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I f the popularity of Sarah Coakley’s recent books is any indication, asce-

tic theology is going through a period of rebirth.1 Sources like Gregory

of Nyssa and Augustine of Hippo are being newly plumbed for their

ascetic wisdom, out of what seems a general sentiment that such wisdom

has been lost and needs to be retrieved.2 I believe that this renewal

should be welcomed, yet also conceived more broadly than it has been

up to the present moment.3 In contemporary theological discourse, ask�esis

has been limited to topics having to do primarily with sexuality and con-

comitant disciplinings of the body. Such a restricted focus was not always

the case. In fact, ask�esis once described a whole field of renunciatory prac-

tices, only some of which were sexual in nature.

One way to recover this broader application of asceticism is to

observe where renunciation shows up in contemporary theology and

then highlight locales that are otherwise than sexual. An exemplary

instance, notable for its avoidance of several pitfalls within ascetic theol-

ogy, can be found in Jonathan Tran’s essay “‘The Spirit of God Was Hover-

ing over the Waters’: Pressing Past Racialization in the Decolonial

Missionary Context; or, Why Asian American Christians Should Give Up

Their Spots at Harvard.”4 In what follows, I first give a close reading to

Tran’s essay before suggesting how it can assist theologians attempting to

expand the reach of a new asceticism. Key to this suggestion will be

Tran’s use of practical reason.
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In the context of a book on missiology and whiteness, Tran’s essay

takes up a controversial topic: the recent lawsuit Students For Fair Admis-

sions v. Harvard (filed in 2014), which alleges that Harvard has a policy of

limiting Asian student enrollment and challenges the legality of such a

policy. Through a series of complex negotiations with postracial ideology,

Tran considers what a specifically Christian response to this situation

should be. His essay unfolds in several steps.

After introducing the topic, Tran lays out the three theories of postra-

cialism he sees as operative in contemporary discourse about race (231-

234). In the first, called “simple postracialism,” race was once a problem

in North American society (that is, it was a source of discrimination), but

it is so no longer. The election of Barack Obama is cited as proof of this

fact. Next, “biological postracialism” posits a future in which the mixture

of races generated by human reproductive activity will eventually make

racism impossible. As Tran crassly if rather hilariously puts it, if everyone

looks like Tiger Woods, racism not only won’t but can’t be a problem any-

more. The last variety Tran describes is “aspirant postracialism,” which

holds that the best way to get past race is to stop using race as a categori-

cal descriptor. In other words, we should act in accordance with the soci-

ety want to have, rather than being overdetermined by our pasts.

Aspirant postracialism believes that if we stop acting as if race is determi-

native, it will eventually stop being determinative. Chief Justice John

Roberts, in his Shelby County v. Holder (2013) decision, is a prominent

example of this way of thinking.

Tran then lays out the basics of the SFFA v. Harvard litigation, fol-

lowed by the application and evaluation of the three postracial theories

to this specific case (234-240). This section of the essay closes with a series

of profound meditations on how, like Kant, postracialism relies on era-

sure of the past as an essential component of a more ethical future.

Affirmative action and decolonial theory, on the other hand, rely on

thick conceptions of the past and its perdurance as a frame for ethical

action in the present (240-242). Yet there is a danger here that needs to

be addressed: if we are to use the past as a resource, how are we to do so

without picturing that past as all-determinative, as a prison house that

dictates every detail of our still racialized society? In order to articulate

how receptivity to the past as a resource does not trap us in past horror,

Tran turns to theological resources (242-245), and first of all to
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pneumatology. For Tran, the Holy Spirit stands for the possibility of a

hope that does not rely on erasure of the past. By way of the Holy Spirit

moving to introduce new life, past determination is not opposed to

redemption, but is integrated into redemption’s unfolding pattern. And

what does this pattern look like, one might ask? This is an evangelical

book, based on conversations held at Fuller Theological Seminary, so the

answer is ready-at-hand: the unfolding pattern of redemption can be iden-

tified in lives that are growing daily in Christ-likeness.

