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A NEW 

- 

POLITICAL CONSCIOUSNESS 

There is a sense in which we must speak of “the 
fundamental conservatism of reoolution,” said Or. 
Rosemary Retither in a sermon delivered last spring. 
“Every revoltition must have, as one side of i f s  ini- 
piilse, a demand to restore the fundamental basis of 
things.” The text of Iter remarks, which appeared in 
flie Afuy-Iutic issue of The Ecumenist, is reprinted 
below with slight abritlgcnienf. 

For over ten years the United States has been in 
the midst of a rapidly moving internal revolution 
that affects every aspect of its life, and it seems that 
this may well be a moment when it is crucial to step 
back from the situation for :i time in order to take 
stock of ourselves. It is ii time for looking back over 
our heritage as well-politically, culturally and re- 
ligiously-and for seeking a larger perspective. We 
are losing the ground from under our feet, and this 
means nothing less than the loss of our past, not 
simply in itself, but as the basis from which to create 
new futures. The new generation so readily speaks 
;is though no human being had existed before them, 
and ;is though liberty and sexuality were their per- 
sonal inventions. Only nihilism and not creative 
revolution can come out of the abolition of all that 
hns come before us. Only those who have a deep 
sense of the human tradition can make “the Revolu- 
tion.” 

TVhen we read the great documents of the Western 
revolutionary tradition, we are reminded, with a 
startling sense of freshness, of the visions and hopes 
on which modern revolutionary States were founded. 
These hopes of revolutionary States also parallel the 
hopes of the Church. The two move in the same 
vector of messianic expectation. Quite simply, this 
means the hope for salvation, in a total social and 
historical sense. It is the hope for the overcoming of 
evil, injustice, oppression and exploitation, and the 
hope for the coming of the redeemed community 
in a redeemed earth. So the Christian can indeed 
embrace the hopes of the modern revolutionary tra- 
dition ;is the secular culture-bearer of that same 
biblical hope from which came Israel and the Church. 

“\Yoe to you who decree iniquitous decrees; who 
turn the needy from justice and rob the poor of their 
rights. . . . Woe to you who are at ease in Zion, the 
notable men of the land who are the first in the 

nation. You who put far from yourselves the evil 
day, but bring near the seat of violence and . . . 
tire not grieved by the ruin of the people. . . .” The 
prophets who wrote such words shared the wrath 
and the righteous indignation of the revolutionary, 
but, on the other hand, they also shared his hope 
for a new society, beyond this judgment: “It will 
come to pass in the latter days that the mountain 
of the house of the Lord will be established as the 
highest of the mountains . . . ilnd all the nations will 
flow to it . . . and they shall beat their swords into 
plowshares a n d  their spears into pruning hooks; 
nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither 
shall they study war any more. . . .” 

But there is a problem with the revolutionary 
tradition, and this is also to imply that there is il 

problem with the messianic tradition of the Bible as 
well. Messianic or revolutionary rhetoric is tempted 
to equate these ideals with whatever new society is 
created out of them, whether that be the Christian 
Church or revolutionary States. Thus these hopes 
become a self-sanctifying mythology which justifies 
everything that is happening and wards off the 
possibility of new criticism. I t  is not accidental that 
some people have drawn parallels between the 
psychology of Communist States and that of the 
Catholic Church, for both, in similar ways, have used 
messianic symbols as forms of self-absolutization. 
0 

The United States of America has been a nation 
which has harbored the most exalted of messianic 
and revolutionary images, but it has also shown a 
great tendency to make these images into a sancti- 
monious justification of its policies. We are so fa- 
miliar with that rhetoric, for Americans all grew up 
with it in school. America from its very foundation 
was perceived as the “Promised Land,” with all the 
biblical overtones carried by that symbol. I t  was a 
land of refuge and limitless new horizons for those 
who fled from the “Old World” of persecution and 
oppression. Here w a s  the “New World,” the land 
flowing with milk and honey, where the New Zion 
might be planted in the wilderness. It was in a 
nimbus of such thoughts that the Puritan fathers 
hastened to these shores. The American Revolution 
added a further dimension to these images. Now 
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the first nation to be founded on the new liberal 
theories that were banishing the old feudal European 
society. Its political practice became a model for 
revolutions in this same European society, and later 
on for other national revolutions, I t  is not accidental 
that the Declaration of Independence of the Demo- 
cratic Republic of Vietnam, written by Ho Chi- 
Minh in 1945, begins by quoting the American 
Declaration of Independence and then the French 
Declaration of the Rights of Man and the Citizen. . . . 

