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Introduction

Jessica Coblentz

and Daniel P. Horan, OFM

Christianity is an inherently human enterprise. The central tenet 
of our faith tradition is the belief that the God who created the 
world freely entered into that same world as one of us, a human 
being. Theological anthropology, that subdiscipline of theology 
that focuses on what our tradition has to say about human per-
sonhood, touches on all aspects of Christian theology—ethics, 
history, sacraments, liturgy, scriptural interpretation, etc.—and 
therefore stands at the heart of theological reflection.

And yet, like all areas of theological inquiry, theological anthro-
pology is never static, concrete, or immutable. In the Anselmian 
tradition of understanding theology as fides quaerens intellectum, 
we continually strive to understand better the faith tradition we 
profess. We continue to learn more about who we are and who 
we are called to be through engaging in historical ressourcement 
of the tradition and correlating the best of scientific, social, and 
historical discovery to our theological reflection. In an age marred 
by so many dehumanizing forces—including colonialism; white 
supremacy; exploitative capitalism; and sexual assault, harass-
ment, and abuse—a perennial question surfaces anew: How 
ought Christians understand what it means to be human? This 
volume brings together essays and plenary addresses delivered 
at the 2021 College Theology Society annual convention that 
sought to address this fundamental query in some form, particu-
larly in light of the forces and realities of dehumanization in our 
contemporary world.
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The unique circumstances in which the 2021 convention took 
place further highlighted the need for critical engagement with 
the tradition in order to respond to the dehumanizing “signs of 
our times” (Gaudium et Spes 4). Among these signs was a re-
newed public awareness of the inherently white supremacist and 
structurally racist culture that exists in the United States. This 
convention took place less than a year after the police murder of 
George Floyd, which sparked a fire this time that led to a wide-
spread embrace of the Black Lives Matter movement that publicly 
decries racial dehumanization. None of us could have imagined 
the January 6th insurrection that took place at the United States 
Capitol, which marked the end of the Trump presidency—itself 
a catalyst of dehumanizing policies and practices. Nor could we 
have anticipated the rampant individualism and disregard for the 
lives of others on display as the COVID-19 pandemic swept the 
globe, resulting in the deaths of millions of humans—the ultimate 
form of dehumanization—and the suffering of billions more. 
Though miraculous scientific innovation made vaccines available 
to many by the start of the 2021 convention, the CTS wisely opted 
to meet virtually for this gathering for the second year in a row.

In addition to addressing many of these events and themes, the 
essays in this volume take up the challenge of reflecting theologi-
cally on what it means to be human in a time and context that 
can be so frequently dehumanizing. The authors in this volume 
model what it means to do theological anthropology in diverse 
and creative ways, drawing on the best resources within Christi-
anity while also critically engaging culture, society, and our own 
faith tradition.

Overview of the Book

We have organized the essays collected here into three parts. 
Part I, which focuses on reexamining the academic subdiscipline 
of theological anthropology in view of contemporary dehuman-
izing realities, presents essays from the convention that invite us 
to renew our understanding of the human person from within 
the Christian tradition. David de la Fuente brings together the 
work of Paul Ricoeur and of Willie James Jennings to reimagine 
the human “after whiteness.” Through an analysis of the place of 
anger in the Black Lives Matter protests, on the one hand, and in 
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the January 6th insurrection, on the other, plenary speaker Cristina 
L. H. Traina elucidates an inductive and relational theological 
anthropology grounded in emotion. Plenary speaker Karen Kilby 
explores recent theological debates about the relationship between 
sin and suffering; she identifies patterns in contemporary thought 
concerning their relation and argues for the important place of 
social or structural sin in theological reflection on suffering. Cyn-
thia L. Cameron sketches and analyzes the nascent theological 
anthropology of youth in Christus Vivit, Pope Francis’s fourth 
apostolic exhortation and the culminating document of the 2018 
meeting of the Synod of Bishops. Contending with critics of Karl 
Rahner’s theological anthropology, Jack Louis Pappas engages the 
carnal phenomenology of Maurice Merleau-Ponty to present a 
Rahnerian humanism that is postmodern and Christocentric. Part 
I concludes with Martin Madar’s exploration of how a strength-
ened dialogue between theological anthropology and ecclesiology 
can inform the Catholic Church’s self-understanding.

