapters, complexity returns in chapter 5 to 7, where

Shultsdevelopsa relational anthropology inconversationwith threemajor twentieth-
century thinkers: Schleiermacher, Barth, and Pannenberg. In chapter 5, Shults
argues in favor of Schleiermacher's anthropology by attempting to refute Pannen-
berg's criticisms of it. Being neither a Schleiermacher nor a Pannenberg specialist,
I found this chapter hard to follow. Shults begins with an outline of the basic struc-
ture of Schleiermacher's anthropology, a structure which is built around a `double
constitution' (p. 99): to be human simultaneously means: `abiding-in-self' and
`passing-beyond-self' (p. 100). Thus, Shults argues, Schleiermacher's theology is
fundamentally relational in structure. The point of Shults's argument against Pan-
nenberg seems to be that whereas Pannenberg suggests that in Schleiermacher's
anthropology, the inner dialectics of the human person eventually collapse into
the feeling of absolute dependence, in fact the dialectics of the human person are
never overthrown by the feeling of absolute dependence, rather enabled by it. I
say `seems' because I found the densely written and highly technical discussion
between Shults and Pannenberg hard to follow, however interesting it might be
for readers with a profound knowledge of the authors under discussion. The
overall argument of the present book had been served better by a less technical
and more independent account of Schleiermacher's theology. Such an account
is all the more wanting because � to return to the question central to this article
� Shults did not make clear what type of relationality Schleiermacher exactly
developed. For example, I would be interested to �nd Schleiermacher � a well
known exponent of Modernity � positioned somewhere in the Kegan scheme and
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to �nd his ideas pursued from its modernist roots towards a postmodern future.
Now, it seems that Shults sees no problems in Schleiermacher's anthropology of
self-consciousness, whereas I would think that it typically exempli�es amodernist
type of relationality, where relationality is not thought of as in-between subjects,
but from the perspective of the directedness towards the other in the single subject.
This, I suspect, would also be the point where some theologians qua theologians
would want to criticize Schleiermacher, because they would argue that Schleier-
macher places the subject in relation to God by an analysis of its own subjectivity
rather than conceiving of it as being set in relation to God by God's act of creation.

[19] Shults presents a similarly underdeveloped argument in chapter 6,
where he juxtaposes the interconnection between trinitarian theology and anthro-
pology in Barth and Pannenberg. If I understood the argument correctly, Shults
argues that while both thinkers clearly advocate a relational trinitarian theology
and anthropology, Barth's theology eventually fails to bring about a real connec-
tion between the I-Thou relationship in God and the concrete existence of human
beings. In Pannenberg, the egocentric and eccentric aspects of being in God as
Trinity are linked up with a similar structure in the human subject. Here again,
the argument is hard to follow, and most surprisingly, notwithstanding Shults's
apparent inclination towards Pannenberg's view, no clear choice ismade for one of
both positions. In fact, although the chapter is presented as a juxtaposition of two
anthropologies, the argument boils down to a critique of Barth. Thus, the reader is
left with an illustration of how trinitarian theology and anthropology interconnect
in the theology of twomajor twentieth century thinkers without receiving any clue
as to what this means for the concept of relationality or theological anthropology
Shults himself would like to develop.

