Affect Theology:

A Roadmap for The Continental Gathering of Unitarian
Universalist Seminarians

Thandeka

This essay serves as a formal introduction to affect theology for the
Continental Gathering of Unitarian Universalist Seminarians.’ | will highlight the
history of affect theology as an academic field and show how a foundational
deficiency in liberal theology can not only be explained by this history, but also
corrected by introducing affective theological studies as a new field of inquiry for
liberal ministry today.

Liberal theology was created for atheists, theists, humanists, artists,
scientists, seekers, persons from different religious traditions and persons
without a religious identity at all. Thanks to this liberal theological tradition
Unitarian Universalism can encompass an extraordinary array of personal
interests, individual standpoints, and disparate beliefs. Our communities, by
liberal theological design, are made up of religion’s enlightened believers as well
as its cultured despisers. There is just one major thing this rich theological
tradition does not equip us to do as a religious movement: grow.

Liberal theology’s loss of its own affective foundation compromised our
ability to create Unitarian Universalist communities that grow stronger and more
vibrant with each succeeding generation. Three major points explain why.

First, liberal theology — at its inception as an academic field of study two

centuries ago — affirmed human feelings and the personal experience of an
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exalted change of heart as foundational to liberal faith. But the investigation of
the affective dimension of human experience was excluded from liberal
theology’s design.

Second, ministry students have studied faith traditions not to strengthen
the heart of their own faith but instead to interrogate their religious ideas as an
academic field of inquiry. Ministers thus learned how to sideline the heart of their
own faith in order to focus their minds on the nature and structure of religious
beliefs and doctrines.

Third, the sanctuaries these academically trained ministers served
became “corpse-cold,” as Emerson noted almost two centuries ago. The warmth
was gone from their words, the feelings that spark thoughts and kindle ideas
were vacated, the heart of liberal faith froze.

My essay explores how this emotionally disabling theological agenda took
shape so that its history need not be your destiny. | begin with seven basic steps
that take us from nineteenth-century Prussia to you. And then | offer an eighth

step into the future.

The First Step: A Letter From the King of Prussia

On September 27, 1817, Friedrich Schleiermacher, dean of the theological
faculty at the University of Berlin and president of the United Synod of Berlin,
received a letter from Friedrich Wilhelm Ill, the King of Prussia. The King, the
highest bishop of Schleiermacher’s own Calvinist tradition, wanted to celebrate

the Lord’s Supper with his Lutheran wife. So he asked Schleiermacher and the
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synod of Lutheran and Reformed minsters to construct a service the couple could
participate in together without violating their own respective Protestant traditions,
doctrines, and beliefs.

Schleiermacher and the other members of the synod acceded to the king’s
request and wrote a United Evangelical worship service and celebration of the
Lord’s Supper for the King and his wife. The service took place with 63 heads of
state and ministers present. Five years later, the full union of the Lutheran and
Reformed churches took place. On Palm Sunday in 1822, the Evangelical

Church of Prussia was born.i

The Second Step: Schleiermacher’s New Theology for the New Church
Schleiermacher now set out to write a systematic theology for the
Evangelical Church of Prussia that could be affirmed by both Lutherans and
Calvinists. The shared foundation of their Christian faith, Schleiermacher
reasoned, could not be their respective creedal beliefs and doctrines because
these protocols separated the two traditions and made them distinct. What, then
was left as their shared foundation of faith? Schleiermacher’s answer: Feeling.
More precisely, emotions, which thanks to a given religious community’s
practices and beliefs, were turned into pious Lutheran or Reformed feelings
within its individual members. This process of altering raw emotions so that they
become religious feelings, Schleiermacher concluded, is the foundational
reference shared by both traditions. Religious communities transform and

upgrade emotions into pious feelings.
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To make this common ground of faith self-evident to his readers,
Schleiermacher did two basic things. (1) He first redefined the term “affect”
[Affekt]. He did so to help his readers think about affect as a physical fact of the
human spirit rather than simply as another term that referred to the human spirit
[Geist] as disembodied. (2) He then invited his readers to track how their own
triggered emotions get changed into pious emotional states. Schleiermacher
wanted them to gain first-hand self-knowledge of the role their own bodies play in
creating religious experiences.

Schleiermacher thus invited his readers to pay attention to the physical
state of their own souls using his newly defined term. To “care for souls,” in
Schleiermacher’s lexicon, now meant to pay attention to human affections.” And
affects, in this new scheme of things, were the product of stimulated “nerves or
whatever else is the first ground and seat of motions in the human body.”™ They
were the primal reference for discourse on faith, i.e., theology. Schleiermacher’s
new theological system was thus an “Affekt Theology,” if you will, a way of
tracking religious claims, feelings and ideas from the standpoint of triggered
emotions.

Accordingly, Schleiermacher’s new theological system did not refer to
God, the Holy Spirit, or to Christ as its first and primary reference. Rather, he
made the somatic movements of the human nervous system, which he called the
human soul [Seele], the new bedrock reference for theological studies."

