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The New Context of Theology
’l_‘il’gmwxiftopic $2-this-Congresd 1o the renewal of theology and,

1 by add, 1t is renewal in a novel sense, Usually in Oatholic ciroles
'renewal’ has meant a retuwn to the olden times of pristine virtue and deep
wisdom, But good Pope John has made 'renwwal' mean aggiornamonto, bringing
thinge up to date.

Cbviously if thsology is to be brought up to date, it aust have
fallen bebhind the times. Agein, Lif we are to know what is to be done Lo
bring theology up to date, we must sszsertain when it began to fall behind
the times, in what respects it got out of touah, in what ways it falled to
meat. the isoues and effoct the developmenta that long ago were due and now
are long overdue.

The answer 1 wish to suggest takes us back almost three centuries
== t0 the end of the seventeenth century and, more precisely, to the yexr
1680, For that, it seezms, was the tine of the great beginning. Then it wma
that Harbert Butterfield plsced the origins of modern science, then that
Paul Ragard placed the beginning of the Znlightenment, then that Yves Congar
placed the beginning of dogmatic theology. ¥When modern acience began, when
the Enlightenment began, then the thwologians began to reassure cne sncther
about, their certainties. let me comment briefly on this threefold coinoidence.

when Professor Butterfield mlaced the origins of modern acience
at the eud of the ssventeenth century, he by no means meant to deny that from

"‘ﬁ the year 1100 on numerous discoverias were made that since have been included
within modern ecience and integrated with it., But he did make the point that,
0. at ths time of thelr first appearance, these discoveries could not bs expressed

adequately, Then the dominant oultural context. was Aristotelian, The

P discoverers themnelves had an Aristotelian background. “egularly, then, there
o was & conflict between the new idess and the old dootrires, and this confliet
.i . existed not merely betwsen an old guard of Aristotelians and s new breed of

- & solentiats but, far more gravely, within the very minds of the new sclentistn,
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Yor new ideas are far less than a whole ssntality, & whole climate of
thought and oplnion, & whole mode of approach and procedure and judgement,
efore thege naw ideas oould be foruulated acsurately, ochersntly, cogently,
they theusslves had to aultiply, cumulatle, coalescs %o bring forth & new
system of conomvts and & new body of doctrine that was sowohow comparable
in extent to the Aristotelian and oo capable of replacing it, . ;

In brief, Profsssor Butterfisld distinguished betwean mvw ideas
and the context or horizon within whiah they were expresasd, daveloped, related.
From about the beginning of the fourteenth century the new ideas multiplied.
But only towirds the close of the seventeenth century did thasre emerge the
sontext appropriate to thess idess. The origin of this ocontaxt s for
Professor Uubterfleld the origin of modern soiencs and, in his judgement,
14t ocutshines everything since the rise of Christianity and reduces the
Renatesance and the Heformation to the rank of mers episodes, mere internal
displaocenents, within the system of medieval Christendom. i

Cofnocident with the origina of modern science was the beginning
of the Enlightermant, of the movament l'eter Cay recontly named the riece
of modern p&gnnim.z Hopeover, while this noveaent oovmonly is located in
the sighteenth century, the French Aoademician, Paul Harard, in lLa crise de
conscience eump!onm,j hae exhibited already in full swing betwsen the
yaare 1640 and 1715 e far-flung attack on “hristienity fros & lmost every
quarter and in slmost every styls. it was a movement revolted by the
spootacle of religioue persecution and relizious war. it was to replace
the God of the Christians by the God of the philosophes and eventually,
the God of the philosophes by agnosticisn and’iheisa, it gloried in the
ashievementa of Newton, critlioised social atructures, promoted political
change, and moved towards a moterialist, mechanist, determinist interpret-
ation no leem of man than of nature.”

1) Hernert Butterfield, The Origins of Hodern Soience, 1300-1600,
New lork, The Frae Fress, 1968, p. 7.
2) Feter Gay, The Enlightenment, An Interpretation, New York, Kuopf, 1966.
3) FPeul Kamard, & grise de conscience eurcpéennse, 1680 - 1715, 3 vols.,
Paris 1935, ©. T., The Lurcpean Mind, London 1953.

