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CharlesMcCoy'slifework callsfor covenantal under standing and commitment asa call toinnovationin theology and
ethics. McCoy embracesliberation, pluralism, and globalismasthe solution to the current difficulties of theology. As
helookstoward thefuture, McCoy rgjects positionswhich lament and tend to obstruct the movement toward liberation,
pluralism, and globalism.

Our problem is never to bolster the power and vitality of an ineffectual, dying deity. Instead, it is
finding ways to respond to the awesome power of God coursing through natural and historical
occurrence.!

From thetime of hisdoctoral dissertation at Yalein 1956, adissertation called, “ The Covenant Theology of Johannes
Cocceius,” Charles McCoy has plumbed the meanings of covenant in the broadest possible range of matters human
and divine. From writing scriptsfor Radio Free Europe shortly after World War 11, to organizing freedom marchesin
Mississippi with Martin Luther King, Jr., to a distinguished career in theological ethics, McCoy has never ceased
developing and applying covenantal thinking to theological, ethical, and political problems.

While McCoy’s covenant is alwayswell informed by the past, his sense of covenant moves through history
towards afuture destiny. Covenant does not mean stolid loyalty to apast formulaor creed. Choosing and acting well
inthemidst of changeisMcCoy’ sway of being steadfast and |oyal to covenantal commitments of ultimateimport. For
McCoy, being steadfast usually means changing and adjusting to the new, sometimes even stimulating, catalyzing, or
provokingthenew. Much likethe church Father, Irenaeus, M cCoy seesgrowth and devel opment asone of the primary
purposes of the creation. God is to be met and responded to amid the demands of historical, embodied, community
life. Hence McCoy remains an avid student and translator of past scholarship. For him, history isavital instrument
which must be studied, clarified, and constantly renewed in present applications. History isalso themediuminwhich
covenantal loyalties are fulfilled through faithful action.

Since McCoy has never published a systematic work (and given his dislike of anything too imperial, it
would be out of character for him to do so), we must ook to many of his varied publications to gain some sense of
his overall direction. Throughout his career, liberation and pluralism play decisive roles; but we must also include
his vision of global solidarity and culture to make sense of the liberation, and to give it a sense of direction.

I.McCOY’SCOVENANT

In McCoy’ s thought, the notion of covenant is so fundamental that we can almost call it “metaphysical,” at
least in the sense that covenant functionsto direct our thought to an understanding of ultimate reality. Portraying the
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development of covenantal thinkingin Kaspar Olevianus (1536-1587), M cCoy (along with co-author J. Wayne Baker)
summarizes: “ The covenant pervades the world as that which places the divine stamp of pattern, purpose, and grace
onthewhole of natureand history.”? Heretheorigin of life, thecreation, isportrayed asthe original covenantal action
of Godimbuing all that iswith “ pattern, purpose, and grace.” The divine stamp pervades not only what is (ontology),
but also what is becoming (history). McCoy’s embrace of this part of the covenantal tradition suggests a covenantal
“metaphysics,” but one that McCoy wants to distinguish from the scholastic tradition:

the created order is based on the covenant of God, so that the divine commandments permeate the
nature of things. Federalism, therefore, hasitslex naturaein amanner similar to what can be found
in the scholastic tradition. But this moral order in creation derives from the faithful will of God in
covenant, not from some rational or natural rigidity at the core of reality.?

Asput here, the origin, purpose, and destiny of lifeiscovenantal and so takes on ametaphysical character. However,
since McCoy seeksto avoid metaphysical rigidity, he consistently eschewsthelanguage of metaphysicsand ontology
and replacesit withthelanguage of covenant. Thefunctionsof thetwo languagesarequitesimilar; thetacit differences
arerevealing.

Inthecovenantal tradition, covenant even precedes creation and history: “For Cocceius, the covenant existed
prior to history within the Godhead; love, community, and faithfulness are, therefore, what Christiansbelieveto be at
the core of thedivinereality.* “Love, community, and faithfulness’ are the stuff of which covenant ismade, eventhe
“core of thedivinereality.” For McCoy, the rational aspects of the natural world are afunction of divine faithfulness,
apersona quality of divinity which precedes the rational and gives it a more encompassing and more meaningful
framework.