Schleiermacher called the primary affective state for theological reflection

the feeling of being utterly dependent upon and an inextricable part of life itself."!
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The first idea that comes to mind to make sense of this feeling, Schleiermacher
argued in his magnum opus, The Christian Faith, is “God.” But the immediate
reference point for this idea, Schleiermacher insisted, is not God but rather the
human feeling of being absolutely dependent upon life itself — all of it."

He then went on to refer to the idea “God” as (1) a result of the personal,
immediate self-awareness of this human feeling of absolute dependence. The
term “God” is the first idea that comes to mind, Schleiermacher argued, to
explain the source of the feeling. He also explained the idea “God” as (2)
simultaneous with the feeling. But to claim that something is simultaneous with
the feeling and also a later reflection on the feeling is confusing.

As a result, Schleiermacher’s theology was rife with conflicting claims,
‘concealments and ambiguities,” as Karl Barth put it. Barth, as one of
Schleiermacher’s most influential twentieth-century critics, concluded that the
basic source of these logical problems was Schleiermacher’s attempt to put
human emotions where the Holy Spirit belongs. By so doing, Barth argued,
Schleiermacher compromised “a proper theology of the Holy Spirit [by offering
up a] theology of [human self-] awareness.”™ Schleiermacher, according to Barth,
stripped theology of its “third” element, the Holy Spirit, which is theology’s
principle of mediation. As a consequence, Barth concluded, the distinction
between man and God was lost.¥' Schleiermacher, Barth insisted, had put culture
— the acculturation and socialization process of human emotions — where it did

not belong: in the “innermost sanctuary [of] his theology.”
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And thus Karl Barth’s core complaint against Schleiermacher: he had
created a theological system that explained all Christian doctrines, practices,
beliefs, and precepts as a study of the different ways in which human feelings are
modified by the beliefs and practices of a particular religious community. Human
experience rather than the Holy Spirit was now the place where pious feelings
began.

Barth'’s critique was half right. Schleiermacher had indeed made human
emotion and not the Holy Spirit the first reference for theological reflection. But
Schleiermacher placed the study of human emotions and how they get triggered
outside the academic field of theology. So Schleiermacher, contra Barth'’s claim,
did not make the actual study of human emotions an immediate theological topic
and concern. Instead, he relegated the actual study of the affective foundation of
his theological scheme to ethics, psychology, philosophy, aesthetics and other
academic fields and disciplines.x

By consigning the study of the affective states of human consciousness to
other fields, Schleiermacher kept human feelings out of the realm of his theology.
But by so doing, he created a theological system without a delineated exploration
of how human emotions function. His theology, in effect, lacked an adequate
doctrine of human nature.

Unlike the use of conscience by Luther and Calvin, X" Schleiermacher did
not make Affekt an innate religious capacity implanted in human nature by God
as a link between God and human beings. Rather, Affekt, in Schleiermacher’s

system, is an aspect of human nature that can be shaped into a pious expression
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but is not in itself pious. It is simply a neurological impulse. Schleiermacher, in
sum, placed liberal theology’s human foundation (i.e., its doctrine of human

nature) where no one could find it: outside his theological system.

The Third Step: The Search for the Foundation of Liberal Theology Begins
The readers of Schleiermacher’s Christian Faith could not find the
foundation of his new theological system because it wasn’t there. The study of
triggered human emotions, for Schleiermacher, was not a theological discipline.
Should it have been? Schleiermacher seemed to concede the point in a letter to
his friend Dr. Friedrich Licke. Schleiermacher had assumed, he now confessed,
that the personal study by readers of their own triggered feelings would make his
claims about the function of affect in the creation of pious feelings and religious

ideas self-evident. Writes Schleiermacher:

| presumed — and | did not fail to say so — that all would somehow

bring along with them in their immediate self-consciousness what

was missing [in his text], so that no one would feel short-changed,

even though the content was not presented in dogmatic form until

later. But all these hints were overlooked because, as | said, many

who were interested in the book . . . did not bring with them anything

that they would not receive first from dogmatics. Should | not have

rather begun my work with a description of Christian consciousness

in its entirety?xV

Was Schleiermacher’s question rhetorical? It is not clear whether he was
acknowledging the absence of detailed descriptions of the affective foundation of
his theological system — and with it the absence of a clear delineation of the

origins of “Christian consciousness” — as oversights he could or should try to

correct within the boundaries of his new system. Nevertheless, his modern
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theology, lacking this affective content, became cultural theology, as Barth rightly
noted.®¥

Liberal theology in America became prodigious in its creation of offspring:
postliberal and postcolonial theologies, gender, racial, and ethnically defined
identity-based theologies, and more.*' The main achievement of American liberal
theology toward the end of the twentieth century, Gary Dorrien observes, was
diversity. And as American liberal theology became progressively “more
liberationist, feminist, environmentalist, multiculturalist, and postmodernist,”
Dorrien concludes, the contested pronouncements of these contested theologies
revealed the present impossibility of American liberal theology claiming for itself
an uncontested foundation of and for liberal Christian theological studies as a
secular, academic field of inquiry Vi