4) The lasting influence of such enlightenment right up to the mrssent has
been illustrated rather fully by F. ¥ Matecn, The Broken Image, New York,
Brasiller 1964, Doubleday Anchor 1%6¢.
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"It would be unfair to expect the theologiane of the'end 6f
the seventsenth oentury to have discerned the goud amd the evil in the
grest movements of their time. But, at least, we may record what in fact
they did. They introduced 'dogmatio! theology. It 4is true that the word,
dogoatie, had been previcusly applied to theology, But then it was uased
to denote 4 distinotion from morsl or ethionl or historical theclogy, Xow
it wes employsd in a new sense, in opposition to Scholastic theology. It
repliaced the inquiry of the guasstio by the paedagogy of the thesis. It
demoted Lhe queet of faith for wunderstanding to a desirable but sesondary
and, indeed, optionil goal. It gave basic and central significance to
the certitudes of fuith, their presuppositions, and their consequencea, it
owed its mode of proef to Helchior Cano and, as that theologian vas aleo
A bishop and an inquisitor, so0 the naw dogmatic Lheology not cnly proved
ites theses hut also was supported by the teaching authority and the sanctions
of the church.i

Sush & conioeption of theology eurvived »ight into the twentieth
century and even todsy in soms clrcles it is the only conceptiont hat i
vndarstood. Still, among theologians, its linitations and defects have
boen becoming more and more apparent especlally since the 1d90's. During
the last seventy years efforts to find remediss and to implement Lhem have
been going forward stesdily if unobtrusively. The measure of thelr success
is the radically new situation brought to light by the Second Vatioan Council.

Thore is, perhaps, no need for se hers to fnsiet that the novelty
ropides not in & new rovolation or a new faith but in a new gulturel context,
For a theology 1s & product; not only of the religion it investigates and
axpounds, but also of the cultural ideals and norms that set its problems and
direct its solutions, Juet as theology in the thirteenth century followed
its age by assiallating Aristotle, Just as theology in the seventeanth
oentury resioted ite age Ly retirlng into a dogantic oorner, so theology

5) Ses Ives Congar, art. Ihéelogie, DTC 29, 432 I,
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todsy 18 looked in an snccunter with its sge. Whether 1t will grow and
triumph, or whether it will wither to insigificance, in no small measure
depends on the clarity and the accuracy of its grasp of the external
cultural factore that undermine its past achievaments and chellenge it to
nev endeavours,

The topica, then, that I am to reise are not direotly theological,
For that wery reason they are all the more apt to be overlooked in an age
gcharacterised by specialisation., Por the same reason it 1s all the more
important to draw attention to them on such an occasion as the present, for
the cultural context sets up an undertow that accounte for tondencies and
exigenoes that nust be met yet, if not wnderstood, too essily are neglected
or thwarted begauss they seen supsriuous, srbitrary, perplexing, disquisting,
or dangerous,

At e f et

First, then, thealogy was a Geductive and it has become largely
an emplrical asience. It was # deductive soimnce in the sense that ite
theses were conclusions to be proved fram the premisses provided by scoripture
and tradition. 4t hes becowe an empiral science in the sense that soripture
and tradition now supply, net premisses, but data. The data have to be
viewved in their historical parspective, They have to be interpreted in the
light of contemporary techniques and prosedures, where before the atep from
prenlsses to oonclusions was brief, simple, and certain, today the steps from
dats %0 interpretation are long, srducus and, at best, probable. An empiric-
al science doss not demonstrate. It scoumulates information, develops under-
standing, masters ever more of its materials, hut it does not preclude the
uncovering of further relevant data, the emergence of new inalghte, the
attainment of a more comprehensive view,