COVENANTAL EPISTEMOLOGY

For McCoy, the covenant not only is our best way of describing the ultimate nature and the ultimate why of
things, it is also our best way of knowing them. Rather than retreating into skepticism when confronted with the
difficultiesof grounding knowledgevis-avisthe subj ect/obj ect distinction, McCoy synthesizesthethought of Michael
Polanyi and the Federal theological tradition in arguing for a“communal basis of human commitment” that tacitly
underliesall humanknowingandacting.® Rejecting“ ecclesiastical limitationsand philosophical bifurcations,” McCoy
claims “the covenantal wholeness of human experiencing” for his starting point.®

In attempting to devel op thismore expansive, covenantal epistemology, M cCoy warns against those systems
which methodol ogically remove the possibility of religious or human meaning before the discussion gets underway:

Therearelocationswhich assurethat thegodsremaininvisibleand fromwhichitistherefore unwise
to begin if we wish to see the scene of human believing and discover the meaning of theological
transformation.”

Somethingimportant about M cCoy ismanifestinthispassage: whilebei ng cautiousabout affirming or denying specific
beliefs of specific traditions, he has an ear for the melody of human believing and commitment. Thus he repeatedly
asserts something like the following:

Covenants of human living are founded on believed-in reality, that final sovereignty or deity that is
the source of original creativity, that defines consummation, assures coherence, and to which aroot
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metaphor refers. Humans live, not toward illusion, but toward what they are convinced is actual .2

Noticethat what ishereaffirmedisprimarily epistemological, not metaphysical. What isaffirmedisthebelief of reality,
whileapparently nothingisdirectly stated about theontol ogi cal accuracy of thebelief, nothing, that is, with thepossible
exception of “the source of original creativity.” Below, we shall more fully consider the significance of McCoy’s
ambiguity toward the referent while he affirms the fiduciary dimension of all human knowing, belief, and significant
action. On the other hand, he clearly rejects the claim that “faith is aform of knowledge.”®

In contrast towhat M cCoy callsthe dyadic paradigm of subject and object, heassertsthat “ Knowingistriadic,
taking place within the covenants of human living that define communities of interpretation and provide the root
metaphors and storiesinforming human understanding.”*° In thisexpanded paradigm, the knower ishistorical, social,
and necessarily arecipient of, and a participant in, the communal quest for ultimate meaning, a quest which began
beforetheknower and will, in al probability, continue long after theindividual disappearsfrom the community scene.

While one might be tempted to see a similarity between McCoy'’s historical, communal epistemology and
Stanley Hauerwas notion of the Church as the historical vehicle of the kingdom of God (See e.g., Hauerwas, A
Community of Character), McCoy, unlike Hauerwas, specifically rejects any ecclesia privileging. To the contrary,
McCoy cites with favor Rosemary Ruether’s global, al-inclusive understanding of “catholic”:

Theology is losing its confinement as an exclusively ecclesiastical science, but only because it is
finding its placein areintegrated view of the human community. Itislosing its place asthe science
of aparticular ecclesiastical tradition or even of asinglehistorical faith, such asChristianity, but only
because it is beginning to glimpse its place as the horizon of a human history that istruly catholic.
Itislosing its place as a science confined to the sacral of the “religious’ sphere, but only because it
isfindingitsplacewithinthetotality of human activities and the artsand sciencesthat reflect onand
create these activities.!

The plural voiceswhich this“ catholic” account admitsinto the conversation is central to McCoy’ sentire project. He
not only believesthat each community can learn something from other ones (and that all communities ought to do so),
healso seesyielding claimsof ecclesial, epistemol ogical privilege asanecessary aspect of ongoing faithfulnesstothe
covenantal tradition. Thespecific challengesto covenantal participantsin 1997 are not the same asthosethat Bullinger
or Cocceius faced. AsMcCoy advocates the covenant, one cannot be true to current historical demands by simply
repeating positions and solutions of the past.

COVENANTAL ANTHROPOLOGY

Seeking to avoidindividualism onthe one hand and rigidity of communitarian belief and practiceontheother,
M cCoy reaches back to the covenantal thought of Johannes Althusius (late sixteenth to early seventeenth century) and
drawsfrom it some of hiskey anthropological notions, particularly the identification of human beingsas“ symbiotes.”
While Althusiuswas ostensibly writing worksof politics, religion played acrucial rolein hisunderstanding. Althusius
and McCoy alikerefuseto segregatethe dimensionsof humanlife. Not only isthereasymbiosisamong human beings,
thereisalso an implied symbiosis among all areas of human interest. Power takes many forms, but it arises from the
symbiotic associations of humans living and covenanting together. In this symbiotic vision, human interaction is
primary asit occurs within the covenanted groups of human life, whether familial, religious, political, or any other.??