[20] After these slightly disappointing chapters, Iwaspleasantly surprisedby
chapter 7, titled `Anthropology and Christology: The Anhypostasis-Enhypostasis
Formula'. In this chapter, Shults traces the history of the enhypostasis of the
human nature of Christ from its alleged `inventor' Leontius of Byzantium through
Protestant Scholasticism and Karl Barth, up to present day Christology. In line
with research done by Grillmeier and Daley, Shults argues that the enhypostasis
of the human nature of Christ in the divine personality of Christ � one of the
cornerstones of Barth's theology � rests on a false reading of the thought of
Leontius, a reading Barth borrowed from the Heppe and Schmidt textbooks that
summarized Protestant scholastic theology. The dominant interpretation that not
only the systematician Barth but also in�uential church historians like Friedrich
Loofs held, was that Leontius subverted Greek metaphysics by arguing that the
human nature of Christ has its hypostasis in the Divine hypostasis of the second
person of the Trinity, and as such, the human nature has no human personality
of its own (anhypostasis). Unfortunately, Shults does not clearly articulate the
rami�cations of such a view of the relationship between the divine and human
nature in Christ. The underlying problem to be brought into focus seems that
if this were the case, there would not be a true relationship between the divine
and human nature in Christ. As soon as one sees this, the role of the previous
chapter becomes clearer as well. In contrasting the trinitarian structure of Barth's
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and Pannenberg's anthropologies, Shults attempted to show that while both have
a relational character, Barth's anthropology leaves no room for a true relation
between God and human beings, whereas in Pannenberg's anthropology, the
relationality of both human and divine persons warrants this.

[21] If we go one step further and try to pursue this argument for the
relationality of theologya little further,manyquestions remainunanswered. From
chapters 5 to 7, one could conclude that for Shults, a truly relational theology
amounts to a theology in which none of the divine and human partners in relation
overrule one another. Hence, one cannot speak about the saving work of Christ
when ignoring his human nature. At the same time, one could not speak about
the subjectivity of human beings without taking their being created by God into
account. One could ask, of course, whether this sort of relationality could be
used as a governing principle for developing all loci communes of traditional
systematic theology. In creation, for example, onemust face the problem that God
created humanbeings somehow `out of nothing', therebymaking the created order
completely dependent upon its Creator. Likewise, in regeneration, traditional
theology would argue that human nature � namely, its ability to freely direct itself
to God in an act of love and fellowship, so Augustine � is so much corrupted by
sin that human beings can only be saved by a one-sided recreating act of God that
liberates them from bondage to sin. Another problem is that Shults fails to make
clear how his concept of relationality in the sense of equality between partners
relates to his Schleiermacherian/Pannenbergian preference for the human � and
in Pannenberg's case the divine � subject as in tension between egocentric and
eccentric movement. Although this makes the subject fundamentally directed
towards the other, such an analysis of the subject is still much too general and
open to form the basis of a Christian theology. While the subject is directed to the
other, it remains completely unclear who or what this other is, and how different
relationships with different `others' have to be evaluated.

[22] Returning to Shults's interpretation of Leontius, he argues that the pre-
�x `en' in `enhypostasis' should be taken as the opposite of the alpha privans of
`anhypostaton' (p. 147�150). Thus, the humannature of Christ turns out to be real,
it is enhypostatos rather than being an enhypostasis, so that Christ is one hyposta-
sis which subsists in a human and a divine nature. This is crucial for Christology
since it is only when Christ really exists as a human being that the incarnation
can be a salvi�c event. Although I missed an account of the rami�cations of this
Christological argument for Shults's concept of relationality, this seems to me an
important point. It marks a different way of dealing with the theological tradition
which in my view is signi�cant for Shults's project of reforming theological an-
thropology. Here, we �nd a reconstruction of contemporary theology in terms of a
renewed profound engagement with the tradition, reforming theology by drawing
upon its internal resources. Apart from the fact that this seems typical of most
theological `reformations', the internal reformation of theology is a requirement
for a fruitful exchange between theology and science in that it presupposes the
inner vitality of theological discourse. Too often, here and elsewhere, the theology
and science exchange takes the form of science dictating theology the way it has to
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reform itself, whereas, as I suggested above, a fruitful exchange must build upon
the assumption that both partners in the exchange may contribute something to
each other. This presupposes the internal credibility and vitality of both partners.