Secondly, this shift from a deductivist to an empirical approach
has come to stay, One has only to glance at the bibliographies in Sibliea,

in Altaner's Patrologie, in the Buwlletin de théologie MW ancienae et
médidyale, and in Ephemerides theologicae lovanienses Lo become aware of the




nassive vomsiteent of contemporary Catholis thought to an mpirical approach, |
Bat to understand this movemsnt, to grasp the ressons for it, one must do more
than glance at bibliographies) one has to get down to reading the books. Then
one graduslly discovers that the old dogmatic tLiheology had misconceived histary
ob & olassiocist model, that it thought not in terms of evolution snd develope
ment but of universality and permanence. Vincent of lerins had proclaimed
Ocd's truth to be quod semper, guod ubigue, quod sb omibus® and such a view
wae still quite ccngenial in the grand sidole of French literature.! On

such aseumptions 1t was quite legitimate to expoct the theologlan, if only

ho knew the falth of today, to be equally at home in the Qld and Mew Test~
amants, in the Greek and latin Fathers, in the writings of mediasval,
HSepaissancos, and more recent theologlens., But today such an assumption
appears fantastic and preposterous, In almost endloas studies tis writinge
of age after sge tuve bsen exwmined minutely and, all along the line, the
notion of fixity has had to give way to the fact of development. Noreover,
development is complex, intricate, manifold. Its ptecise character at any
time ocan be ascertained only through detailed studies of the rescurges, the
problems, the tendencles, and the acoidents of the time. Where onse the
ddgpmt.io theologlan was suppoged Lo range ovar centuries, now scripture,
patristics, mediseval and modern studies are divided and eubdivided auong
slasses of sppclaliste, Where once the dogmatic theoleglan could lay down

an overall. view that echoed the conoiliar seaper tonult atque tenet sancta
aater Ecclasia, now an overall view tends to be either a tentative sumuary

of the present state of research or & popular simplification of iwsues

that really are not eimple at all,

6) Vinoent of isrins, W II, 3. Bdigit R, 9, Koxm, Cabridgc
1915, p. 10,

7) See Owen Chadwick, The Ides of Doctrinal Development, From bossust, to
Newman, Cambridge 1957, PP l?_ £f. - §
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" Thirdly, while theology has becoms largely empirical in 1te
method, it has invoked a new wvooabulary, new imagery, nsw concepts to
express its thought. The Aristotelian analyses, concapts, words, that in
the Middle Ages becane part of the Catholic patrimony to resist both
Renaissance scoffing and Protestant condemnation, almoat suddenly in the
twentisth century have gone cut of fashion. With squal repldity the vacuum
19 being refillsd with biblical worde and inages and with ideas worked out
by historioist, personalist, phenomenoclogical , and axistential reflectiom,
There is so much new in Catholic speculative theology that karl fshner
felt the nend to issue a Xleines theolopisches \fiﬁrurbuuhamd heinrich
Fries orgunised over one mudred experts to comm-m and produce a tw—
volune Handbuoh theologischer G;H_m_qt:eggirre. '

>
As the empirical approach, so too, 1 banive, the new conoeptual

apparatus has come to stay, Heligion is concerned with mants rslations to
God and to kis fellow man, 8o that any deepening or enriching of our appre-
hensdon of man possessss religlous significance and relevance, But the new
gonceptusl apparatus does make avallabls such a despening and enriohing.
Without denying human nature, it adds the quite distinctive categories of man
as an historical being. Withwit repudisting the analysis of man into body
and soul, it adds the richer and more concrete apprehension ol sin as incarne
ate subjeot,

It would be far more than can be attespted within the limits of

‘the present papsr to atiempt to ocomunicsale what precisely is weant by the

contrast betwesn nature and history or whit ie added to the couple, body amd
soul, by the phrase, lnoarnate subject. Jumnarlly, very summarily, 1 may

8) Karl Rahner snd Herbert Vorgrimler, Xlsines theologisches Wirterbush,
Preiburg (Herder) 1961. . :

9) Heinrioh ¥ries, ugh t ohey G egriffs, 2 vols,, Xinchen
(Kdsel-Vorlag) 1962 and 1 S
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perhass say that such terms refer to a dimenwion of hwan reslity that

has slvays existed, that always has besn lived and expsrisnced, that
classicist thought standardised yet tended to overlook, that wodern studies
havs brought to light, thematised, elaborated, illustrated, doouwsented. That
dinansion is the constitutive role of mesning in human living. 1% is the fact
that aots of nmeaning inform human living, that such acte proceed from a free
and responsible subject incarnate, that meanings differ from nation to nation,
from culture to culture, and that, over tims, they develop and go astray,
Besidea the meanings by which man apprehends nature and the msanings by

which he tranasforms it, there are the msanings by vhioh man thinks ouvt Lbhe
poseibilities of his own living ano makes his cholee among them, Ipn this
realm of freedom and oreativity,of solldarity and responsibility, of dazsling
aohievement and pitiable madness, there ever ogeurs man's making of wan,