When applied to the human rel ation to God, this symbiotic view takeson several developmental possibilities:
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“God aone knows the whole of the divine will, so human knowledge may be true without being adequate or
complete.”® Over the course of McCoy’ s career, theimplications of the partiality of human knowledge of the divine
leads McCoy to embrace pluralism as amoral ought and an epistemological aid. By listening to other communities
and symbiotes, the limitations of our own viewpoint can be profitably expanded. Thiskind of expansion constitutes
McCoy's idea of covenantal loyalty.

Because humans can only attempt to enact the will of God on the moving stage of history, being stuck in any
position can becomeatheol ogical danger. InMcCoy’ shistorical analysis, Augustine seestherestl essnessof thehuman
heart as aresult of the Fall. Quiteto the contrary, McCoy, aprés Cocceius, sees such restlessness asimplanted in the
original creation aspart of the conditional possibility of human responseto God through historical action, process, and
openness to the new. According to McCoy,

In the rebellion and disobedience that constitutes[sic] thefall into sin, humans become immutable,
resistant to change, denying the processin which they were created that leads toward fulfillment in
God.*

Human beings, symbiotes, ought to be en route toward expanded understandings of God and other human viewpoaints.
The process of changeisan intentional, sine qua non of afully humanlife. Inthemidst of such change, the covenant,
or rather, our understanding of covenantal loyalties, provides the necessary unitary element.

Aswe pursue the unitary element, we must do so from the particular perspective of our given and/or chosen
location. AsMcCoy putsit:

Perspectivedoesnot seemto beaflaw or anembarrassment but afundamental, constituting condition
of human location. | am unableto understand my own experienceif it isstripped of perspective. Nor
can | understand how my fellow humans can claim to experience anything apart from their specific
perspectives.’®

Inthismanner, theparticul arity of humanlocationismorelikeagift than aburden, but it doesrequireattendingto others
from other locations as we emerge toward an increasingly global culture. So, for example, while McCoy asserts that
“Jesus Christ istheroot metaphor of thefederal paradigm,” at least as understood from aChristian perspective, headds
that “this paradigm also permits us to understand faith perspectives of other communities and thus to deal with the
pluralistic context of human believing.” ¢

COVENANTAL CHRISTOLOGY

Criticizing much of traditional christology for its correlation of Jesus Christ with human sin, and equally
criticizingthoseethicistswho attempt adifferent starting point than Jesus Christ (e.g., natural |aw or secul arity), McCoy
offersatertiumquid: “ Jesus Christ asL ord of creationisprior to Jesus Christ as Redeemer, and thelatter meaning must
be affirmed as afunction of theformer.”¥” The creational, incarnational meaning of Jesus Christ isprimary and“isin
no way dependent uponsin.”*® Inan earlier work, writtenwith hislatewifeMarjorie, McCoy putsit even morebluntly:
“Jesusdid not haveto dieon Calvary, but in every fragment of hislifetherewas present the love that would bewilling,
if necessary, to be nailed to the cross.”*°

Therelational, covenantal action of thetriune God isalready present asgraceinthecreation. Aswehaveseen
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above, McCoy’ snotion of sinismore like resistance to the often painful processes of changing social responsibilities,
rather than aonce and for all ontological diminishment. AsMcCoy putsit:

Jesus Christ as Redeemer is the Incarnate Lord who continues and fulfills the process initiated in
creation; thelncarnate One performsatask setin God’ screativeintention, atask achievedinthelight
of sinbut not afunction that woul d have been unnecessary without sin. For Christianfaith and action,
Incarnation directs our attention to the triune God, to creation in processtoward agoal aswell asto
the Logos become flesh.

Inthischristological position, McCoy rejectsanything that would interferewith the freedom which renders covenantal
interaction meaningful. As incarnation redirects our attention toward a process, toward a goal, it intensifies and
illuminates the steadfast purpose of God aready present in the original act of creation.

But McCoy puts the connection between creation and incarnation much more boldly: “the act (Logos) made
flesh reveal s the act (Logos) made world.”?* Having so strongly affirmed the connection between the Incarnate One
and theworld, two of hiskey themes, intellectual pursuit and the striving for social progress, naturally follow. Loyalty
to Christ, whichisto say, covenantal loyalty to God, includesloyalty to all humankind and all worthy human endeavor.

Nonetheless, McCoy recognizes that our communities are, especialy in the quickened pace of the late
twentieth century, constantly confronted and “apparently” threatened with onrushing developments. McCoy’s
christology isatailored fit for these onrushing devel opments, since he seesthe“Incarnate Christ” astheonewho“can
give hope and courage to confront an apparently threatening reality, insight for response, and strength to moveinto an
uncertain future.”?