The requirements for academic membership in these respective
theological guilds also created a gap, as Carter Heyward, professor emerita at
Episcopal Divinity School observed, between the theological studies of students
in the progressive seminaries spawned by liberal theology’s heirs and the ability
of these students upon graduation to communicate with the congregations they
were hired to serve. As Heyward pointedly notes, the students “spoke of
transgressing religious and cultural boundaries while American politics and
religion moved to the right.”vil Seminaries, theology schools, and religious
studies programs became progressive collections of interest groups without a

shared foundational ground.*
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This is the present academic environment in which you are being trained
as Unitarian Universalist seminarians, with a telling result. You are being trained
to think about religion as cultural studies, historical investigations, pastoral care
strategies and social justice venues. But you are not being adequately trained to
create religious services that change and heal congregants’ hearts through
liturgical practices that uplift emotions, the experiences of which are then
affirmed and expanded upon homiletically. Congregants thus lack the firsthand
experience in Sunday services of standing strong and steadfast on the side of
love.

Our ministers are trained to think about religion rather than also to practice
it affectively through the ways in which they structure their Sunday services.
Congregants, just like their ministers, focus on ideas.

A story brings home this point.

The Roxbury Congregation

Several years ago, | attended the Sunday worship service of an
evangelical mission church in a blighted, inner city community in Roxbury,
Massachusetts. While in Boston for a conference, another minister and |
attended a Sunday service led by a newly-credentialed minister who combined
her liberal, UU social justice work with traditional, Christian mission work.

The small sanctuary was packed to overflowing with the truly
dispossessed and downtrodden in this drug ridden, desperately poor, black and

brown Roxbury community. The evangelical spirit of the minister’s traditional
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religious background was present in full force. Toward the middle of the service,
there was an altar call.

The congregants lined up, music played, and everyone was singing. Each
person in line had a chance to whisper something into the minister’s ear. Each
person then received a personal blessing and now, aglow, rejoined the larger
congregation.

As my friend and | left the church after the two-hour service, we talk about
the altar call we had just witnessed.

“What do you think would happen if we initiated such a ritual in our
mainline congregations?” | asked my friend. He replied, “Here’s what would
happen in my congregation. Everyone would line up. Each person would whisper
into my ear: ‘After the service, | want to talk with you about your sermon.”

We didn’t laugh.

My colleague had exposed a principal weakness of UU ministry: We don’t
“do” emotions. Most of us do not know how to grab hold of raw human emotions
like anger, fear, rage, and anxiety and turn them into religious feelings that shore
folk up when they are let down. Instead, we explore ideas, ignoring — or worse
yet, running roughshod over — human feelings.

This incapacity is a liberal theological problem for ministers and laity. And
its legacy can, in part, be traced back to Schleiermacher’s failure to make
affective theological studies part of the academic disciple of theology for liberal

faith.
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The Fourth Step: Schleiermacher’s Creation of Liberal Theology for
“Nones”

Schleiermacher’s decision to create a new theology was motivated by
more than the letter from the King of Prussia and the union of two Protestant
traditions. He also wrote his liberal theology for the nineteenth-century equivalent
of today’s Nones, namely, persons without religious identity or affiliation. He used
two basic claims to help make his case.

First, Schleiermacher argued that the human feeling of being an
inextricable part of the universe was far more immediate and easily felt than the
notion that there must be a God. Schleiermacher, in effect, raised the importance
of human feeling and lowered the importance of belief in or talk about God. As
Schleiermacher put it in his book On Religion: Speeches to its Cultured
Despisers, “the idea of God does not rank as high as you think.™*
Schleiermacher then created, in effect, a theological perspective that made
artists and other “cultured despisers of religion” the true priests of religion. And
Schleiermacher argued they did not even have to believe in God to have
religious experiences.™

Second, Schleiermacher insisted that in the realm of religious experience
there is no mathematical proof to demonstrate that things must be so and not
otherwise. ™ The only test, Schleiermacher concluded, is personal experience.
And so he called upon his readers to examine the structure of their own piety
through their own acts of “immediate self-consciousness.” They must use this
self-evidence to determine the veracity of his claims, Schleiermacher insisted.

They must find the affective side of pious experience in order to complete,
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through personal self-description, his theological claims. This is why
Schleiermacher’s new theological system was called “liberal.” He made personal
experience rather than church doctrine, liturgical traditions, the Bible, or belief in
God the benchmark for pious feelings. Now, thanks to Schleiermacher, one could
reject all of the religious traditions, beliefs and creeds of a community and still
count oneself as pious. The role of a religious community was indeed to change
emotions into pious feelings, but the words and beliefs linked to this change of
heart need no longer hold absolute sway over the individual.

The result of Schleiermacher’s theology for these “Nones” showed up in
nineteenth-century Unitarianism in two basic ways: the distinction between man
and God was lost; and the inherent worth and dignity of man was found and then
lost again. Two brief examples provide the framework for the next step in our
work.