5 Reforming Theological Anthropology
[23] The last three chapters of the book provide systematic accounts of

central theological anthropological issues. Chapter 8 deals with relationality and
humannature, primarily in terms of a rejection of traditional soul/body anthropol-
ogy. Chapter 9 deals with the doctrine of sin, primarily by providing a discussion
and rejection of the doctrine of original sin. Finally, chapter 10 presents a more
positive theological anthropology in terms of the imago Dei. Chapter 8 and 9
have a very similar structure, so I discuss them together. Although intended to
provide af�rmative accounts of human nature and sin respectively, both chapters
are almost entirely devoted to the rejection of traditional substance ontology and
original sin, no substantial alternatives being provided. First, a short history is
given of the subject. In chapter 8, Shults describes the history of soul/body dual-
ism and faculty psychology; he traces both concepts back to Plato and Aristotle. In
chapter 9, Shults describes the development of the doctrine of sin, primarily the
doctrine of original sin. Then, a section follows called `Challenges and Opportuni-
ties', in which substance anthropology and original sin respectively are subjected
to a critique from biblical theology, science, and philosophy. In both cases, it is
argued that the traditional views are untenable in the light of these perspectives.

[24] These chapters did not really convince me. The reason might be that
I am just one of those traditional theologians that wish to stick to a substance
ontology because everything else makes them anxious, but I do not think so. Like
Shults, I am not particularly fond of a dualist anthropology, and the traditional
doctrine of original sin does not appeal to me that much either. My problem,
however, is to �nd intellectually compelling and suf�ciently nuanced alternatives,
and I �nd none, at least not in Shults's book. I see various reasons for this. First,
I �nd Shults's descriptions of the traditional doctrines too much `textbook-like.'
He overlooks nuances between views and developments in time. The result is a
very standard and stereotype picture of the traditional views. To take Augustine's
doctrine of original sin as an example, Shults describes it apart from the broader
context of Augustine's theology, so that it appears as a doctrinewhose sole purpose
is to explain how the sin and guilt of Adam was transferred to all his descendants
(pp. 193�197). If the role of the doctrine of sin in Augustine's theology had been
described in amore contextual way � I pointed to it above � it would have become
clear that there is much more biblical material behind it than Shults suggests.

[25] Second, I �nd Shults's counterarguments from biblical studies and
science too `easy'. Let me take an example from science. Shults argues that con-
temporary neuroscience has falsi�ed traditional faculty psychology, because it is
now known that rather than consisting in an abstract rational, volutitive, and emo-
tional part, distinct parts of the brain are responsible for processes like perception,
decision making and emotional states (pp. 179�181). It may be asked, however,
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whether this falsi�cation of faculty psychology in terms of neuroscience is not
to compare apples to pears. What neuroscience explains is where psychological
processes in the brain are located and how they function on the physiological
level�the hardware level, put in computer terminology. In spite of some attempts
at neuroscienti�c forms of reductionism, I would think that neuroscience does not
necessarily explain the inner workings of the psyche�the software. It may well
be that other psychological theories are much more parallel to faculty psychology
than neuroscience. In contemporary psychotherapy � at least in the Netherlands
� behaviorist and cognitive theories are widely popular, and it has always struck
me how close the rationale between the popular RET theory for example, comes to
that of traditional faculty psychology. Similarly, one could argue that Augustine's
`psychology' of memoria as he develops it in De Trinitate offers explanations of
psychological problems similar to traditional Freudian psycho-analysis.

[26] The counterexamples offered above are intended to illustrate my worry
about themethodology Shults employs in criticizing traditional theology. In chap-
ter 2, Shults extensively argued for interdisciplinary research as a truly relational
process. However, whereas, aswe have seen earlier, this interdisciplinarymethod-
ology is worked out very consistently in that chapter, what we �nd in chapters 8
and 9 seems a full return to the way of doing interdisciplinary research that Shults
rejected. A `massive' traditional theology is confronted with a `massive' biblical
theology and science, whereas according to the methodology proposed in chapter
2, one would expect an account of human nature and sin developed by drawing
a web of relations between various theological and scienti�c resources. Such a
methodology would probably have added to the constructive character of these
chapters.