Accepting that we will live in a racialized society for the foreseeable

future, Tran then resources pneumatology and Christology to give a more

specific answer to what it might look like ‘to live missionally’ (245) in

such a society. His answer is specific to Asian Americans, and it develops

as an exercise of practical reason in relation to the aforementioned SFFA

v. Harvard case. Tran does decide on a course of action, and he proposes

the following recommendation before delving into the logic that supports

it:

The Harvard case would be helped by one simple act: Asian Ameri-

can Christians admitted to Harvard going elsewhere, leaving avail-

able spots for non-Asian Americans, divesting themselves of the

privileges and benefits that may have paved their way to places like

Harvard. (246)

So, Tran’s recommendation for Asian American Christians is simple refu-

sal; though many Asian Americans are worthy of taking spots at Harvard,

they should not consider such worth something to be grasped. Instead,

they should renounce their admittance and leave the spots for others.

This refusal serves four primary goals: (1) it leaves open more spots at

Harvard for those of less privileged background (this requires what Tran

calls the recognition of ‘if not White privilege, Yellow privilege’ [248]); (2)

it frees Asian American Christians from the trap of the model-minority

myth; they are liberated from ‘perform[ing] the script as it is written’

(245); (3) it refuses to be lured into the warped terms set by American

society, ruled as it is by White privilege, where minority groups are pitted

against one another and left to fight over remaining scraps;5 (4) it serves

as a witness that there can be greater objectives for one’s life than suc-

cess such as it is defined by the world. For all these reasons, Tran argues

that Asian American Christians should take his recommendation
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seriously, and it is difficult to argue against the fact that such refusal

would be a profound, almost unimaginable act.

Let us take a moment to reflect on what is going on here, beyond the

case-at-hand. To put it simply, Tran recommends renunciation. This places

him within a broad legacy of Christian ascetic thought that recognizes

the lure of the world and bids the faithful Christian to resist that lure

through a variety of practices, such as fasting, continence, rough cloth-

ing, sleeplessness, and spiritual warfare—all of which can be placed

within the general category of renunciation. Tran’s recommendation may

be different than these traditional examples, but it is recognizably a part

of the same trajectory.

I will return in a moment to how Tran’s theology is embedded within

traditions of Christian asceticism. Before looking more deeply at the asce-

tic legacy at work in Tran’s theology in a positive sense, I would like to

point out that Tran deftly avoids two dangers endemic to the ascetic tra-

dition.

(1) In Tran’s theology, the ascetic practice of renunciation has a larger

purpose: namely, ask�esis is tied to the missional goal of witness. Too often,

the ascetic tradition has fallen into recommending suffering for other

reasons, such as avoiding pleasure, earning an eternal reward, or connect-

ing more deeply to Christ.6 All of these verge on elevating suffering into

a kind of good, a potentially disastrous move with problems I return to

below, in the form of a discussion of kenotic ethics.

Tying suffering to a larger purpose avoids the danger of valorizing

suffering as a good in-itself. In Søren Kierkegaard’s Works of Love, for

example, the Christian is said to live in the category of the “double dan-

ger.”7 To live in the double danger is not only to renounce worldly glory,

but also to receive upon oneself the hatred of the world precisely because

of one’s renunciation. For Kierkegaard, writing within the context of a

comfortable-bourgeois Danish Christendom,8 the embrace of suffering is

a public act that results in anger being directed at the witnessing individ-

ual. Tran’s call to renunciation forms a parallel: Asian American Chris-

tians are not to renounce Harvard simply for the sake of ruining their

own lives. Instead, such renunciation should be a meaningful act of wit-

ness situated in such a way that it provokes a wider culture to puzzle-

ment, at least, though possibly also rage.
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(2) Tran’s recommendation of renunciation is not universal. He does

not believe every Asian American Christian student should renounce Har-

vard, let alone every student in general. Instead, renunciation is tied to

an act of practical discernment: specifically, the recognition of one’s own

privilege. What follows is a restatement of Tran’s recommendation,

where he includes some crucial qualifications:

Asian American Christians might look to participate in the Spirit’s

reparative missional work of God in Christ, the full and therefore

vulnerable inhabitation of history that inscribes them in lives that

might, as imagined through Philippians 2, recognize Asian Ameri-

can privilege where it obtains (it certainly does not always) and

where it is recognized (it certainly is not always) and learn to, in

good Philippian fashion, not consider privilege something to be

held on to (246)

Again, Tran’s recommendation of renunciation is not universal, and here

he has provided a relevant criterion: privilege.9 Whether or not Tran’s

asceticism applies to you thus depends on an act of discernment. One

must sift through one’s own life and see if this category of privilege

applies to it. Only if the answer is ‘yes’ is renunciation an appropriate

action; otherwise, its essential context is missing.

Tran’s ascetic theology thus relies on an implied account of practical

discernment. I take that account to be something like that offered by Oli-

ver O’Donovan in his magisterial Ethics as Theology trilogy. O’Donovan calls

practical discernment “practical reason,” though I believe this to be

potentially confusing considering the Kantian associations endemic to the

phrase10 (and O’Donovan is by no means a Kantian; in fact he eschews a

priori reasoning at every turn). At any rate, O’Donovan’s description of

what he calls “practical reason” is helpful for thinking through the kind

of reasoning Tran employs in proffering his ascetic recommendation:

Practical reason is not deductive, but inductive.... Practical reason is

not an inference from premises to conclusions. It has no premises,

no points from which an uncontroversial start may be made, and it

has no conclusions, on which its trains of reason come to rest. No

premises, because the knowledge of the world on which practical

reason turns is always contested, not agreed. No conclusions,

because practical reason terminates in action, not in belief. The
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descriptive accounts of reality that afford an entr�ee for action are

not agreed starting-points. They are complex readings of the world,

and as such arguable from the beginning.11

O’Donovan develops this notion of practical reason’s basis in “complex

readings of the world” through his tripartite emphasis on personal expe-

rience,12 the narratives which place that personal experience into an

objective world,13 and the communal wisdom and advice that enable one

to coordinate personal experience with a story about the broader world

in which one acts.14 These three instantiations of practical reason result

in awareness of the world in which one is acting and the place one holds

in that world; this is what O’Donovan above calls “description.”15 In

O’Donovan’s scheme, then, ethical action rests on a host of contingent

and particular factors. Little is gained through abstract principles, and

much relies on the dense matrix of interdependent reasonings that lead

up to an act.

Of course, O’Donovan is not alone in giving an account such as this;

Stanley Cavell or Robert Brandom could also serve as resources for expli-

cating Tran’s reasoning.16 Yet O’Donovan—by bringing together personal

experience, narrative, and communal wisdom—usefully highlights the

role discernment plays within ethics. And Tran’s call to renunciation

relies precisely on this factor of discernment. Based off one’s own per-

sonal experience, the narrative of one’s life and community, and the con-

textual advice given by one’s community, one must decide whether or

not the life one has lived can be categorized as privileged. If one accepts

Tran’s recommendation, one can then decide how to act. If one’s life has

been privileged, it is an act of Christian witness to renounce Harvard. If

not, then not.