Part II contains those essays that interrogate the ways in which 
the Christian tradition and its practitioners have contributed 
to dehumanization, particularly as it concerns the deleterious 
consequences of Christian action in the church, academy, and 
society. Tracy Sayuki Tiemeier interrogates how Western academic 
comparative theology reinforces White Christian supremacy and 
exhorts a decolonization of the field through engagement with the 
work of An Yountae. The Christian fascism that has stoked the 
rise of the new right and led to the violence of the January 6th 
insurrection is the focus of Derek Brown’s essay, where he argues 
that Christian fascism demands resistance strategies unfamiliar 
to the existing American “resistance” movement. Next, Donna 
Freitas’s Consent: A Memoir of Unwanted Attention is the subject 
of a four-part discussion that challenges theologians to confront 
the realities of sexual harassment in theological education. Draw-
ing on trauma studies and recent scholarship on the cultures of 
sexual exploitation that shape women’s lives, Julia Feder contex-
tualizes Freitas’s experiences of stalking and sexual harassment 
by a professor-priest during doctoral studies. Julie Hanlon Rubio 
situates Freitas’s story within the networks of gender, sex, and 
power that shape clergy sexual abuse of all kinds and which all 
Catholics—including those in theological education—must con-
front. Jason King calls for an ethics of being a mentor in view of 
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the systemic dangers of academic mentorship that Freitas’s story 
exposes. Donna Freitas concludes the discussion of her memoir 
with a call to theologians to focus on the survivors of abuse in 
the academy who are among them—survivors like Freitas her-
self, who presents a new set of questions for theologians as they 
contend with abusers and their institutions. Part II closes with an 
essay from Ish Ruiz that argues for an embrace of the ministerial 
contributions of LGBTQ+ educators in Catholic schools—a need-
ful alternative to the recent firings of several of these educators 
in the US Church.

The final part of this volume turns to essays that engage those 
resources within the theological tradition and Christian praxis 
that contribute to resisting dehumanization in our contemporary 
world. Plenary speaker Andrew L. Prevot begins the section with 
a Black theological reading of Angela of Foligno’s Memorial, 
which he offers as a spiritual resource for “those whom this 
world annihilates.” Todd Whitmore demonstrates how a return 
to the theological understanding of kinship that first grounded 
the work of Oaklawn Psychiatric Center in northern Indiana at 
its Mennonite beginnings can address shortcomings of the clinical 
“therapeutic” approach to treatment that prevails in Oaklawn’s 
addiction treatment programs. From central Minnesota on 
lands of the Dakota people, Colleen Mary Carpenter identifies 
storytelling as an important practice for affirming the history 
and humanity of the Native communities of Minnesota and for 
opening the possibility of creating a just community for all who 
do and will live there. Marjorie Corbman examines how Judith 
Malina—a Jewish actress, theater director, and friend of Dorothy 
Day—understood theater as a ritual of resistance to dehumanizing 
structures. Building on Pope Francis’s discussion of consumerism 
in Laudato Si’, Sara Bernard-Hoverstad situates consumption 
within the wider context of consumer practices in today’s economy 
and argues for a pragmatic strategy to empower agents to engage 
in market reform. Ending Part III and the volume as a whole is 
Andrew Staron’s look at what the writings of Annie Dillard impart 
about the nature of creation—in all its brutality—and our proper 
response to it. Staron’s meditation on Dillard’s literary artistry 
extends to readers a call to not only attend to our aching world 
but also to bless and hallow it.
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