William Ellery Channing

William Ellery Channing, as Conrad Wright put it, gave Unitarianism its
party platform. il This platform, however, had a hard emotional edge that can be
easily seen when we review what Channing did at the age of 19 to overcome
what he thought of as his “effeminacy™" and then later explained in theological
terms.

Channing would work at his desk until two or three o’clock in the morning.
Frequently, the sun would rise before he went to bed. And when he did fall
asleep, he would often use the bare floor as his bed. He would spring up at any

hour and walk about in the cold in an attempt to toughen his heart.
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As a result of these routines, he broke down his immune system and
became infirmed for the rest of his life. Channing was quite clear about the
theological principle that guided his harsh treatment of his body: human essence
is the mind, and mind is independent from the body.**¥

According to Channing, true identity consists of an autonomous
disembodied self**' Channing also believed that there would be future retribution
for human beings in the afterlife: “The miseries of disobedience to conscience
and God are not exhausted in this life. Sin deserves, calls for, and will bring down
future, greater misery. This Christianity teaches, and this nature teaches.™Vi

Channing drew on two major sources for evidence to support his claims:
traditional Protestant doctrine accepted and understood as divine revelation (i.e.,
God) and traditional Protestant doctrine affirmed through human reason and
conscience (i.e., man). These two claims clearly are not part of Schleiermacher’s
liberal theology. But the claims became associated with Schleiermacher’s liberal
theology because the Transcendentalists and the tradition they represented and

changed — Unitarianism — trumpeted Schleiermacher’s work Vi

Emerson’s 1838 Divinity School Address
When Emerson defined the true minister as one who “deals out to the
people his life . . . passed through the fire of thought” and then exhorted each
graduate to become “a newborn bard of the Holy Ghost, cast behind you all
conformity, and acquaint men at first hand with Deity,” Emerson thought he was
reaffirming insights by Schleiermacher.** And so, too, did Emerson’s audience.

Andrews Norton, in his scathing critique of the Divinity School Address, called
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both Emerson and Schleiermacher infidels.** Moreover, George Ripley, in
response to Norton, devoted more than a third of his defense of the Divinity
School Address to a delineation of Schleiermacher’s religious work. > Emerson,
American Transcendentalism, and Schleiermacher were closely linked in the
minds of both friend and foe.

But Emerson’s claim in his Address that moral sentiment is the “essence
of all religion” and that the “intuition of the moral sentiment is an insight of the
perfection of the laws of the soul” was alien to Schleiermacher’s system. Rather,

the source of this claim was Harvard yard’s “common sense” philosophy.

The Fifth Step: Common Sense Philosophy

Harvard Unitarians filled in the emotion gap in liberal theology using the
work of philosophers from the nineteenth-century Scottish Enlightenment. This
new liberal school known at Harvard as the Common Sense school of philosophy
was moored in the work of Scottish Reformer Thomas Reid (1710-1796). Unlike
the Protestant Reformers Martin Luther and John Calvin, who both condemned
humans as fallen and lacking innate moral worth and value, Reid reaffirmed the
sanctity of human nature, which had, he said, an innate moral human faculty.

Liberals and conservatives, Unitarians and Calvinists, traditionalists and
post-traditionalists, Federalists and anti-Federalists converged here on this
common moral ground of the American Enlightenment. Thomas Jefferson
admired the Scottish philosophers even though he dismissed their attempt to

preserve organized Christianity. John Witherspoon, the president of Princeton,
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championed a Calvinist “common sense realism.” Alexander Madison, James
Hamilton and John Jay, as authors of the Federalist Papers, understood and
affirmed the dignity and values of human faculties from the standpoint of the
Scottish philosophers. i These men with their disparate and conflicting political
stands and religious interests were strange bedfellows here because Common
Sense realism was the bedrock claim for one and all. Human nature was no
longer deemed helpless, savage, and totally at the mercy of a vengeful God.
Rather, men and women now had moral agency because human nature was
considered naturally and potently moral >V

This new moral standpoint framed the heart and soul of the American
Enlightenment. Human nature, in sum, was no longer viewed by these
Enlightenment Protestants as fallen from grace and damned as irreparable
because of Adam’s (original) sin in the biblical Garden of Eden.

There was, however, a catch. Not all people, so it was now deemed, had
innate moral capacities. Some people lacked these qualities not because of
Adam’s bad deeds or God’s consequent wrath, but because of their own flawed
nature.

Moral worth, Reid insisted, “is the true worth and glory of a man.” So
knowledge of our moral responsibilities, Reid insisted, is a duty.**¥ Of what does
this duty consist? If you have to ask, Reid insisted, you don’t have it. Why?
Either you have a moral faculty that shows you what you ought to do and be — or
you don’t have it*V because duty is self-evident common sense for those who

have it. Writes Reid: “To reason about justice with a man who sees nothing to be
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just or unjust, or about benevolence with a man who sees nothing in
benevolence preferable to malice, is like reasoning with a blind man about
colour, or with a deaf man about sound.”Vi

To make certain he was clear, Reid offered a thought experiment. Imagine
meeting a man who believes in polygamy. You now reason with the polygamist,
Reid continues, showing him the negative consequences for humanity. But if the
man persists in his belief, and “does not perceive that he ought to regard the
good of society, and the good of his wife and children, the reasoning can have no
effect upon him, because he denies the first principle upon which it is grounded,”
namely, our human moral faculty.