Throughout hiswork, McCoy avoids the rendering of logos as Word, insisting instead on dabar, an earlier
term from the putative Hebrew. McCoy would have ustrandate this critical incarnational term from the Prologue of
Johnas*“ covenant action.” Thebest Englishequivalent for dabar, other than“ covenant action,” is, hecontends, “1 give
you my word.”?® Polanyi’s insight into the fiduciary dimension of al human knowing is here joined to McCoy’s
creative adaptation of the Protestant, covenantal tradition, a tradition which has always found salvation by faith as
primary, faith being understood asin Martin Luther’s usage as trust.

I[I.McCOY’'S SEVEN (or thereabouts) DEADLY SINS

1. THE ONTOLOGICAL PEAK

Anyonewho adoptswhat McCoy callsthe*imperial mood” inhiswriting or speechislikely tobeasked, “And
from what ontological peak do you make such a statement?’2* Again and again, McCoy points to the provisional,
historical, moving nature of human lifeand knowledge. As discussed above, he does not mean that human knowledge
isnot true—just that the greatness of the covenanting God is greater than any single, or collective, human viewpoint.
Thelimitation of the human perspective before God callsfor opennessand cooperation with other human communities
as the sensible way to broaden our limited perspectives. Pluralismisthusvital to McCoy’s thought. Human beings
need to hear one another in order to transcend their own limitations. Such cross-cultural listening is evidently part of
thedivinearchitecture. Butinorder to conversewith other cultures, other religions, other races, wemust speak aswould
be partnersand would befriends, not asimperial conquerors. So when McCoy addressesthe current state of theol ogy,
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hefirst asks: “How can religion and deity be reconceptualized without assuming auniversal point of view or reducing
thevariety of faithstofit asingledefinition?'% All expressed pointsof view must instead recognizetheir own historical
limitations, the need for pluralistic discussion, and the goal of global solidarity.

According to McCoy, belief in Jesus Christ should keep those who believe off the ontological peak: “The
confession that Jesus Christ istheWay, the Truth, and the Life seemsto meaconfession of Christian faith that adjudges
Christians as well as others as not being the Way, the Truth, and the Life.”%

Proclamations from the ontological peak have undoubtedly done much damage through the centuries of
human history. However, at this stage of human history, McCoy’s warning seems particularly apropos; for atruly
global conversation among the world's peoples and faiths is unlikely when one or more sides is speaking in the
“imperial mood.” Christians most of all might remember that much of the Sermon on the Mount is about humility:
“Blessed arethe poor in spirit” . . . Blessed arethosewho hunger and thirst for righteousness.” For thewrath of McCoy
isrevealed against all who ascend and speak from the ontological peak.

2. INDIVIDUALISM

Undoubtedly taking a cue from Polanyi, H. Richard Niebuhr, and others, McCoy sees individualism as an
unfortunate byproduct of the Enlightenment philosophy. McCoy’ scovenantal theology and anthropology run directly
counter to individualist tendencies. McCoy would contend that the breakup of the Enlightenment project and the
problems l€eft in itswake are due to the falsified, mythical notion of theindividual from Descartesforward. Thevery
posing of the subject/object distinction asaphilosophical problem, aswell asthe philosophical skepticism which may
be said to have arisen out of the failure to resolve such questions, questions which only arise when it is assumed that
knowledgetakesplace between anisolated knower and aset of facts, McCoy would disallow at theoutset. Thefiduciary
dimension of all knowledge and the way our community initiates us into its insights through its elaborate filtering
mechanisms are prior, unaccounted for, and unpaid debtsin the Cartesian and subsequent individualistic systems. As
McCoy putsit:

Just as the experience of humanity generally is one of being in midpassage, so also emerging into
self-awareness asindividualsis discovering that we are joining aprocess already under way before
we arrive.”

3. TOO “CHRISTIAN”

McCoy wants Christian theology to rid itself of “narrow, impersonal conceptions of truth” and to open itself
to a new kind of global conversation which encompasses the broadest imaginable range of human interest and
commitment:

The diversity of academic viewpointsis opened to us through Christian faith, and the necessity of
taking the variety serioudly isaffirmed. Not only do welearn to be grateful for the companionswho
confront us with the limits of our vision, but we see also that the academic context of rigor and
disagreement may become an arena of God's self-revelation and call to commitment . . .2

From this unflinching openness to diverse viewpoints, McCoy actually opposes, at least on church-related campuses
and seminaries, furtherance of the sense of Christian uniqueness. This concern, which he somehow got the Board of
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Education of the United Methodist Church to publishin 1972, should be understood inits historical context, acontext
wherein McCoy’ schief concernwas Christian dominance. Paradoxically, McCoy isarguingthat, in our current global
context, Christian faithfulness requires more than Christian input.