The wealth, the complexity, the profundity of this modern approhene~
fon of man wight be illustrated by polnting to ite implications for philos-
ophy, for human solence, for art and literiture, for education and psychiatry,
But what must de mentioned le its significance for the notion of divine rev-
slation. [iod becomss known to us in two ways: as tis ground and end of the
saterisl universe; and as the one that speaks to ug through scripture and
tradition, 7The first manner might found a natural religion. The second adds
revealed religion. Por the £irst, one might say1 the heavena shor forth the
glory of Godj what can were words add? Jut for the second, one must answer
that, however trifling the uses to which worde may be put, stil) they are
the vehicles of meaning, and meaning is the stuff of man's making of man.

Bo it is that 8 divine revalstion ie Cod's oniry and his taking prt in san's
making of man, [t is Cod's clainm to have a say in the aimo and purposes, the
direction cnd development, of human lives, human societies, Muman cultures,
human history. '

Prom thie limifim« for revesled religion there tou&n 4 iig4 |
nificance for theology. In the mediseval period theology becanme the queen
of the nglances, But in the practics of Aquinas it was also the prinsiple
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for the moulding and transforwation of a eulture. Ls was not cotent to
write his systenatic works, his commsntaries on soripture and on such
Christian writers as the pssudo=Dionysiums and Dosthiue, At & time when
Arsbic and Oreek thought were panetrating the whole og Wostern ouvlture, he
wrote extensive cormentaries on numerous works of Arl}ot.lo to fit 4 p s
sodence within & Christlan contezt and to construet a world-view that unders
pinked lante's Divina comedia. To this paredign theology today must look
1f it ie to achleve its aggiornamento. Its task 1s not limited to investige
ating, ordering, expwnding, communicating divine revelation. All that e
needed, but more wmust be done. For revelation is Jod's entry into man's
waking of san, and so theology not only has to reflect on revelation but sleo
it has sosshow to medimte (od's meaning into the whole of human affairs. *t
59 not & saall task but, though very largo) it i3 ail the wmors urgent 4in a
culture in which God is ignored and thore are sven theologians to prooclaim
that God le dead,

Ky roflections have cone full oirele. Not only does the cultural
aontext influenow tiwology to undo lte past achisvements and make now demande
upann it. lut aleo theclogy is called upon to influsnce the cultural context,
to trunelate thw word of God and so projest il into new mentalities and new
aituations. So & contemporary Gsatholie theology has to be not only Catholiec
but also ecunen int. its concern mual reach not only Christians but also
non-Chiristians and stheiets, It has to learn to draw not only on the modern
plidlosophise but alao on the relatively now scionces of roligion, psychology,
sociology and the new techniques of the communication arts.

' * b K

I have been speaking of our renewsd theology and now I must add
that & renewed thaology needs renewed foundations. The old foursistions will
ne ldngar do, Jut we cannot get along w.Lt".h no foundatione at ell, So new
foundations and, I should 83y, & new type of foundations is nesded to replacs
the old.

- Pirst, acme foundations are needed, I change is to-be improvement,
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1f new tasks are to be accomplished frultfully, distcernment ie nesded and
diverinination. If we are to drav on centeaparary psyehology and soclology,
1f we are Lo profit fras the modern sclence of religions, if we ars to revise
Soholastic categories and to make our own the concepts worked cut in historw
loist, personalist, phenomenological, or existentialist circles, then we must
ba able to distinguish tinsel and eflver, gllt and gold. Mo less important
Yhan & eritlique of notions and conclusiona i» a oritique of methods. The new
largely empirical approach to theology can 100 easily be wade into a devios
for reducing dactrines to probable opiniona. A hammsneutios can pretend to
philosophic neutrality yot force the conclucion that tnhe content of revalate
ion is mostly myth., Scientilic history oan be so conceived that a study of
the narrative of ealvation will strip it of mattars of fact. If our renewsd
theology is not to be the dupe of every fashion, it needs a firm basis and »
eriticul stance,