So you redouble your effort, Reid tells his readers. This time you “reason
for monogamy from the intention of nature, discovered by the proportion of males
and of females that are born — a proportion which corresponds perfectly with
monogamy, but by no means with polygamy — this argument can have no weight
with a man who does not perceive that [he] ought to have regard to the intention
of nature.” You do not prevail.

Go no farther, Reid now counsels his readers, because the polygamist
lacks a moral capacity. His moral character is innately flawed. The man is
constrained by his very nature, Reid argues, from doing the right thing.

Throughout his work, he repeatedly lifted up claims from his own Northern
European Christian values, such as monogamy, to a universal status. Reid, in
effect, still divided individuals into the damned and the saved — as Protestants

were wont to do based on their own traditional theological histories. But now, the
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rationale for this division was no longer a human nature brought down by Adam’s
fall, but rather the individual’s own innately fallen nature. Now, the exigencies of
our own biology determined our moral fate. We are, by nature, born innately
moral or not. Period.**Vil One American historian called the “enlightened”
Unitarian stance Christian humanism >

Channing could thus continue to treat human emotions as if they were
something to be controlled rather than explored and Emerson could make moral
sentiments rather than transformed feelings the “essence” of religion because
liberal faith still had the markers of traditional Protestant theology but now written

in an Enlightenment script.

The Sixth Step: Liberal Faith Loses its Religious Identity

By the end of the nineteenth century, a secular rather than a religious
worldview began to frame the internal life of liberal Christians and shape their
public work.®' Liberal Christians began to move beyond affirmations of their
original formative moral values as “Enlightened” religious beliefs. Walter
Rauschenbush, a late nineteenth-century progenitor of the Social Gospel
Movement or “New Christianity” explained why: “when | began to apply my
previous religious ideas to the conditions | found, | discovered that they didn’t
fit.”l

The basis for social reform for liberal Christians like Rauschenbush was
no longer revivals to purge men’s hearts of sin, as social theorist James Davison
Hunter points, but rather social reform movements to modify the institutional

structures that spawned societal ills." The focal point of liberal faith was now
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“the social and economic problems associated with industrialization and
urbanization (e.g., crowded and inadequate housing, conditions of labor in the
factory system, a changing family structure, increasing crime and suicide rates
and so on) . . . and the religious and cultural pluralism brought by the
unprecedented influx of Irish and Italian (Roman Catholic) and Eastern European
(Jewish) immigrants.”

This movement of liberal Christians into the secular domain to explain the
sin of compromised moral souls, however, gutted liberal Christianity of its own
traditional doctrinal claims about the human conscience and sin espoused by
Luther and Calvin. It also severed ties with the “Enlightenment moral values”
version of these same theological claims found in Common Sense Moral
Philosophy.

As liberals backed away from their own American Enlightenment religious
values, however, they disestablished American Protestantism as the foundation
of their own liberal faith. Xl They rejected, in effect, the Christian values and
claims about human nature and human emotions that they had previously
affirmed. As a result, liberal Protestants began to move beyond the moral
purview of their own theological traditions.

This is the conclusion German theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer reached in
1930-31 when he studied at the liberal bastion of modern Protestant theology in
America, Union Theological Seminary in Manhattan. Bonhoeffer was brutally

frank in a letter to a friend about the state of liberal religion: “There is no theology
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here.... The students...are unfamiliar with even the most basic [theological]
questions. They become intoxicated with liberal and humanistic phrases....” "

Bonhoeffer reached a similar conclusion when attending the liberals’
churches. “The sermon,” Bonhoeffer moaned, “has been reduced to parenthetical
church remarks about newspaper events.” Bonhoeffer now wondered “whether
one here really can still speak about Christianity.... In New York they preach
about virtually everything; only one thing is not addressed or is addressed so
rarely that | have as yet been unable to hear it, namely, the gospel of Jesus
Christ, the cross, sin and forgiveness, death and life.”™V

Liberal Christianity, Bonhoeffer found, had impaired itself. Moral values
were no longer linked to Christian doctrines. By rejecting the Christian values and
claims about human nature and human emotions that they had previously
affirmed, liberal Protestants moved beyond the moral purview of their own
religious tradition. They entered the domain of cultural critique, where critical
analysis of the influence of social institutions on human behavior replaced
religious talk about God and man.

Process theologian John B. Cobb, Jr. trenchantly summarizes the
consequence of this move in his book Spiritual Bankruptcy. According to Cobb,
the mainline Protestant churches that have gone the farthest in critiquing
America’s inequitable economic and social systems “have had the largest losses
in membership and resources. Prospects for reversal of these trends are poor,
and morale is poor.” Why? Writes Cobb: “People like to feel good about the

character and accomplishments of the groups with which they identity. For many
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people, it has been demoralizing to participate in a community that is
emphasizing the evils for which it has been responsible.” Thus Cobb’s basic
point: when you conclude that your own religious institution is racially and
economically compromised to the core by its own historic traditions and
practices, you create a body of people who condemn their own religious
institutions as racist, elitist, sexist, and more. X" The clergy in these congregations
falter when trying to create congregations as sacred places that grow emotionally
stronger, more resilient, larger, and enlivened anew in trying times.