Asamedical practitioner might do, McCoy assesses the serious symptoms of Western theology and isled to
his diagnosis: the culprit is the “Constantinian paradigm” which “has assumed and accepted the dominance of
organized Christianity in society.”?® This Constantinian paradigm includes the tendency to restrict theology to the
ecclesiastical sphere. Hence both Friedrich Schleiermacher and Karl Barth are equally flawed in this shared
assumption, regardless of the materially different positions they take on other points. Bernard Lonergan and David
Tracy are found to be somewhat improved over their Protestant brethren, but they are till faulted because their
pluralismislimited to Christian pluralism.*® But the strongest fireisdirected at ThomasF. Torrance, whose Barthian,
neo-orthodox interpretations are found to be emanating from the ontological peak.® In his published works, his
personal presentations, and his social efforts, McCoy truly celebrates the emerging global culture. Any proposed
theology whichisnot pluralistic, all-inclusive, and ultimately global will not meet hisapproval. Christian orthodoxy
or neo-orthodoxy he dismissesas something of anew fad, an understandabl e, yet inadequate and somewhat regrettable
response to the current historical situation.

McCoy really wants to avoid separating what is Christian and what is fully human without having them be
identified. Hisglobal visionwould forbid no onefrom the conversation and would likewise have no one dominate that
conversation.*

4. WHINING

Perhaps because he is convinced that God is working through even the most problematic events of human
history, McCoy doesnot despair at thevast changesthrust upon our current time; and he doesnot sympathizewith those
who do. So when McCoy heard Karl Rahner’sremark that “theology istired,” he seemed to enjoy another Catholic
theologian’sresponse: “It is not theology but Rahner that istired.”** Delving beneath the humor of thisinterchange,
we may glimpse the fundamental challenge which is now presented to theology. Rahner, by most all accounts,
represents one of the most interesting and prolific theological writers of the twentieth century. Y et McCoy seeshim,
and most of the great theol ogians of our century, as more or less passé; for “Western theology is caught between the
currents of pluralism and the forces of liberation emerging now in global society.”3* AsMcCoy seesit, one can either
bemoan the shrinking domain of church and theology, or one can rejoice at the way God is working through the
emerging pluralism and liberation. McCoy’s theology and ethics clearly choose the latter and forego any sense of
nostalgiafor what is passing away.

Addressing the needs of the present, McCoy writes: “ our own home cannot beidentical with the onethat our
parents or grandparents occupied. Our task isto make a home of the place in which we now live.” With atouch of
his characteristic humor, McCoy quipsabout thosewho feel troubled by the difficultiesof the present time: “ My father
got to marry my mother, but | must go out and marry aperfect stranger.”* For McCoy, oursisan exciting time. We
should respond faithfully, rejoice, and be glad in it.

5. RATIONALISM

The Polanyian influence on McCoy is evidenced by his consistent call for something more than rational in
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addressing the most serious issues. Yet in saying this, it should be remembered that the tacit dimension of human
knowingisnotirrational or infra-rational. More accurately, itispre-rational or perhapssupra-rational. McCoy, in his
professed likes and dislikes of a given theologian or even of atheological school, seemsto be influenced by such an
understanding of the tacit power that energizes and drives the whole process forward.

Arguing for something more than the exclusively rational, he writes:

identity crises are not overcome by analysis and understanding exclusively. These procedures may
lead to recognition of the dilemmaand to rational comprehension of possible solutions. But lifeis
more encompassing than reason, however broadly conceived. Real living is acting, meeting,
responding with believing, reflecting, evaluating as a constant accompani ment.*

McCoy’ soverall direction seemsas much guided by intelligent hunchesasby intelligent analysis. For example, when
reading When godsChange, particul arly theearly chapters, onegetsthefeeling that he confronted thetheol ogical aporia
of ourtime, felt thefutility of attemptingtorework theold system, and then just found something of aHegelian sublation
(Aufhebung) through the wholehearted adoption of liberation, pluralism, and globalism, three movements toward
which he was already predisposed, if not actively involved.