Secondly, the old foundations will no longor do, In saying this I
do not mean that they are no longer true, for they are as trus now ss they
ever were. I nean that they are no longer appropriate. I aa simply recalle-
ing that one must not patch an old closk with new eloth or put new wine in
eld wineskins. une type of foundations suits a theology that aims at being
deductivint, staetic, abstract, univerasl, equally applicable to all places
and to all tizes, Gulte different fouwxiations are needed when timology
turns from deduchkivisa to an ewpiriscal approach, Irom the slutic Lo the
dynamic, from thoe abstract to the soncrete, from the univerval te the histor-
feal totality of particulars, from invariable rulse to intelligent adjustment
and adaptation, :

Thirdly, I shell ve ssled, no doubt, to give some indication of
the nature or character of the new foundations. Te this topie I have slise~

where given coneiderabls attentiom, first, to assure historical continuity,

in & otudy oX cognitional theory in the writings of it, Thm,mt,hen ina

10) Originally published in Theolugioal Studies, 1946-194P, and resently
revised and relasued by David Burrell, C. 5. C., under the titl

]
Verbys, Word and Idea in Aquinas, Kotre Dame Univeraity Fress 195 .
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contenporary developnent, entitled Insdgnt,l' to take into ssoount the

fact of odern salence and th%rablm of modern philosophy. (n the present
occanion 1 may be permitted, perhaps, to offer no sore than & few brief
approxinstions., ‘

As a first approximation, to be corrected and acmplemsnted shortly
by further approximetions, let us consider the foundations of a modern science,
Thess do not occnsiat in any part of the soionce itself, in any of its conele
usione, in any of its laws, in any of its principles. All of these sre open
to revieion, and it is in the Iight of the foundations thet the revision
would take place, What, then, are the foundations? 7They are the method of
the science, It is the method that generates the conclusions, laws, princ-
iples, that are accepted today, Jt 1s the method that will generate the
rovislon of conslusions, laws, principles, tomorrow. What the seientist
reliss on ultimetaly 1s his method.

Now one might be inelined to think of method as & set of verbal
propoeitione snouncing rules to be followed in a scientific investdgation
and, of course, it is true that there are the hodmen of sciencs that carry

out the routines prescribed to them by those that underatand the purposs
of an investigation and the manner in whieh it might advance solemtific
knowledge. But I wish here to use the word, method, to denote not the
presoriptions given the hodmen but the grounds that governed the pressribing.
Such grounds, though perfectly familiar to the director, usually are not
objectified or verbalized by him. Indeed, he cannot achieve such object-
ification with any acourscy, uniess he is ready to devote & much time and
effort to cognitional theory as he has alrsady devoted to his phyaics or
cheaistry or blology. This does not happen. BHut, were it to do so, there
would result the acoount of & normative patiern that related to one another
the cognitional gperations that recur in sslentific investigations., There
would be listed, desaribed, illustrated, oampared such operations as inquiring,

11) Ineight, A Sbudy of tumen Understerding, London and New York 1957,
Sixth printing 1965,
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cbeerving, deseriding, problem defining, dimoovering, forming hypothesss,
working out presuppositions and implications, devising series of experiments,
porforaing them, and verifying. The greatsst stress would be placed on the
importance of perscnal experience of the operations, of ideatifying them
within one's experience, and of finding within that experiencs not only the
oparations but also the dynamic snd normative rslatione that bind them to
one ancther, In this fashion, you will agree, the subject an scientist would
oone to kuow himselfl as scientist, Dut the subject as sclentist is the real-
Jty that ie principle and foundation of science, of mcisnce as it has been,
of sclense as it is, of solence as it will be,

50 much for our first approximation. it fllustrates by an example
what might be meant by foundations that lie, not in a set of verbal prop-
ositions named first prineciples, but in a partioular, concrete, dynamie
realty generating knowledge of particular, concrete, dynaaie realities, It
renadns that we have to effect the transition from natursl science to theol~
ogy, and so we turn to our eecond approximation.

