Joseph Sittler

® A Voice for Today

by Mel George and Leonard Schulze

“God is interested in a lot of things besides religion.

God is the Lord and Creator of all life; and there are

manifestations of the holy in its celebration or in its

repudiation—in every aspect of the common life.”
These sentences from Gravity and Grace go to the heart of
Joseph Sittler’s profoundly faithful way of doing theology. They
also help us understand what a powerful model his life and
teachings are for the church and the world of the 21st century.

Sittler did not think that God could be experienced
only in ecclesially established language, or in the codes of
theological discourse. Nor did he believe that these lan-
guages and codes are more holy than, say, the poetry of
Wallace Stevens or the prose of Joyce Carol Oates.

A long-time member of the faculty at the Chicago
Theological Seminary at Maywood and then the University
of Chicago Divinity School, Sittler ended his career at
LSTC. He died in 1987. Knowing him was an adventure
never to be forgotten. For some it was Sittler’s revelation
that one could think and be a Christian at the same time
that was such a memorable insight. For others, it was his
constant reminder that God loved the world and so the
world was to be embraced as part of God’s grace-filled
creation. For all, Sittler’s enormous respect for language is a
lesson never to be forgotten.

The Language of Faith for Our Time
Sittler was in profound agreement with writers of the early
church who boldly explored the culture and intellectual life
of their time, where they found concepts and expressions
that could convey the transcendent energy to which they
were called to witness. Approaching the words of their time
with confidence in the Word, the writers of the early church
wrote with a sense of adventure, immediacy, and relevance
that was unmistakable to their contemporaries. Their very
prose and style manifested their experience of the Incarnation.
Eventually, much of this discourse became more estab-
lished—to the point of becoming the insider language of the
church. The irony, of course, is that as these ways of speaking
became more familiar and habitual, they unfortunately lost
some of the adventure, immediacy, and relevance that they
had previously conveyed. They may still continue to speak to
the initiated and to “professionals” who are willing to invest
study and reflection in the language of the “discipline.” But

is this what Christ meant when he enjoined his followers to
go and make “disciples?” Sittler did not think so.

Archive Preserves, Shares and Invites

The Joseph Sittler Archive at LSTC exists not only to pre-
serve the words and insights of Professor Sittler but to try to
ensure that those words and insights continue to influence
the church and the world today. The new website for the
archive, www.josephsittler.org, is being designed to permit
on-line discussion and the sharing of stories and memories
about Joe Sittler. Two LSTC students, David Barnes and
Mark Fischer, are assisting the Sittler Archive Committee to
put materials of the archive on the website. The site was
designed and is being managed with the help of David Scott
in the Department for Communication of the ELCA.

Both the archive and its website are works in progress.
The archive welcomes and encourages gifts of additional
materials as well as funds to help support the full develop-
ment and operation of the website. Photographs, personal
memoirs about Sittler, letters to or from him and audiotapes
and videotapes that may be in the basement or an attic
would be most appreciated. The website itself will contain
details on how to make donations to the archive.

The theme of the Sittler website is “the expanding
scope of grace.” This theme reflects Sittler’s central question
to us. Celebrating some lines of Walt Whitman’s, he con-
cludes Chapter 7 of Gravity and Grace by inviting us to ponder
this question:

[s it not possible that we can learn to regard the
world as a place of grace, because there have been
those among our fellows who have celebrated it in
such language that the transcendent grace of God
resonates and is reflected in the common grace of
the creation?

We hope you will visit www.josephsittler.org and help
spread the word, in order that grace may abound in a day
when it is much needed.

Mel George is founder and chairperson of the Joseph Sittler
Archive and  president emeritus of St. Olaf College. Leonard
Schulze is a member of the Joseph Sittler Archive Committee and
the executive director of the ELCA’s Division for Higher
Education and Schools.



Black Theology and Womanist

Theology in Dialogue Brings

Together Church and Academ

Relations between women and men and the relations
between those in the academy (full-time professors) and
those in the pulpit (full-time pastors and those in other cre-

ative forms of ministry) are and have been two important
issues for African American people of faith. From October
31 through November 4, leaders in the black church and
some of the nation’s foremost African American theologians
will gather at LSTC and the University of Chicago to
exchange ideas and explore the ways forward for the black
church and academy.

Linda E. Thomas, professor of theology and anthropolo-
gy at LSTC, and Dwight N. Hopkins, professor of theology
at the School of Divinity of the University of Chicago,
organized the conference. It is the product of Thomas’
recent sabbatical and was made possible through a grant
from the Louisville Institute. Collaboration by Thomas and
Hopkins was natural. The womanist theology and black the-
ology scholars are married to each other.

“We want to create dialogue among different represen-
tatives in the church and academy and between women and
men,” Thomas said. “To do this, the sessions have a conver-
sational format.” For each topic on the program, a woman
and man—one a minister and one a professor—are paired. One
of them will make a presentation and the other will respond.
Then the second person will present on a corresponding
topic, and the first person will respond. “What’s different is
that presentations are counter-intuitive: for example, a
woman will address ‘black male as endangered species’ and a
man will look at ‘patriarchy in the family,” Thomas added.
Time for audience questions ends each session.
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Topics for the conference came out of past and ongoing
discussions among black religious communities. “The theme
of ‘liberation’ is the central theme for the church and the
black community according to
black male liberation theolo-
gists, especially James H. Cone
and the 1960s
Committee of Churchmen,”
said Thomas. “In the 1980s and
90s womanist scholars and reli-
gious leaders raised questions
about ‘liberation.” Delores
S. Williams challenged the

centrality of liberation and said

National

-Linda E. Thomas,

that, based on black women’s

experience and thought, the
realities of ‘survival and quality of life’ are pressing topics.
The concerns we’re addressing in this conference go
beyond the academic and into the community, family and
everyday life.”

James H. Cone, Emilie M. Townes, Ann Holmes
Redding, and Jeremiah Wright are among the speakers. To
encourage attendance by lay people, the sessions have been
scheduled for late afternoon and evening on most days.
Starting times are 2:00 p.m. and 6:30 p.m. for daily sessions.

On Thursday, November 3, at 6:30 p.m. Thomas will
present her inaugural lecture as full professor of theology and
anthropology at LSTC. Its title is “A Womanist Approach
to Mission.”

“Black Theology and Womanist Theology in Dialogue:
Which Way Forward for the Church and the Academy?” is
free and open to the public. For a detailed schedule and loca-
tions for each day, please visit www.lstc.edu or contact Sarah
Stadler-Ammons at sstadlerammon@yahoo.com.
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