Once McCoy has embraced liberation, pluralism, and globalism as solutions rather than problems, his
dismissal of thediscursivedirection of certain Thomist writers(Garrigou-L agrange) and of Barth and Eberhard Jiingel
beginsto makesense. Theproblemisapparently notinwhat isbeing advocated. Atleast someof what they arearguing
for issimilar to what McCoy would affirm. McCoy’ s objection seemsto bein the mode of the discourseitself, which
isolatesitself through an excessiverationality targeted at athin sliceof churchtheol ogiansand phil osophers. AsMcCoy
putsit:

it isnecessary to recognize that welive, not in atime of thetwilight of the gods or the death of God,
but rather in atime of the reappearance of the gods and the manifest liveliness of God. The fears of
theol ogiansthat religion and theology arefading away derivefromthetheologians' insularity. Inthe
world outside sectarian and academic enclaves, itisatimeof thedawning of new and multipledeities,
atimewhen isolated religious communities are being drawn out of themselves by a globalization of
culture. Itisatimewhen thereality of religious believing isinundating the rational methods of the
Constantinian paradigm. It is atime of changing gods and changing theologies.>”

Soonceagaintheproblem, thecrisis, becomes M cCoy’ sopportunity and roadto new insight. Thegodsarereappearing
and “the manifest liveliness of God” isat work in our time, but the reappearance that McCoy envisionsis embodied,
where, for example, “akiss may give meaning to forgiveness beyond the power of explanation.”*

6. RACISM

Just as akiss may say more about forgiveness than a discourse about it, McCoy has done more about racism
than he haswritten about it. Inhisearlier yearsin North Carolina, his pro-integration activitiesin church ministry and
on the Duke campus brought him into heated conflict with some church authorities. Later, in July, 1961, he actually
planned the Mission to Mississippi with Martin Luther King, Jr. and was briefly arrested there. As a probable result
of the manner in which he organized the efforts, McCoy was not badly treated. Before any public appearances, he
contacted thelocal authoritiesinvolved, informed them of hisintentions, and called themtotheir highest understanding
of the gospel.
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McCoy relates racism to the failure to think pluralistically: “The ability to perceive plurality in the human
community, rather than regard others as inferior versions of ourselves, is no small achievement.”*® McCoy sees
pluralism as a many faceted movement with philosophical, social, cultural, and theological possibilities of varied
development. Itsoppositewould beakind of monism, a“onesizefitsal” view whichwouldfall into McCoy’ sgeneral
distaste for the “imperial mood.”

7. THE FALLACY OF DICHOTOMOUS THINKING

Oneof McCoy’ sfavoritewhipsto crack, “thefallacy of dichotomousthinking,” appearswherever seemingly
irresolvablebifurcationsforcethinking and believinginto reduced avenuesof expression. Hereespecially, McCoy sees
the problem asthe methodol ogical starting point, particularly those arising out of the dreaded Constantinian paradigm.
The problematic list includes subject/object and subjective/objective; essence/existence and substance/accident;
noumenal/phenomenal and theoretical/practical.”® However, one could easily add faith and biblical studies, science
and religion and yet others. McCoy'’s critique of neo-orthodoxy arises out of his conviction that Barth et al. have
exacerbated the dichotomies:

First, it continued the dichotomies of Western thought, took them to radical theological conclusions,
and thereby hastened the crisis of a theological paradigm based upon a split world. Second, neo-
orthodoxy continuedthewell-established traditionrestricting theol ogy tothe Christian ecclesiastical
sphere. Indeed, neo-orthodox theol ogy makesit clear that intell ectual bifurcationsand ecclesiastical
limitations reinforce one another.*

In McCoy’ sanalysis of these bifurcations, different poleswill be experimented with before the trend swings back the
other direction. However, neither pole of the bifurcated world view will sufficiently address the current challenges.
Instead, McCoy’ s solution isto foster the stream of covenantal thinking which beginswith Bullinger, reaches a peak
inCocceius, andisfostered by diversethinkerscloser to our owntime, such asCharles SandersPeirce, Michael Polanyi,
and H. Richard Niebuhr.

Whileinteresting studies could be done on how each of these sources affectshim, McCoy, like all competent
theologians, is a unique synthesis of these various sources. What seems to be a common theme is the attempt to
overcome the dualisms or dichotomies that have pervaded critical thought. So, for example, Niebuhr’s project of a
relational ethics of responsibility isincorporated in McCoy’s development of covenantal commitment. From such
thinkersas Niebuhr, McCoy grasps the significance of the problem of privileging one pole or another of adichotomy.
He then attempts to seize upon the problem as a clue to the solution, a solution which will involve an Hegelian
Aufhebung, in which the framework is enlarged by pluralistic inclusivity.

