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Whatever else may be said about it, this book is deeply necessary. The
thought of Francis Schüssler Fiorenza has been a quiet and pervasive in-
fluence in American Catholic theology for decades, but it has not yet pro-
voked such a comprehensive analysis and assessment. Such a study is
needed, among other things, because of the scattered nature of Fiorenza’s
writings; Fiorenza has published only three monographs, among dozens
of articles and book chapters. By summarizing Fiorenza’s influences and
ideas, while offering substantial evaluation of his thought, Bateman has
carried out an immense service to those interested in Fiorenza’s work.

This book is divided into two major sections. First, Bateman summa-
rizes Fiorenza’s career and thinking. Second, he notes the application of
his thought in four specific areas. Bateman begins with an account of
Fiorenza’s career that explains the formative influences of Friedrich
Schleiermacher, Karl Rahner, and Johann Baptist Metz on his work, along
with the philosophical influences of Jürgen Habermas, John Rawls, and
American pragmatism. In the next chapter, he analyzes how these influ-
ences feed into Fiorenza’s theology, which is hermeneutical, political,
and practical. This leads to the central idea of Fiorenza’s work: a
nonfoundationalist foundational theology that employs the hermeneuti-
cal lens of what he calls a ‘wide reflective equilibrium’. For Fiorenza, this
project takes place within the context of Catholic fundamental theology
while renegotiating the relationship between fundamental and systematic
theologies to overcome any artificial separation between the two.

At the end of this first section, Bateman candidly evaluates Fiorenza’s
thought. He admits that Fiorenza’swork has had a ‘relatively unimpressive
reception’ (p. 94). This was partly because his 1984 book Foundational Theol-
ogy: Jesus and the Church arrived at a time when fundamental theology was
already in turmoil. Moreover, the nuanced nature of Fiorenza’s reconstruc-
tive hermeneutics makes it difficult to understand, let alone to implement:

The variability and flux of the method and its demand for continu-
ous equilibrating reflection makes it very difficult to arrive at a se-
cure moment of judgment that is descriptive, explanatory,
normative and practical (p. 118).
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Although Bateman finds much to admire in Fiorenza’s work, he does not
offer a strong argument that this complexity can be overcome.
What he does offer are four case studies in Fiorenza’s own constructive

projects. First, he addresses the issue of religious pluralism and a theology
of religions from the perspective of Fiorenza’s reconstructive hermeneutics.
Second, he discusses Fiorenza’s notion of theological truth in dialogue
with the postmodern approach of theologian Lieven Boeve. Third, he ad-
dresses Fiorenza’s thinking on the relation between ethical universalism
and cultural pluralism, an area related to Fiorenza’s recent work on
human rights. Fourth, he analyzes Fiorenza’s use of the thought of
Bernard Lonergan, John CourtneyMurray, andKarl Rahner to find balance
between cosmopolitanism and particularism in theology. These four chap-
ters are helpful in terms of both grasping the scope of Fiorenza’s thought
beyond his methodological reflections on fundamental theology outlined
in the first section and seeing more practical aspects of his thinking.
Bateman closes with a Postscript that helpfully summarizes the key issues

addressed. It again raises the complexity of both understanding and apply-
ing Fiorenza’s prescription for a reconstructive hermeneutics that uses awide
reflective equilibrium. To this, the best answer Bateman finds is that this
method has helped him to understand his own theological thinking after
the fact, even if he had haddifficulty consciously practicing it. This Postscript
excellently ties together any loose ends that may have remained for readers.
But readers might have been better served if at least one chapter in the sec-

ond section had focused on one of the doctrinal areas surveyed by Fiorenza’s
Foundational Theology: Jesus and the Church, such as the resurrection of Jesus or
ecclesiology. The theological issues that Bateman covers in the second section
are fairly abstract and distant from the biblical texts, which runs counter to
Fiorenza’s ownattempt to address systematic theological issueswithin the con-
text of fundamental theology. Another enhancement would have been a chap-
ter dedicated to an extended comparison of Fiorenza’sworkwith that ofDavid
Tracy, an American Catholic theologian with a similarly hermeneutical ap-
proach to theologicalmethod.Nevertheless, Batemandoes compare Fiorenza’s
work with that of Tracy, George Lindbeck, Gerald O’Collins, and others.
That being said, this book is extremely valuable to anyone interested in

Fiorenza’s thought as it relates to theological method, theological herme-
neutics, political theology, or fundamental theology. It is a ground-
breaking account of a central figure in recent American Catholic theology
that will be helpful to anyone seeking to understand that theological
scene. Its value is enhanced by Bateman’s bibliography of Fiorenza’s
works (running to just over four pages), which provides citations of many
book chapters and articles that are otherwise difficult to track down.
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