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Many theological educators in the twenty-first century seem content to use developing 
technologies to support their teaching and learning. Reflecting on our theological 
presuppositions, considering where we are on the creation-redemption axis, exploring various 
technological divides in more missional frameworks, and employing tools such as appreciative 
inquiry could foster dispositions that might render us both more open to and effective with 
emerging technologies.  

As theological educators, however, pondering our dispositions about technology as a material aid 
to our teaching and learning might not be sufficient. A further invitation that awaits us is the 
transition from theologizing with the aid of the technology of the day to theologizing from 
emerging technologies. While maybe not a part of our current religious imagination, the ability 
to theologize from contemporary technology is richly symbolic of a willingness to theologize not 
only for the age but from the age, resulting in a particular form of contextual theology. There is a 
rich theological tradition for employing the new ideas of an era for furthering the theological 
enterprise. Augustine drew on Neo-Platonism, Aquinas on rediscovered Aristotelian 
metaphysics, Rahner on Heidegger and so forth. If we agree that the theory- practice paradigm of 
theologizing is bankrupt and that theology must construct a mutual correlation between 
contemporary praxis and theology, then it is not just the thinking about technology that needs to 
be invited into theological discourse but technological praxis. Such praxis invites a twenty-first 
century theology with true phronetic potential.  

Stephen Garner offers an intriguing example2 of this type of engagement. He is prodded by the 
questions of bioethicist Ronald Cole-Turner, who queries:  

Can theology—that communal process by which the church’s faith seeks to understand—
can theology aim at understanding technology? Can we put the words God and 
technology together in any kind of meaningful sentence? Can theology guess what God is 
doing in today’s technology? Or by our silence do we leave it utterly godless? Can we 
have a theology of technology that comprehends, gives meaning to, dares to influence the 
direction and set limits to this explosion of new powers?3 

In response to these probing questions, Garner suggests that current technological practice might 
provide new “metaphors of God as a technologist—a hacker—and of human beings made in the 
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image of God being technologists after their creator.”4 Rather than engaging some theoretical 
aspect of contemporary technology for theologizing, Garner reflects upon a more mundane 
practice, “hacking.” He believes this practice is filled with metaphoric promise for reconsidering 
who God is and what it means for contemporary human beings to share this imago Dei. He 
writes, “The metaphor of God as hacker incorporates into it the concept of God as creator of new 
things as well as a certain playfulness. A God who, in this particular imagery, is defined by being 
creative and enjoying it.”5  

In my own teaching, I have increasingly drawn upon technology for its metaphoric promise for 
exploring traditional teachings. For example, one of the most challenging concepts to 
communicate in sacramental theology is the Roman Catholic Church’s teaching on the “real 
presence” of Christ in the Eucharist. The official teaching is that Christ is really, truly, and 
“substantially” present. “Substance” in this definition is a concept derived from Aristotle’s 
metaphysics. It is a particular view of “essence” that combines “matter” and “form” existing on 
its own, without any need of a particular subject or object. Thus, while there are many chairs in 
the world, they all share the substance of “chairness,” which is not confined by any single chair.  

This idea of substance, which still undergirds official Catholic teaching, is notoriously difficult 
to understand, even by those who have studied philosophy. For many theological students and 
ordinary believers, the metaphysical concept of substance often collapses into physicality. Thus, 
when the Roman Catholic Church asserts that Christ is really, truly, and substantially present in 
the Eucharist, many wrongly equate that with Christ being physically present, even though that is 
not the teaching of the Roman Catholic Church.  