For reasons including the failures in Schleiermacher’s system and the use
of “Enlightenment” moral philosophy to reaffirm traditional Protestant doctrines of
human nature, liberal clergy today by their own admission are not strong spiritual
leaders. When, for example, 93% of mainline Protestant senior ministers define
themselves as leaders, but only 12% believe they have the spiritual gift of
leadership, Vi these statistics indicate a gap between a burgeoning interest in
spirituality in America today by its Nones on the one hand and by persons with
liberal seminary training, on the other hand, who are capable of shepherding this
incipient spiritual movement called the Rise of the Nones. Vil

Consider the numbers. There are now 46 million religiously unaffiliated
adults in America. Some believe in God, others feel a deep connection with
nature and the earth, some define themselves as spiritual, and most believe that
religious institutions strengthen community bonds and aid the poor and thus

benefit society. ™
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Today, only a third of Unitarian Universalists define themselves as
religious, while more than half self-identify as secular or somewhat secular.' How
will you minister to their disparate secular and religious needs and interests? And
will the strategies you use also draw in millions of spiritual but religiously
unaffiliated Nones?

As the next generation of ministers, religious educators, chaplains,
scholars, community organizers, and national UU leaders, can you bring millions
of these folk into UU congregations? The study and application of affect theology
may help you accomplish this goal.

The Seventh Step: Entering the Lost Affective Domain of Our Liberal
Faith — Together

| created affect theology to fill in the emotion gap in liberal theology. Affect
theology studies the human emotions and affective states that guide, direct, and
prioritize religious beliefs, creedal claims, liturgical structures, religious education
programs, and pastoral practices by members and leaders of a religious
community. As an affective analysis of religious experience, theological
reflection, and leadership practices in a religious community, affect theology
functions as a complement to a systematic study of religious belief systems and
doctrines. It also rounds out the investigation of religion as cultural studies and
social science disciplines by focused attention of the way emotions are altered by
religious practices. Affect theology’s antecedent, as we have seen, is

Schleiermacher’s Affekt Theology, which focused on the affective stimulations of
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the human nervous system and made these movements of the “human soul” the
first reference for all discourse on religious experience (piety).

Affect theology uses insights from the new field in brain research called
affective neuroscience founded by Jaak Panksepp' to elucidate, correct, and
expand Schleiermacher’s original insights about the role of the nervous system in
creating pious feelings and religious ideas. The importance of affective
neuroscience for affect theology is seen when we take into account two basic
things. First, codification of affective states into three basic types: (1) affect
that makes us aware of the internal state of our body (e.g., hunger or fatigue); (2)
affect that makes us aware of the type of emotional system that has been
triggered and thus aroused (e.g., the awareness of being enraged); (3) affect that
makes us aware as commentary on bodily sensations (e.g. tactile and visual
stimulation from sources exterior to the body)." These affective commentaries on
internal muscular and anatomical shifts, on our emotions, and on our sensations
are the way we initially, consciously but non-conceptually, take note or become
aware of what has just happened to our body. This awareness is indeed a state
of consciousness, defined here functionally as the “bare awareness of
‘something.”"i

Second, analysis of “affective consciousness.” According to
Panksepp, affects are “pre-propositional feelings” that grab hold of our attention
not through ideas, but through a felt sense that lets us immediately know how we
are faring in the world, within ourselves, and with others at the somatic level of

our lives." Feeling startled, fearful or anxious are examples of affective
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consciousness as our immediate awareness of pre-propositional feelings felt as
shifts in our own nervous system rather than through studied reflections using
concepts and ideas. Babies, after all, can be startled, made fearful or anxious
even though there are not yet any concepts in their minds to explain, analyze or
reflect upon their triggered affective states.

To be sure, Panksepp argues, affective triggerings can be mediated by
rational consideration as well as through dream work on alternative ways of
responding behaviorally to the triggered feelings." Nevertheless, they are a way
in which the brain neurologically assesses the surrounding environment in order
to make affective judgments, links to motor movements that dictate approach or
retreat, seeking, rage, fear, play, lust or other neurochemical systems
constructed as physical value judgments that prompt actions by the organism in
its exterior environment, its world.

And we affirm the primal importance of our emotions without claiming that
our biology is our destiny, because, as Panksepp puts it, we do have the ability to
make cognitive choices. But our neurobiology qualifies our destiny affectively. If,
for example, the underlying groups of molecular structures produced by the brain
that create our affective feelings of social solidarity, acceptance, nurturance, and
love are compromised, our affective bonds with others will “probably remain
shallow and without emotional intensity.”v His findings concur with other recent
brain investigations showing that “social bonding is rooted in various brain
chemistries that are normally activated by friendly and supportive forms of social

interaction.”Vi
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These neuroscientific investigations reveal the role of affect in the creation
of social bonds and the material content of what Schleiermacher called the
human soul. It is here that the foundation of liberal theology is found and affirmed
by affective neuroscience and its related fields in two basic ways.