A11 of these self-images represented the very real 
hope for which this nation was reaching, and the 
standards by which it sought to guide its path. But 
it was also all too easily converted into a set of 
bIinders by which white America could fail to notice 
the glaring contradictions between its ideals and its 
social reality, such as the genocide of the native 
Indian population, and the clash between declara- 
tions of universal human rights written by men who 
were slave holders. 

This mythology continues to pervade our self- 
image and has a decisive effect on our foreign policy. 
American foreign policy is dominated by nothing 
less than a Manichaean view of nations and social 
systems. The clash between East and West, “com- 
munism” and “democracy and free ,enterprise,” i s  
the cosmic clash between the principles of light and 
darkness, good and evil, America dictates for herself 
a messianic role as the great white knight who 
charges about the world, liberating the oppressed 
and rebuking would-be oppressors and invaders. This 
messianic view of its world role is the most funda- 
mental cloak for much that suggests American world 
imperialism, and it provides a justification for a 
policy of limitless intervention that not only spreads 
disasters in countries like Vietnam, but is sucking dry 
our own national resources as well. Both our policy 
makers and a vast sector of our population are 
imbued with a kind of infallibility complex toward 
themselves which makes it impossible for them to 
conceive of the possibility that our policy and the 
presuppositions on which it is based might be in 
serious error. . . . 
a 

the birth of a new 
revolutionary co~,*ter-myth*logy in America. This 
counter-mythoIo~ has its source primarily in the 
black community which, from the beginning, ex- 
perienced the underside of this American messianic 
mythology. The black experience from the beginning 
knew America not as the “land of promise” but more 
like “hell on ear th;  not as the land of freedom but 

who brought this “stolen people to a stolen l a n d  
were not the heroic “Founding Fathers” but the 
“blue-eyed devil.” Today this black consciousness, 
which has been seething beneath the surface of 
American history for these many centuries, explodes 
onto center stage, bearing with it a whole heritage 
of this counter-experience as an iconoclastic shatter- 
ing of the American self-image. Moreover this 
counter-mythology, emanating from tlie black ex- 
perience in America, has been appropriated by a 
significant sector of the white population, especially 
ttie youth, resulting in a new revolutionary con- 
sciousness. This reyolutionary co~sciousness is ex- 
pressed in a reversed mythology of the American 
identity: America not as the liberator, but as the 
enslaver; America not as the benign friend of all the 
world, but as the imperialist, racist beast. 

In the literatlire and slogans created by black 
revolutionary writers and echoed by white radicals, 
we are no longer America, the international white 
knight, but Amerika, the international “pig.” From 
the Promised Land and New Zion, we have become 
the harlot on the seven hills, and the apocalyptic 
beast with the ten horns and the seven heads and 
the ten diadems on its horns, each inscribed with a 
blasphemous name. Is this some incomprehensible 
and unprecedented reversal? Perhaps Christians 
would do well to remember and so gain a perspective 
on this development: that the Christian Church 
underwent a parallel reversal of its self-image in the 
late medieval and Reformation period, when, from 
being the “body of Christ,” with its leader “the Vicar 
of Christ on earth,” and its nature that of the millen- 
nium and the final thousand-year reign of Christ on 
earth, it became the anti-Christ and the apocalyptic 
beast, in the eyes of its rebellious children who rose 
against it. No one can rebel against a messianic 
society in this way except its own children who have 
grown up believing in its faith. 