Negotiating the terrain between “substantial reality” and “physical reality” can be facilitated by a 
wide range of analogous experiences of “reality” and “presence” mediated by contemporary 
technology. The telephone, a familiar and nonthreatening form of technology for most age 
groups and cultures, is particularly helpful here. I begin by inviting students to reflect upon their 
experiences of using a telephone. In particular they are asked to consider to what extent they 
experience the person with whom they are conversing by telephone “as really present.” In the 
discussion students can distinguish between someone being physically present to them, and yet 
that same person being really present to them in a technological way, even if they are at some 
distance. Further reflection concerns how this digital presence does not reproduce physical 
presence but an electronic symbol of that presence through electronically translated voice 
production. The analogy for Roman Catholic sacramental understanding of Christ’s presence in 
the Eucharist is next explored. Just as our conversation partner on the telephone is really present 
to us, but in an electronic rather than a physical way, so is Christ’s presence real but nonphysical; 
it is a real, sacramental presence.  
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Substituting electronic technology for Aristotelian metaphysics is not only more understandable 
for most of my students but also many times a first for them—employing contemporary 
technology as part of a theological method. Besides the value of accessibility, the exploration of 
technological analogies rather than Aristotelian metaphysics also strikes me as an important 
move for Catholic sacramental theologians as well, given that Aristotelian metaphysics does not 
have much philosophical currency in contemporary thought.  

 

From teaching to sending  

In the late 1960s I took my first course in the philosophy of education. A gifted pedagogue spoke 
often of the etymology of “education,” and inspired us to be “leaders of the mind.” He trained us 
to teach, to motivate, to lead; I was convinced that if I did so my students would “follow” me just 
as my colleagues and I followed him. Some forty years later I am still inspired by the memory 
but no longer embrace the goal. With the shift to student-centered or at least subject-centered6 

learning, my teaching-learning has become less about leading and more about mission, less about 
imparting ideas and more about engaging in theological reflection, less about theory and more 
about phronesis. In the process, my own intellectual life has been transformed, largely by the 
students and colleagues who inspire me with their dedication and challenge me in their 
difference.  

As I teach and learn, graced and confronted by more and more difference, I recognize that I am 
helping to prepare ministers who will see a world I will not understand, will minister in places I 
have never visited, and will confront ecclesial and social issues that are beyond my experience. 
Simply teaching them what I learned is insufficient for the worlds they do and will confront. My 
hope is to help equip them for the future with skills and principles, methods and insights that will 
endure even as knowledge so rapidly increases and changes. From my perspective, the center of 
theological education is engendering a habitus for disciplined theological reflection for future 
ministers. Given the dynamic force of technology today, it seems at least a lost opportunity, if 
not an educational failure, to overlook the theological import and implications of the digital age 
for the ministerial enterprise and future mission.  

With this as background, I share how science can be applied to readings from the Roman 
Catholic lectionary at Mass:  
 
1) Third Sunday of Easter, Cycle C: a reflection on narrative therapy from the social sciences, 

as framework for thinking about narrative as a path for self-discovery and self-determination. 
Turn to gospel, and Peter’s need to self-narrate himself into a new future, a new relationship 
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with Jesus after his denial.  Then a consideration of liturgy as a narrative framework that 
invites us to understand our narrative in God’s narrative.  Each life is worthy of a gospel 
narrative, if we live a gospel life and invite God into coauthorship. 
 

2) Fifth Sunday in Ordinary time, Cycle A: First employed insights from the field of 
“neuromarketing” and research that is being done into neural reactions to commercials.  This 
convergence of traditional marketing with neuro-science allows, as one market reported, “us 
to know what you want even if you don’t.”  That insight was employed as an analogy to the 
lectionary texts, and the theological contention that there is a spiritual not necessarily neural 
subtext in the scriptures that reveals the wisdom of God knowing our needs before we do.  A 
key image in that gospel is the role of salt.  Bio-science explains to us how salt when 
dissolved in a solvent becomes an essential electrolyte that plays a crucial role for 
maintaining blood pressure, Is important for nerve transmission and muscle contraction.  A 
salt deficiency can cause serious medical problems.  Analogously Jesus calls his disciples to 
be “salt,” an essential ingredient, a spiritual electrolyte that helps the world reconnect its 
nerve tissue, and readjust its cardiac pump so that the hungry and oppressed, Homeless and 
naked night be fed, clothed, sheltered and liberated in this and every age. 
 

3) Fourteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time, Cycle C: Steven Mithen is an archaeologist at the 
university of Reading in the UK; In his book The Prehistory of the Mind, Mithen uses the language 
of cognitive fluidity to describe how the primate mind, which was much more modular, less capable 
of combining different types of knowledge, evolved into a more fluid, creative, integrated mind that 
could take different knowledges and combine them in new useful ways. Mithen argues that such 
cognitive fluidity, such abilities for imagination were determinative for the very emergence of 
humanity, and foundational for the birth of art, science and religion.  Analogously, imagination is 
essential to grasp the very center of Jesus’ teaching, reflected in today’s gospel, and entrusted to the 
disciples in today’s gospel in which they are called to proclaim the very kingdom of God.  It is a 
concept that Jesus never explicitly explains but exemplifies in his parables and in the parable of his 
life, a vision of a new society in which justice reigns and peace endures. 

 
4) Fifteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time, Cycle C: Employed report of the new fossil of a hominid was 

discovered that was 300,000 years older than the famous fossil named Lucy.  Dubbed “Lucy’s great 
great grandfather,” scientists report that Lucy’s ancestor was a giant, almost 5 foot tall ... 2 feet taller 
than her.  Scientists know much about this complete biped, about his abilities, strength and brain 
capacities.  They can surmise what kinds of tools he could use, he could swing a club, use a slick for 
leveraging, and probably make other primitive weapons.  It is not clear, however, that Lucy’s great 
great grandfather could wield the central tool to the evolution of Jesus as a Rabbi, and his 
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community as a community of practice: the tool of storytelling.  Then the turn to the Psychologist 
Dan McAdams and his theory of the role of storytelling in development. 

 
5) Thanksgiving: Being grateful is a virtuous thing … and there is even science that demonstrates that 

gratitude is good for us in many ways.  The leading expert on the science of gratitude Dr. Robert 
Emmons, professor of psychology UC Davis.  Emmons work demonstrates that there are actually 
physical advantages to practicing gratitude, e.g., it effects our health, strengthens our immune 
systems, helps us to fall asleep more quickly, sleep more soundly, and awaken more refreshed.  
Emmons work also demonstrates psychological benefits.  Gratitude strengthens our brain structure 
for social cognition and empathy.  It reduces stress in our lives; It boosts our psychological well-
being, enabling our relationships.  There are even economic and environmental boons.  Journal of 
Retailing and Consumer services reports businesses that practice gratitude generate more loyal 
customers.  A study presented to an American Psych. Assoc. convention noted that gratitude makes a 
person less materialistic and thus kinder to the environment.  Dr. Emmon and his colleagues offer 
strategies for developing the virtue of gratitude they suggesting starting with what they call 
“gratitude light.”  It is a very brief form of journaling that requires one to write down each day 5 
things for which you are grateful. It can eventually lead to “deep gratitude.”  Analogously the move 
from “spiritually light gratitude,” for the good things God has done in our lives, can lead us to the 
deep gratitude of the gift of the Christ, in the terrible beauty of his dying and rising.  

 
6) Seventh Sunday in Ordinary Time, Cycle A: Use of the model of the reptilian brain.  It is the one 

still present underneath the more developed brain.  As explained by scientists at McGill University, 
the reptilian brain, the oldest of the three (others limbic and neocortex), controls the body's vital 
functions such as heart rate, breathing, body temperature and balance. Our reptilian brain includes 
the main structures found in a reptile's brain: the brainstem and the cerebellum. The reptilian brain is 
reliable but tends to be somewhat rigid and compulsive.  The "reptilian brain" is responsible for 
fight/flight response and the need for revenge and retribution.  It is a necessary part of life when 
danger is near and a quick response is necessary.  But the reptilian brain it is not attuned to living in 
Christ, and so in this beatitude summary, Jesus inviting to consider embracing a life counter to our 
basest instincts for survival.  