Affect as foundational for the creation of community. Affect, as
Schleiermacher insisted, is foundational to religious community. Pious
communities, he said, are created by the reproduction of affective states, “by
means of facial expressions, gestures, tones, and (indirectly) words” such that
the contagion™' of collective affective displays becomes for others not only a
revelation of the inward as foundational for religious community, but also creates
and maintains pious communities through affective consciousness as an
emotional “consciousness of kind.”™

Schleiermacher’s fundamental claim here about “consciousness of kind”
identifies affect as a foundational material enabling community to be created and
maintained. Affective neuroscience and its related fields confirm
Schleiermacher’s claim that the foundational material here is shared affect.

For Panksepp, consciousness of kind begins affectively. It is our “internal
biological logic,” and it pertains to our “emotional minds.” Our emotional minds
create our desire to express our deeply social nature to other human beings,
“‘especially those with whom we shared attachment bonds, and to mutually glory
in the kinds of deeply feeling creatures that we are.”

Consciousness of kind thus entails an acculturation process. Clinical

psychoanalyst and theorist John E. Gedo, who uses insights from Panksepp’s
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work, calls this acculturation process a “cybernetic loop between infant and
caretaker.”™ It pertains to the central nervous system of the infant and the
caretaker as a dyad, Gedo observes. The unity of the self is thus a collaborative
achievement.”" Here Gedo and Schleiermacher meet.

As Schleiermacher succinctly put it, “We never do exist except along with
another.” Human consciousness, Schleiermacher notes, always entails the co-
existence of an Other whose affective signals we have first received.
Schleiermacher understood the phenomenon, which Gedo terms the “cybernetic
loop,” to be foundational to the creation and support of religious community.

Affect as the neural content of the soul. Schleiermacher called the
study of the core affective level of human consciousness a study of the material
impulses of the human soul.™ Panksepp makes a strikingly similar claim.

At the foundational level of consciousness, Panksepp suggests, we are
aware of “our ineffable sense of being alive and an active agent in the world.”V
Panksepp describes this ineffable sense as the “primordial self-schema” or “self-
representation,” and refers to “it” using the acronym, the “SELF — A Simple Ego-
type Life Form” — to refer to this primordial structure of agency found “deep within
the brain.”

Moreover, as Panksepp suggests, this foundational fact of non-rational,
affective conscious awareness can be thought about as a “core self” — or even as
a soul. Perhaps it is now appropriate, Panksepp suggests, to “entertain neuro-

psychological conceptions of human and animal ‘souls*' Panksepp calls this
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primal material “a subcortical viscero-somatic homunculus,”™" a SELF, and a
soul. Here, Panksepp and Schleiermacher meet.

Neurologist Antonio Damasio also investigates this primal, affective level
of human experience. He, too, talks about a self — a “proto-self’ — where
consciousness begins. Moreover, Damasio affirms Panksepp’s work on the link
between the body and the self “by means of an innate representation of the body
in the brain stem.” it Damasio concludes that neither the mind nor the soul can
be adequately discussed today without attending to a neurological analysis of the
subcortical structures of consciousness.** Here, Damasio and Schleiermacher
meet.

More broadly, Panksepp suggests that the analysis of affect is challenging
regnant Western religious claims about the nature of the human soul and the
human spirit as strictly rational entities. The human soul and the human spirit,
like all other mammalian experiences, Panksepp notes, have neurological
characteristics, constraints, and histories, and so they must no longer be
described as disembodied, rational, emotion-less entities.** If the human soul
and the human spirit are human experiences, Panksepp asserts, then they have
to have human characteristics — and the foundations of such characteristics are
neurological, affective states.

Affective neuroscience goes beneath concepts, below doctrines and
creeds, and investigates the ineffable sense of being alive. For Schleiermacher,
this affective sense is not religion, but its inception: the “natal hour of everything

living in religion.”™ Schleiermacher did not make this sense the content of his
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theology. He made it the foundation of his theology. Affective neuroscience has
found and affirmed this affective, ineffable sense exactly where Schleiermacher
placed it: outside the theological domain.

Panksepp has noted the possibilities for this new affective theological field
in his latest book, The Archeology of the Mind: Neuroevolutionary Origins of
Human Emotions, co-authored with psychologist Lucy Biven. Referring to my
affective theological work, Panksepp suggests it “can provide a universal
substrate for nondenominational religious experiences.”

This claim by Panksepp marks the first formal affirmation of affect
theology by a neuroscientist as a theological system with affective neuroscientific
integrity. And the link between affective neuroscience and Unitarian Universalist
theology as an affective theological system gives us a cutting edge in an
academic revolution Panksepp’s work, in part, has begun. Unitarian Universalism
now has a constructive theology with its own doctrine of human nature.