[27] More constructive than these is the �nal chapter on the imago Dei,
although a considerable part of this chapter is taken up by a critique of the under-
standing of the imago Dei as the rational capability of the soul and the question
whether the image of God was lost after the fall. In the last part of the chapter,
however, Shults takes up the eschatological interpretation of the imago Dei by
Pannenberg andMoltmann, linking these eschatological anthropologies up to the
turn to relationality (pp. 235�242).

6 Conclusion
[28] Shults's proposal for reforming theological anthropology has resulted in

a rich book that incorporates insights frommanydifferent traditions and academic
disciplines. Thus, it is of interest to scholars and students from many different
areas of research, particularly those interested in a reconstruction of systematic
theology in relational terms. In various respects, I would like to see Shults's
thought develop further in the future results of his relational theology project.
The present book shows little integration of the individual chapters. The level of
accessibility of various chapters differs widely and the structure of some chapters
is rather poor.

[29] Apart from these editorial aspects, the main issue where I would like
to see Shults's thought develop is the concept of relationality. In spite of the

Ars Disputandi 4 (2004), http://www.ArsDisputandi.org

http://www.ArsDisputandi.org


Maarten Wisse: Towards a Truly Relational Theology

interesting hints towards a relational ontology put forward, Shults does not make
clear what a relational ontology exactly means, how philosophy and science con-
tributed to its development, and �nally, why and how theology should take up this
ontology. As I have suggested above, my impression is that for this to happen,
a much more nuanced evaluation of traditional theology is required. Reforming
traditional theology rooted in Greek substance ontology requires that we know
what this substance ontology implies and how the Christian theologians of the
Early Church transformed it in view of the requirements of Christian faith. It also
requires that we have an idea how the Medieval period with the return of Aris-
totelianism transformed the theological heritage of the Early Church, and how the
theology of the Reformation period took that up into Reformed theology. Finally,
it means that we study the way in which the Enlightenment period transformed
the traditional ontological concepts and our understanding of them. Probably, the
result of such forms of research is not a monolithic type of non-relational Greek
substance ontology, but rather a web of widely different forms of theology which
all in various ways pay tribute to their intellectual heritage, and some better than
others �t in what we would now describe as relational ontology.

[30] This of course may be to ask the impossible. However, I think much
of the research required has already been done. There is much of refreshing
research being done on the trinitarian theology of the Early Fathers.6 Much is
also invested in recovering Medieval theology from its post-Enlightenment neo-
Thomistic prejudices.7 The same goes for the study of Protestant Scholasticism,
whichhas recently been liberated from its `post-Reformation isMedieval darkness'
syndrome.8 Systematic theology only needs to take up the results of these various
areas of research and integrate them in its quest for an appropriate ontology.

[31] This brings me to a �nal note. After reading this book, it appears to me
that the project of reforming theology in a relational waywould bemore successful
if its various proponents would more closely cooperate with each other. It would
probably bene�t the project if also people joined who are less fascinated by the
promises of a relational ontology. This could help to bring key problems into focus,
and it could give the `relationality movement' a stronger backing in theological
studies. This discussion note is intended to be part of such an exchange. In
addition, one might think of a series of conferences that could foster the further
development of the relational nature of theology�what couldbemore self-refuting
than a relational theology developed by an individual?9

6. See, for example Sarah Coakley, `Re-thinking Gregory of Nyssa: Introduction: Gender,
Trinitarian Analogies, and the Pedagogy of The Song', Modern Theology 18:4 (2002), 431�431;
Richard Cross, `On generic and derivation views of God's trinitarian substance', Scottish Journal
of Theology 56:4 (2003), 464�480.

7. I acknowledge, of course, that the Aquinas revival of the last few decades is by no means
a uniform movement, so different forms of Thomism might have different implications for a
relationality project.

8. Three centers of inquiry could at least be mentioned : Grand Rapids (Richard A. Muller),
Oxford (John Platt), and Utrecht (Willem J. van Asselt and Antonie Vos).

9. I would like to thank Taede Smedes and the editors ofArsDisputandi for their comments
on the draft of this article. The research for this article was funded by the Alexander vonHumboldt
Foundation.
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