
1Editorial

EDITORIAL

For the May issue of the forty-eighth volume of Colloquium, first published in 
1964, we have a selection of articles representative of a range of philosophical 
and theological scholarship and reflection, focusing on contemporary con-
texts. The issue opens with Sharada Sugirtharajah’s cross-cultural comparison 
of the thought of Rammohun Roy and John Hick on the demythologization of 
religious beliefs. Roy (1772–1833) was a nineteenth century Hindu reformer  
in colonial India and Hick (1922–2012) a more recent British Christian theo-
logian and philosopher of religion. Sugirtharajah suggests that religious plu-
ralism was experienced differently by Roy and Hick, but for both, “different re-
ligions” were seen “as varying responses to the one Truth,” and both privileged 
“the ethical teachings of Jesus over doctrines.” Her article raises questions not 
only of theological orthodoxy but of the purpose and “fruits” of religion.

The two articles which follow have as their background and prompt  
contemporary ecological concern. Doru Costache explores the ecological sen-
sitivities of John Moschus, a seventh century Cicilian monk, through an in-
terpretation of aspects of The Spiritual Meadow, a collection of monastic tales  
gathered by Moschus. Costache is particularly interested in tales of com-
munication between ascetics and animals, and argues for the necessity of an 
ecological holiness. Through careful commentary on The Spiritual Meadow, 
Costache makes a case for the environmental relevance of the ascetic life. Not 
only is an ecological holiness exemplified in “the ecosystemic agency of the 
ascetics,” it has resonances in “the gratitude of the animal recipients of human 
care.” For Costache, “the wellbeing of the terrestrial ecosystem is unthinkable 
without the spiritual transformation of its human participants.” Elizabeth 
Dowling next turns to Luke 19 and the parable of the Pounds to listen for an 
Earth voice in the text. Like Costache, Dowling links human and other-than-
human experience ecologically. But for Dowling the emphasis is on the cry of 
the Earth, heard not only in the ecological devastation caused by fracking but 
also in the social injustice of human trafficking. Counter to a traditional read-
ing of the parable, where the nobleman is taken as an image of God or Jesus, 
Dowling reads the nobleman as oppressor, and sees in the parable a strong 
parallel with the oppression of the poor of Earth, both human and other-than-
human, in our time. Just as “the nobleman exploits Earth, slaves and others for 
his own economic profit … human trafficking, dangerous fracking of Earth, 
and all exploitative practices” are, writes Dowling, contrary to “the ethic of the 
basileia of God.”
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Addressing the ethic of the basileia of God in another way, Mark Keown 
investigates the vision of masculinity offered in the Letter to the Ephesians. 
Acknowledging that Eph 5:21–6:9 “is a key passage in Christian discus-
sions over family relationships,” especially the problematic notion of wives 
“submitting” to their husbands, Keown takes another look at the Haustafel, 
household code, delineated in this controversial text. For Keown, while the 
passage refers to all household relations, its particular emphasis is on the role 
of the “paterfamilias (husband, father, and master) in the ancient Christian 
family.” Through his exegesis of the text with a focus on the threefold refer-
ence to the paterfamilias as husband, father, and master in relation to wife, 
children, and slaves, Keown argues that the household code of Eph 5:21–
6:29 subverts expectations and presents an image of mutual relationships—
with implications for understanding masculinity—marked by attitudes of  
“servanthood, humility and giving up oneself for the good of the other.”

When we consider the good of many others as well as ourselves, what 
image of the church might best speak to a contemporary Australian context? 
This is the kind of question that informs Helen Jamieson’s re-consideration 
of the metaphor of “the body of Christ.” In an Australian context marked by 
an interest in bodies, an interest which is sometimes mostly benign (a love of 
the beach or a search for identity) and sometimes destructive (the privileging 
of whiteness and intolerance of particular forms of difference exemplified by 
Muslim women’s clothing), and a church that is far from perfect itself, “the 
body of Christ” image is ambiguous. While Jamieson admits the antiquity of 
the metaphor, she argues for a shift of emphasis, so that we might speak of 
an Australian church as “embodying Christ.” She writes: “The church can be 
described as a marginalized flawed group of people embodying Christ in the 
world, but it is a world where an embodied and embodying Christ is already 
present in and between all people, making Christians, those of other faiths 
and no faiths, and nature, kin and neighbours.”

Michelle Trebilcock, too, is concerned with theology in context. The  
particular context Trebilcock has in mind is that of change. She uses limi-
nality theory to address the experience of being “in-between” in contexts 
of change, and offers the concept of liminality as a theological tool for such 
contexts: “The purpose of understanding liminality is to equip the theologian 
to work within the immediate context of change, when theological certain-
ties are suspended.” For Trebilcock, contemplation and late capitalist culture 
are both liminal contexts. A theology responsive to both global and more 
personal experiences of liminality needs first to be grounded in spiritual 
practice, “where the pray-er makes room for God beyond her or his limited 
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understanding,” and second to allow “for deliberate suspensions of form in a 
process of dialectical unfolding.” Trebilcock writes: “Orthodoxy will unfold 
in via only if discourse contains spheres of open-space where what is known 
is allowed to be transformed, and that involves a movement of unknowing.”

The final article in this issue is Geoff Thompson’s extended review of Terry 
Eagleton’s Culture and the Death of God, a book engaging with Christianity, 
culture and politics. While Eagleton addresses questions of the cultural mean-
ing of uncertainty and human needs for certainty, his writing does not ap-
pear to involve the kind of “movement of unknowing” of which Trebilcock 
writes. Thompson, as a theologian, finds Eagleton fascinating and argues that  
“[t]heology emerges in Eagleton’s narrative in two ways.” One is Eagleton’s ex-
position of “the critics’ failure to grasp the nature of the idea of God they were 
rejecting”; the other is his gesturing toward “the theme of the tragic as that 
which Christianity is able to offer to a ‘new configuration of faith, culture and 
politics.’” Thompson’s account of Eagleton suggests to me a resonance with 
Eric Santner’s question—for which political theology becomes a philosophi-
cal tool—concerning “the possibility of new possibilities for collective life.”1 
For Thompson, the challenge to theologians is “to sharpen [their] theologies” 
and “to attend to the forms of life which their theologies generate and the role 
of those forms of life in the wider politics of the contemporary West.”

In addition, there are seven book reviews and I thank John McDowell and 
the reviewers for their work in this area. My thanks, too, to the Editorial Board 
and Panel for their advice and assistance in reviewing articles, so too the many 
anonymous reviewers in Australia, Aotearoa New Zealand and around the 
world whose work is invaluable to the publication of a peer reviewed journal. 
My particular thanks to outgoing Editorial Board member Heather Thomp-
son and outgoing Editorial Panel members Garry Deverell and Jeff Hanson. 
Each has contributed significantly by way of advice or peer review. 

The back cover features a notice of the upcoming ANZATS 2016 conference  
to be held in Melbourne from 3–6 July 2016 on the theme of “The Atone-
ment.” I encourage any of our readers who are able to attend to do so. From 
many perspectives, the atonement is a difficult theological doctrine, and I will 
be interested to hear the variety of papers on the topic as scholars and research 
students try to tease out the ways in which the concept of atonement might 
frame, and be framed to respond to, our understandings of our world today.

Anne Elvey, Editor
3 April 2016

1 Eric L. Santner, On Creaturely Life: Rilke, Benjamin, Sebald (Chicago: The University of 
Chicago Press, 2006), 133.