Pundamsntal to religious living is convereion, It is & toplc
1ittle studied in traditionsl theology since there remains very little of it
when one reaches the universal, the abstract, the static. For convorsion
coours in the lives of individuals., It is not merely a chansge or even a
development ; rather it is a radical tranesformation on which follows on all
levels of living an interlocked series of changes and developuents. What
hitherto wis unnoticed bacomes vivid and presant. What had besn of no concern
beoomes a matter of hWigh import. So grest & changs in one's apprehensions
and one's values adcompanies no less a change in oneself, in onefs relations
to other persons, and in ore's relations to God,

Kot all converalon is as total se the one I have so sumsarily
described. Conversion has many dimensions., A ohanged relation to God brings
or follows ahanges that are personal, social, moral, and intellectual., BRut
there Lo no fixed rule of antecedence and consaquenoe, no necessity of siwnl-
taneity, no presoribed magnitudes of change. Conversion may be ammpacted into




the moment. of & dlinded Saul falling from his horse ¢i the way o Damascus,
It may be extended over the slow maturing process of & lifetime. It may
satisfy any intermediste measure,

In a current sxpressicn couversion is ontic. The convert appre~
hends differently, values differently, relates differently, beocauss he has
become different, The new spprehanaion is, not 80 much & new statement or
& nev sot of statements, but rether new meanings thet attach to almost any
statepent. It is not new valuss mo muoh as a transvaluation of valusa, In
Pauline language, ‘'When anyone is cnited to Chrdet, there is a new world;
the old order has gone, and a new order has begun' (2 Cor 5, 17).

Though conversion 1s intemsely personal, utterly intimate, still
it i» not so private as to be eolitary. It can happen to many and.they can
form a community to sustain one amother in their self-transformation and to
help one another in working out the implicatlons and in fulfiliing the
promise of their new 1life, Pinally, what can become comnunal, oan become
historicsl. It can pass from geperation to gencration. It can sprosd from
one cultural milisu to another., It can adapt to changing clrousstance,
confront nev situations, survive into a different age, flourish in another
period or apoch,

When conversion is viewed as an on-going process, at once personal,
communal, and historical, it coincides with iiving religion. For religion
is conversion in its preparation, in its ocm&nnc, in its developaent, in
ite convoquents, and also alas In ite incompletensss, its failures, its break-
downs, its dieintegration,

How theology, and especislly the empirical theology of today, is
reflection on religlon, It follows that theclogy will be reflection on
conversion. Hut conversion is fundamental to religlon. It follows that
refleation on converslon aen supply theology with its foundations and, indesd,
with foundations that are conorete, dynamic, personal, cosaunal, and historical,
Just as reflection on the operetions of the solentist brings to light the real
fownxiations of the solence, 8o too reflection on the cn~-going process of
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conversion may bring to light the real foundatlons of a renowed tle oloﬂ._
- PP

- I must conoliunde,

I mel the queetion of thealogiesl renswal, of its agzlornsasnto,

| by asking how far we are behind the times, I went basck three centuries, for

it was t-hon that dogmatio theology had its beginninge, and it has bean toward
a total transformation of dognatic theclogy that the dewvelopments of this
santury have worked, A normative strxucture that was deductivist has become
empirical, A ocncsptual apperatus that at times clung pathstioslly to the

pant s yielding place to histordciast, pesrsonalist, phenomonologlcal, and
axistentialist, notions.

I have urged thit so great a transformation needs renewed found-
ations, and that the neoded renewsl is the introduction of & new type of
foundetion. it im to conaiet not in cbjective statesent but in subjeotive
renlity, The objlective statements of & de vera religione, de Christo legate,
de ssolesis, de_inepirations saripbures, de loois theologieis, are as much
in need of foundations as are thoss of other tracta, jut behind 81l state-
pents 1e the sujing subject, What is normative and founiational for subjects
stating theology.to be found, I have zmuggested, in reflsction on o caversion,

where converaion is taken as an on~going procesa, concrebs and dmnic,
persanal, comaunal, and historieal,
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