The academy is presently on the verge of an “affective revolution,”
Panksepp claims; one that will force the academic community to redefine the way
in which it thinks about human nature, the human spirit, and the human soul.
Nature, Panksepp argues, has encoded our organism with emotive organizing
systems that help us decipher, interact with, interpret, and learn lessons from the
world in which we live.X i Affect theology is part of this cutting edge as a new
field within liberal theological studies.

Contemporary academic theology, of course, has begun to take note of

this emerging neuroscientific revolution, but there is more work to be done. The
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new field, neurotheology, has emerged to explain old religious beliefs using the
new scientific work. Theists are using brain science to explain how God gets into
our heads.™" Non-theists are using neuroscience to get rid of all such theistic
claims.”™ In other words, much of the current neurotheological work attempts to
“harmonize scientific method and religious belief,”V rather than to reveal the
hidden foundational claim that occurs before and beyond rationally explained and
delineated beliefs.”Vi

A more balanced and non-reductionist theological engagement with
contemporary brain science can be achieved when we begin with insights from
Schleiermacher’s Affekt theology and contemporary affective neuroscience,
which challenge traditional notions of the human soul as a disembodied
entity.™il The human soul, like every other aspect of human nature, has
neurological characteristics, constraints and histories.*

Affect theology explains how and why Unitarian Universalism can draw on
disparate religious and wisdom sources and also can include a vast array of
persons with secular and religious interests in our communities: we love beyond
belief.

Affect theology shows how this affective disposition — this feeling of love
beyond belief — is established and sustained. And it explains how and why these
personal and congregational experiences guided by affective theological insights
can grow membership, expand financial stewardship, and send legions of UUs to

the streets as social justice workers who stand strong on the side of love.
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Three basic affective theological premises about our liturgical practices
can inform your internship work as the next generation of UU ministers:

1. The Individual’s Personal Experience of a Change of Heart: Congregants
should feel better by the end of the service than they felt before the service
began so that they have new energy to handle the struggles, difficulties, trials
and triumphs in their lives with wholehearted spiritual integrity.

2. The Congregation’s Liturgical Template: An ethos of care and compassion
should be created liturgically within the sanctuary through music, song, and other
practices that support and encourage uplifting experiences of a change of heart
within the gathered community.

3. The Spoken Word: Sermons and homilies should narrate, support, explain,
and affirm how and why the personal experience of a change of heart takes
place.

As seminarians in training to lead self-defined secular and religious
Unitarian Universalists, you will need a theological course of studies that attends
to the affective dimensions of their hearts using insights from the affective
sciences. You can create conferences, workshops, courses, and retreats to do
this affective theological work together. And you can invite musicians, poets, and
dancers who can help you create Sunday services that will have emotional

intelligence as well as intellectual integrity.
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The Eighth Step: The Future of Liberal Religion

A system of local, regional, and national weekend CGUUS retreats could

be developed to provide UU seminarians with a deeper understanding of affect

theology and its application to their work. Here’s a vision for a series of in depth

workshops:

V.

AFFECTIVE THEOLOGICAL STUDIES. To provide the theological
and affective neuroscientific tools needed to peer into the affective
dimension of liberal faith and explore how triggered emotions create,
sustain, fortify or derail liberal faith and progressive social justice work.
Led by Thandeka, other affect theologians, and affective
neuroscientists.

LITURGICAL SKILLS. To develop visceral as well as conceptual
knowledge of how emotional intelligence is used in Sunday services to
create liturgies that heal and transform world-weary UU souls. Led by
musicians, theatre directors, dancers and voice coaches along with
affect theologians.

BASIC BUSINESS MANAGEMENT AND ORGANIZATIONAL
SKILLS. To teach business management skills and an understanding
of the role and function of boards. Led by businesspersons.
PERSONAL SPIRITUAL PRACTICES. To help seminarians develop
or fine tune their personal spiritual practices and clarify the connections

between these practices and their work. Led by spiritual directors.
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V. SMALL GROUP MINISTRY PROGRAMS AND STRATEGIES. To
help seminarians enliven congregations and expand participation in
social justice work through small group ministry programs. Led by
community organizers and affect theologians.

The choice to do this kind of affective theological work together as the
Continental Gathering of Unitarian Universalist Seminarians is, of course,
yours. You have the ability to succeed in this new work. Don’t let the weight
of the received liberal theological traditions and their contemporary spin-offs
as religious studies venues for identity issues and social justice work crush
your efforts. Together you can develop a roadmap for the creation of a
Unitarian Universalist course of studies that restores what’s been missing in
our seminaries for two centuries: the practice of kindling the loving heart of

our liberal faith.

I This essay is an expansion of my 2013 keynote address at the inaugural meeting of the
Continental Gathering of Unitarian Universalist Seminarians [CGUUS] at Harvard Divinity School.
| draw heavily on my previously published work, which is cited in subsequent endnotes, to show
how this work, collectively, serves as the foundation for affect theology as a 215t century
constructive theology for liberal faith.
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