Incorporation of practical discernment with relation to an act that is

not universally legislated helps to answer the strong objections that have

been made with respect to the continuing viability of kenotic ethics (in

regard to kenosis, see Tran’s reference to Philippians 2, above). For exam-

ple, Daphne Hampson calls such a renunciatory paradigm into question

in her 1990 book Theology and Feminism:

That [kenosis] should have featured prominently in Christian

thought is perhaps an indication of the fact that men have under-

stood what the male problem, in thinking in terms of hierarchy
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and domination, has been. It may well be a model which men need

to appropriate and which may helpfully be built into the male

understanding of God. But . . . for women, the theme of self-emptying and

self-abnegation is far from helpful as a paradigm.17

According to Hampson, a universal call to kenosis serves to reinforce social

inequality. It bids all to renounce without acknowledging the fact that

some have more to renounce than others. This is why it is important that

Tran builds subjective awareness of privilege into his account of renuncia-

tion; his recommendation is only applicable to those who would recog-

nize themselves as privileged, as having something to renounce. Yet for

those who do have something to renounce, and are able to recognize it,

asceticism can be liberatory; it can result in what Tran labels “disposses-

sive empowerment” (249). Dispossession can be empowering because it

can free a given subject from the constraints history, driven as it is by

hegemonic forces, attempts to impose:

Our dispossessive act, where and when it is possible, would reverse

the lines of moral agency usually at play for ethnic minorities

under strains of white supremacy, as evidenced by the lawsuit’s

[i.e., SFFA v. Harvard] wedging strategies. Instead, acting out of and

toward mutuality, something always in need of attentive mainte-

nance, such acts would avail and empower moral agency, a perfor-

mative moment that explodes the model-minority myth (248-249).

Essentially, Hampson and Tran make the same point: renunciation, or a

kenotic ethical imperative, is only appropriate in some situations, and

which situations these might be requires the practice of what O’Donovan

calls “description.” Hampson and Tran are in agreement, only she focuses

on a situation in which renunciation would be harmful, while he high-

lights a case in which renunciation would be empowering.

We have seen how Tran’s ascetic theology avoids some of the pitfalls

the ascetic tradition has fallen into in the past. But how is Tran’s thought

connected to that tradition? The example of Kierkegaard’s asceticism-as-

public witness has already been mentioned. There is one further histori-

cal resonance that can be added.

In the 14th-16th centuries, groups of devout Christians rejected

promising clerical careers in order to dedicate themselves to lives of sim-

plicity and moral witness. These groups, residing principally in the Dutch
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lowlands, are collectively known as the devotio moderna movement.

According to John Van Engen, the elements common to the ‘Devout expe-

rience’ are as follows:

conversion (teen or adult); breaking with family, with ecclesiastical

promotion, with a career in learning; choosing to join a self-made

urban commune sustained in part by manual labor; resolving to

internalize and enact devotion in the face of suspicious townspeo-

ple and wary churchmen.18

To join the devotio moderna was to reject the script of success given to

you. One’s parents may have spent a considerable amount of money

grooming one to be a member of the intellectual caste. Becoming a mem-

ber of the Devout was thus a rejection of long-cherished expectations.19

Instead of a comfortable, well-supported life of clerical labor,20 one had

to work with one’s hands and live as part of a serious, penitential group

of Christians whose official status in relation to the church was always

precarious. In other words, the Devout had other goals in life than suc-

cess.

Tran’s call for privileged Asian American Christian students to

renounce their Harvard acceptance thus has precedent in earlier forms of

asceticism.21 In fact, by connecting to these earlier forms, Tran pushes

contemporary theology to recognize a wider scope for asceticism than is

currently regnant.

If such a broader conception of asceticism is indeed unpopular in cur-

rent theological writing (as I have noted), what is popular? Sarah Coak-

ley’s work is synonymous with a revival of asceticism in contemporary

theological writing. She has written the eponymous book on the subject,

titled The New Asceticism. With essays like “Beyond Libertinism and Repres-

sion: The Quest for a New Anglican Ascetics” and “Ecclesiastical Sex Scan-

dals: The Lack of a Contemporary Theology of Desire,” Coakley focuses

insistently on issues of desire and sexuality. Building off material in the

first volume of her systematic theology, God, Sexuality, and the Self: An Essay

‘On the Trinity’, Coakley presents God as a kind of “third” who disrupts

heteronormative desire between “the two.”22 Appropriation of such dis-

ruption is achieved through ascetic practices, particularly silence.23 Ask�esis

enables access to divine desire, which destabilizes any and all human-to-

human relations.
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All of this certainly is certainly well-grounded in the ascetic traditions