 
7) Nineteenth Sunday in Ordinary Time, Cycle C:  Addressing the somewhat unrealistic 

expectations set forth in the readings, especially the gospel, employed psychologist Allan Schore and 
his studies of brain development in children during the first few months of life.  Schore describes the 
life of a newborn as somewhat chaotic, filled with unformed feelings and new sensations, lacking 
any verbal comprehension of their world.  The role of the nurturing parent, according to Shore, is to 
mirror the infant’s inner emotional life, the excitement, pain, joy, sadness, and give them both verbal 
and physical expression on the child’s behalf.  We’ve all done or at least observed that, holding and 
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comforting a child when she is crying or scared, patting their bottoms and making sympathetic 
sounds or singing soothing songs or manufacturing those foolish baby noises and faces when playing 
peek-a-boo or airplane noises  as you try to fly the smashed peas into the unsuspecting mouth of a 
6-month-old.  According to Shore the nurturing parent [or celibate uncle] helps to strength and 
consolidate the child’s awareness of her own feelings by amplifying them often through 
exaggeration.  The parent is taking the chaotic and unformed feelings of the infant, ordering them, 
and then offering them back to the child.  In a sense, the parent is loaning the child the use of her 
more mature brain as the child struggles to organize her experiences.  In the process, the child’s 
brain actually changes, the neural bridge between the rational, problem-solving part of the brain and 
the emotional limbic system strengthens.  Patterns of attachment and security through nurturing 
parents are thus literally built into our brains and influence our ability to relate through the rest of 
our lives.  The reason I make this excursion into intersubjective psychology, limbic systems, and 
parenting Is to provide a way to think about a word that one and the same time describes the flawless 
Son of God but is proclaimed to very flawed and imperfect disciples.  Borrowing psychologist 
Shores model, I would like to suggest that, like infants, we live in a somewhat chaotic world filled 
with violence and indignities, the brutalization of innocents and a politics of derision that demeans 
all of us.  Like a nurturing parent the readings provide us an encounter with Jesus who, instead of 
offering us his pre-frontal lobe to help give order to our chaotic emotional lives, metaphorically 
loans us his divinely mature soul, his faith, his selflessness and his vision of God’s reign. 
 

8) Feast of Santo Niño [Philippines], Cycle C.  Employed the work of Jeffrey Arnett on emerging 
adulthood as a frame for the Gospel story of Jesus returning to Nazareth with his parents where he 
grows in wisdom and knowledge.  Arnett argues that there is a distinctive phase between 
adolescence and young adulthood in developed societies he calls “emerging adulthood.”  The theory 
developed out of his experience of having twin teenagers who underwent ordinary changes in their 
lives, and he wondered why “aliens” had taken over their bodies.  He argues that emerging 
adulthood is both theoretically and empirically different from adolescent and young adulthood. The 
years of emerging adulthood are characterized by a high degree of demographic diversity and 
instability, reflecting the emphasis on change and exploration.  They are also subjectively 
distinguished from adolescence and young adulthood by their own self-reported ambiguity about 
whether or not they have reached adulthood.  Most provide a “yes and no” response to the question 
whether or not they believe they have reached young adulthood.  In a parallel way, the Jesus’ story 
of the hidden years is his dealing with the ambiguity of his grown, and we do not have gospel 
accounts of the questioning he faced through his culturally constructed teenage, adolescent and 
emerging adulthood phases.  We only see him as a fully formed adult emerging in the gospels.  This 
provides encouragement for those who are chronologically adolescent and emerging adults as well 
as though of us who are spiritually still adolescent or an emerging adult.  In some ways the life of 
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faith, from my perspective, is analogous go the journey of emerging adulthood, with all of its 
ambiguity as we grow in wisdom and stature before God and each other. 

 
 

1. Catholic Theological Union, Chicago, Illinois. Portions of this essay were previously published in 
Theological Education, vol. 41, no. 1. 

2. Stephen Garner, “Hacking the Divine: A Possible Metaphor for Theology-Technology 
Engagement,” Virtual Theology Colloquium (February 11-12, 2005) http:// 
www.greenflame.org/docs/Garner-HackingtheDivine.pdf (accessed April 9, 2005).  

3. Ronald Cole-Turner, “Science, Technology and Mission,” The Local Church in a Global Era: 
Reflections for a New Century, eds. Max L. Stackhouse, Tim Dearborn, and Scott Paeth (Grand 
Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2000), 100–112, here 104 as cited by Garner, Virtual Theology 
Colloquium, 1.  

4. Garner, “Hacking the Divine,” 2.   

5. Ibid., 8.   

6. Parker J. Palmer’s preferred term; his The Courage to Teach: Exploring the Inner Landscape of a 
Teacher’s Life (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1998): esp. 115–140.  

 