1. ADELIGHT IN INNOVATION

Charles McCoy isatheologian who delightsin the new, thefresh, theinnovative. Hereally appearsto thrive
in the challenging arena of shifting paradigms and radical change, even threatening change. As such, heis onewho
was born at the right moment in history; for he does not fear change. He actualy likesit.

Changeis not only something in which McCoy sees possibilities for the good. Failureto adapt to changing
conditions, clinging to an outworn past, he characterizes as sinful. In contrast to the Golden Age/Fall mythology of
Genesis 3, McCoy counters. “humans are created not at the height of their potential, but mutable, in process toward
aconsummation hiddenin God. Sin meansafall intoimmutability, into stasis.”#? Inthisview, immutability, blocking
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the process intended for humanity, constitutes the corruption of human nature, which must be understood as mutable
nature.

By implication, most churcheswould be characteristically guilty of thisunderstanding of sinfulness:. “Y et the
activities and worship in the churches seem organized to insure that nothing new or unanticipated will ever happen
again.”® McCoy’s Transforming Cross argues the point from the positive perspective: standing before the cross of
Christ does not leave us as we were. The cross transforms us in the general direction of liberation, pluralism, and
globalism. Resistance to the transformational process imprisons human life:

A living society requires diversity of commitments, values and purposesin order to make room for
and encourage the recognition of the innovation without which the past becomes a noose and the
changing present a scaffold trapdoor into oblivion.*

Aswesaw above, covenantal commitment supports change onceit recognizesthe historical nature of all thingshuman.
Thefundamental Christian insight and belief of incarnation likewise recognizesthe particul arities of historical human
nature and in the life and teachings of Jesus of Nazareth successfully addresses those particulars.

Throughout The Responsible Campus, McCoy advises Christian colleges to cease looking toward the
sectarian past and to accept instead what he callsthe* public present.” Theimplication, for both the church collegeand
moreradically, for Christianity itself, isthat McCoy seesarolefor church colleges and for Christianity writ large, but
only if they are continually transformed, only if change is embraced instead of resisted:

Views of the cosmos held by churchmen in the past have been overturned, to the profit of man and
faith. Cherished beliefs have been called into question, usually forcing Christian thinkersto discard
spurious or irrelevant meanings. Painful asthis process may be, it is essentia if Christianity is not
to settleinto amire of antiquated notions and replace faith in the living God with idolatrousloyalty
to an ever dying past.”®

Such “idolatrous loyalty” to outworn notions of the past might even be considered for membership among McCoy’s
deadly sins, perhaps as the most pernicious of them all.

From Polanyi, McCoy takes the insight that “the Christian understanding of God is not a static dogma but
rather a heuristic impulse to break through and move beyond accepted conceptual frameworks.”* Religious belief
serves to prepare its symbiotes for the exigencies of the required journey by the strengthening action of fiduciary
relations. In McCoy’sview, the fearful will cling while the faithful will move forward in spite of apparent threat and
danger. McCoy’sinsight isthat the greatest danger of our time normally lies in the status quo:

human communities dwell in their faith in order to break out toward God' s future. The absorption of
change is aways a central purpose of religion; and this purpose of religion means ever new
beginnings.*’

According to McCoy, theological changeispossible, historically demonstrable, and generally desirable. Thehopefor
theology which he seesis based on theol ogians ceasing to bemoan the crumbling paradigms of the past, and instead,
energetically embracing new possibilitiesthrust before us. He sees one eraclosing and another opening. Success or
failure will depend upon how three testing conditions are met: liberation, pluralism, and emerging global culture.
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IV.INTERLOCUTORY REMARKS

THE “WHAT” OF BELIEF

A repeated theme in McCoy’s work is that “believed-in reality” draws people forward in their covenantal

living. But what role does the content of human belief play? Perhaps to pursue methodology with greater focus,
McCoy'’s statements seem to leave some ambiguity on the “what” of belief:

Covenants of human living are founded on believed-in reality, that final sovereignty or deity that is
the source of original creativity, that defines consummation, assures coherence, and to which aroot
metaphor refers. Humans live, not toward illusion, but toward what they are convinced is actua .®

Aswebriefly touched upon above, what isthereality of thereferent? Isit thebelief that generates” original creativity,”
orisit thereality of theliving God that does so? No onewould deny the considerable power of human believing, but
can anything more be said about the what or thewho of belief? How much ontology isbehind the epistemology? How
important isit that the belief be based on, and then again and again beincreasingly based on, thereality of the referent
itself?