of Christian theology. Yet it also represents a certain narrowing of what

asceticism can be. Coakley is surely right to affirm that human desire

should not be reduced to sexuality.24 However—at least so far in her

work—she seems to performatively contradict this insight, in repeated

returnings to issues of sexuality and gender. Given her context, narrow-

ing asceticism to concerns with sexuality and gender can be understood

as something strategic and laudable; Coakley consistently places her work

within the context of a feminist theology also focused on sexuality and

gender.25 Yet—be that as it may—Coakley’s own attention to her context

or subject position should not abrogate the fact that ascetic theology is

also able to speak about things such as the desire for success, and what it

looks like to deny that desire, and—furthermore—how denial of that

desire can be a Christian act of public witness.

All this leads back to Jonathan Tran and a final question about his

work not sufficiently addressed thus far. Why call Tran’s theology “asce-

tic,” especially given the “negative associations of repression, ecclesiasti-

cal authoritarianism, and denial” often attached to asceticism?26 Is such a

label necessary? Perhaps it is not necessary, but it does good descriptive

work. Tran’s account of renunciation: (1) requires discipline, (2) rejects

worldly success, (3) accepts the potential suffering that may result from

the rejection of worldly success, and (4) is specifically patterned after the

kenosis of Christ as described by Paul in Philippians 2. More important still

than these multiple factors, (5) Tran’s renunciatory recommendation

bears public witness to Christian commitment, in a way similar to Kierke-

gaard’s double danger. To call Jonathan Tran’s theology ‘ascetic’, then,

can tie all these characteristic factors together and give them concrete

basis in a well-established mode of theology.

Ascetic theology may be well-established, but Tran shows how it can

also breathe new life by continuing to issue productive solutions to theo-

logical or ideological dilemmas. Asceticism’s potential ability to address

issues of racial discrimination has yet to be tapped, which is why Tran’s

essay bears a certain amount of theoretical excitement for the reader

while she is reading it. There is a further dimension to the work Tran is

doing. Beyond issues of sexuality (where it is certainly also useful), Chris-

tian commitment to asceticism can fund acts of public witness that
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violate contemporary scripts of success. To be an ascetic is not to be

repressed; it is to be liberated from the constraining claws of history.

From this last fact, we may conclude that the new asceticism should

not only be expanded beyond the domain of sexuality; it should also not

be separated from political theology. Jonathan Tran demonstrates that

ask�esis and Christian political witness can and sometimes should work in

tandem. The precise conditions for advocating ask�esis can never be com-

pletely established in advance, but as the new asceticism expands beyond

sexuality, thinkers like Tran will become even more important as contem-

porary theologians perform the difficult work of discerning where the

call to ask�esis is appropriate and where inducement to renunciation is lib-

eratory. Within an expanded new asceticism, the goal is dispossessive

empowerment and the means is practical discernment. Guidance is

needed.27
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and Angela Denker’s recent books Dying of Whiteness (New York, NY: Hachette Book Group,

2019) and Red State Christians (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2019) make clear, there is a

difference between lack of privilege and loss of privilege, with the latter carrying its own

particular pathos. The difficult task of addressing my own context must include elements of

ascetic wisdom that make sense of why one would want to renounce a politics of resent-

ment that attempts to reassert authority, while at the same time recognizing the real

exploitation of rural white America, with its connections to the ravages of globalized capital-

ism, extractive industries, and the engineering of the opioid crisis, which together qualify a

univocal notion of ‘privilege’ in its application to White American Christians. As one can see

from the broad territory just staked out, properly addressing this context requires (at least)

a full-length essay dedicated to the topic. What I have instead aimed to do in this essay is—

with Jonathan Tran as a guide—to practice the type of thinking that is necessary to under-

take this separate and demanding task.
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