Which myth shall we beIieve in: America tlie 
white knight, or Amerika the beast? Is it really a 
question of deciding for one or the other, or is there 
some further ground on which we can stand and 
from which we can evaluate them both? Surely the 
new Americ~n Re~~olution procI~med by the radicals 
must mean ttie decisive breaking of the seIf-sanctify- 
ing mythology which covers over murderous war 
abroad and merciless neglect of social injustice at 
home, but this crisis must go beyond the cry of “kill 
the pigs.” The revolutionary must stand out against 
the failures of the society, but he must do it in such 
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:i way that his negation is also an affirmation of the 
basic values upon which the society itself was orig- 
inally founded. It is precisely this second half of the 
dialectic that gets covered up and then forgotten in 
the rage of revolutionary rhetoric. As Albert Camus, 
in his book The Rebel, so brilliantly proved, the 
rebel is essentially rejecting a false order, or systema- 
tized disorder, and calling for authentic community. 
Thus he negntes the ground upon which his own 
rebellion stands if he merely calls for the murder of 
the oppressor. The rebel is a true rebel only by 
uncovering the true values of a common human life 
which have been buried underneath a distorted 
system. It is in this sense that we must speak of the 
fundamental conservativism of revolution. Every 
revolution must have, as one side of its impulse, a 
demand to restore the fundamental basis of things. 
In  this sense radicalism is both a demand for some- 
thing radically new and also a demand for a reern 
to the roots. The revolutionary brings a judgment 
upon the society, but he brings a judgment in terms 
of the root values upon which the society stands and 
to which it is itself ultimately committed. This is the 
only basis on which the revolution can have any 
transforming value and power. 

IVhat could be more “conservative” than a revo- 
lution in a university, for example? Would this not 
mean to ask all over again for our times what it 
means to be an intellectual community? What is 
community? What is intellectual life? What is its 
relationship to society and the State? What is more 
conservative than that American Revolution pro- 
claimed by the Black Panthers? Are they not calling 
for the fulfillment of those brave words emblazoned 
on every schoolhouse from the Declaration of In- 
dependence and the Constitution? And indeed they 
refrain from calling it a “new” American Revolution 
which has not yet happened. What does liberty 
mean? What does equality mean? What does justice 
mean? \Vhat does it mean to give to ever9 man the 
possibility of pursuing his highest potentials? Dick 
Gregory constantly carries around the American 
Ileclaration of Independence, claiming that he needs 
nothing more than this as his revolutionary text. 

e 

Revolution is not nihilism. Revolution is repen- 
tance. It brings judgment upon society, not merely 
to negate that society, but to bring it to the recogni- 
tion that it has fallen down from its own authentic 
self. In order to be true to itself it must seek again 
its foundational values. Revolution claims this land, 
this society, this people as that people which must 
make this the land of promise which it has ever 

claimed to be. It does tllis, not by sanctifying the 
status quo by way of these ideals, but by setting 
these ideals ever ahead of us as the measure of the 
future for which we are striving and the measure 
of the failure of our present reality. Our stance must 
be neither a defensive absolutizing of the status quo, 
nor the demonizing of the status quo. Our stance 
must be transformationally dialectical, seeking to 
negate the society only by way of affirming its truer 
self. We move off the ground of what has been the 
case, not merely in separatism and rejection, but to 
open up new ground and a new vision that can be 
the beachhead from which we can draw over society 
into a new reality. 

I t  is not enough to be bomb-throwers; we must 
become architects of a new society. It is not enough 
to be prophetic denouncers; we must become crea- 
tive reconstructors. We must rise from the level of 
wrath to thnt of a kind of angry love, even for the 
worst of our enemies. When the cry is raised, “Kill 
the pig,” we not only confine the possibilities of the 
adversary to the level of the beast, but we ourselves 
inevitably become beasts as well. To dehumanize the 
enemy is ultimately to assure your own dehumaniza- 
tion as well and to destroy the foundation of the 
revolution. To love one’s enemy-i.e., to be jealous 
for his humanity as much as for your own, even as 
you demand his conversion from the bestiality into 
which he has fallen-is not utopian sentiment, but 
the only basis on which the revolutionary can be 
sure to retain his own humanity in the midst of the 
revolutionary process. Only through this principle 
can the revolution become a real transformation. 

When we lose our grip on this principle, we lose 
all hope for a really better world, and move toward a 
revolution which is merely the reversal of the present, 
in which oppressor becomes oppressed and oppressed 
becomes oppressor. The only revolution which can 
create a really better world is one which knows 
profoundly that the liberation of the oppressed must 
also be the liberation of the oppressor as well, and 
the creation of a new possibility for everyone. This 
was the vision which Martin Luther King held out 
to us, and which neither white America nor black 
America was ready for at that time. But today the 
time is fast approaching, and perhaps is already here, 
when that vision of a revolution as creating the basis 
for reconciliation and a new possibility for white and 
black America alike will cease to appear as utopian 
sentiment and pious idealism, and will be revealed 
as the only practical alternative for mutual annihila- 
tion. 
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