By way of analogy, scientists have many theories or beliefs about the physical universe. Whilethese beliefs
al so have ashaping power, some of them have proven to bewrong and to have been harmful to those who had assumed
their validity. Such was certainly the case with the now discarded medical practice of bleeding. Just as science
continually reshapesitself onthebasisof new discoveriesaboutitsreferent, what role, what interactionistherebetween
the actuality of God and religious belief?

Consider McCoy' s statement: “We must remember that a god becomes God in human believing.”*® Several
points come to mind. The first is the generosity of spirit in which McCoy insists upon addressing all human faith
commitments. Furthermore, hisunderstanding of the fiduciary aspect of religiousfaith remindsusthat trust and value
are at the center of such human faith, wherever it is placed. But what happens when the trust is misplaced? Can the
valuesbewrong? Andsincel am surethat M cCoy would agreethat valuescan bewrong and that trust can be misplaced,
does this not imply that the content of belief isavital part of the entire quest? Dramatic episodes of faith gone awry
abound—Waco, Jonestown, Cheiry, Switzerland, Hale-Bopp, etc. In each of these destructive events, a strong
fiduciary element, and perhaps even acovenantal one, was present. Wasit not what they believed that |ed to disaster?
After all, without some cognitive content to religious belief, ethicsitself is not feasible.

Isthe God that we believe in also capable of speech? If God is not to be thought of as deaf and dumb, then
what role, if any, isthere for revelation? McCoy believesthat God has/is an “ awesome power . . . coursing through
natural and historical occurrence.” In addition to natural and historical occurrences, is direct, personal interaction
possible with God? an interaction that |eads to what Eberhard Jiingel has called a Sorachgewinn, “a speech gain”?

Asan advocate of “ dynamism and becoming,” McCoy writes: “ Changeisaconstitutive element of all human
understanding of God and thereforealso of al theology and ethics.”* | believethat thisadvocacy of changeintheology
and ethicsimplies that content can be wrong, that it often iswrong, or more positively, given the historical nature of
human life, however good our thinking may be, it can improve. But progressin thisor any other sphere can only be
measured by the relative approach toward or regression from the referent.
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LIBERATION—ITS MEANING AND VALUE

While appreciating McCoy’ s stated and implied understandings of liberation, some questions still arise. Is
all liberation good? Should some change be resisted? Has McCoy ever met aliberation he did not like?

McCoy’s advocacy of change predisposes him toward the new, but as a theologian who stands within the
covenantal tradition, what are the values of the old that he would have us maintain? What is the relation between
liberation as a general principle, and what people do once they are liberated? Taking Aristotle' s criterion from Book
| of the Nicomachean Ethics, isliberation for the sake of something else, or for its own sake? So, for example, should
liberation be complemented by the pursuit of aretaicideals, such asthetrue, the beautiful, and the good? What happens
to liberation sought apart from a steadfast ideal ?

GRACE, PERSON, AND CONTINUITY

In the final analysis, McCoy, who is an unflinching advocate of human thought, effort, action, and change,
does offer a stabilizing word about something more than human effort:

When all that we can do is done, however, we must remember that we rely not on human energies
alone but on a sovereign power at work in the reality of historical process, a power making for
liberation—"new every morning; great in faithfulness’ (Lam.3:23). And strange as it may seem,
when we commit our livesto that sovereign reality we experience asurge of power greater than our
own efforts, greater even than the synergistic power experienced in community.5

After so much emphasis on human effort, thisfiduciary confession of something which comesto us beyond
our own work, something which may bear the venerable title of grace, is awelcome balance. |sthis something also
and perhaps primarily asome one? If so, what are the ongoing, personal qualities of Deity that might be understood
within McCoy’ s covenantal framework? Certainly, becoming, change, and transformation are human imperativesin
McCoy'’ s theology, but what of God? How much continuity isin God?

A CONCLUDING APPRECIATION

Polanyi’ s great metaphor, “Dwelling In and Breaking Out,” might be the best way to summarize McCoy's
lifelong commitments and career efforts in theology, ethics, church affairs, politics, social relations, and consulting
with businessleaders. A senseof excitement, enjoyment, and hopeisoften manifestin McCoy’ swork, qualitieswhich
arise from hiseye for creative possibilities. And these creative insights are most likely to appear during moments of
general crisisand confusion. Inthislight consider M cCoy’ sassessment, publishedin 1980, of thetheol ogical situation:

Theology as practiced in the Western world exists between one era now drawing to a close and
another just dawning. A profound transformation in theology is taking place around us.5

Charles McCoy has aready been an influential part of that transformation.
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