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this study, this is not the whole story. We also have to be explicit in
the opposite direďon by making theology our starting poiniand by
asking about theologícď demands on postmodern life. .iVhat 

are the
demands or criteria that can help theology move towa-rd a critical
and constructive encounter with postmodernity? What kind of
practicď theology do we need for this purpose? 

.

It may be helpful to start by reúewing some of the questions
conceming this kind of theology and by summing up some of the
PeÍtinent axsuments contained in the chapters of this book.

0pen 0uestions
, - Itseems fair to say that, on the whole, practical theology has not
fully dealt with the issue of PostŤnodernity.' In part, espécially in
Western Europe, this is due to the second thoughts that have been
raised about the idea of postmodemity. Does Postmoderniý reďly
exist? Will the concept of postmodernity help us in diagnosing
contemporary cultule or is it acfua]ly amisleading and, at best' shaký
category? Whi]e the idea of postmoderniý is considered vague or
even depressive and nostalgic, concePts of modernitý and
modemization still exert a continuing influence on tle European side
of the Atlantic. In the United Stales, however, the concept of
postmodernity seems much more accepted, and a consideiable
number of theo|ogical studies have takón it up, most notably in
exegesis and in systematic theology., Yer even in the North American
discussion, at least to my knowledge, no major study on practical
theology and postmodemity has been published yet.

The hesitancy to be observed with practícal theology vis-á-vis
postmodemity may also be due to the emPiricď aspects connected
to this concept. In this respect' the situation aPPeaÍs quite unclear.
Philosophical alalyses such as, for example, théiccounts offered by
David Harvey or Wolfgang Welsch have been widely accepted ai
standard víews on postmodernity.3 But are these views alsó vaId
empirically with resPect to contemPoraÍy forms of everyday life? May
we pÍesuPPose' for example, that the stages of the life cycle have
actually changed according to the expectations formulated in
philosophy? In general, practicď theo|ogians tend to be hesitant to
base their understandings and their models of praxís on theoreticď
and philosophical concepts that have not been established on
empiricď grounds. And given the fact that some social scientists still
consider it unlikely that a postmodern self has actually replaced the
modern self, there are good reasons for practica.l theology to tale a

CHAPTER 7

Toward a Theology oÍ the Life Cycle

This last chapter serves severď PurPoses. First' I want to come
back to some ofthe questions and problems that we encountered in
the beginning of the book. The issue of the postrnodem life cycle,
which I have traced through childhood, adolescence, postadolescence,
adulthood, and old age, and the challenges that the changing shape
ofthe life cycle entails for church and theology are the main toPics of
this chapter. In this sense, my study is meart to be a contribution to
chÍistian Praxis as it encounters the needs and challenges of
contemporary life and culture.

Second, the encounter with the PostÍnodern life cycle also implies
far-reaching theoretical questions that concern the nature ofpractical
theology in its relationship to postmodemity. Does this relationship
allow for practical theology to stay the same? Or is there a need for a
new practical theology-a new paradigm as some people like to call
it' a postÍnodern Paradigm of practicď theology?

Third, this chapter will address the question of theological
demands on postmodern life, as I cďled it in the first chapter of this
book. So far, my main emphasis has been on the demands posed by
postmodernity. Consequendy, my focus was on adaptations to be
made by church and theology in order to keep pace with
postÍnodernity. But as we have seen in several respects throughout
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more guarded position on the issue of postmodernity.r In any case, a
more empírical and inductive approach is needed ifpractical theology
is to address the demands of postmodern life.

Yet at the same time, the issue of postmoderníty holds a special
challenge to practical theology that, iftaken seriously, actually makes
postmodernity a most pressing issue for practical theology. If it is
true, as it is often stated in textbooks, that practical theology as an
academic discipline is a child of modernity, then one must wonder if
the advent of poshnodernity implies that there is no more need for
this kind of endeavor. Does the advent of postmodernity, if it exists,
urark the end of practical theology? Or, if not, does it call for a new
paradigm for practical theology? And if so, how can this child of
modernity come of age in postmodern times?

In the approach that I have used in the present study as well as in
earlier work on which this study is based, I attempt to combine both
questíons mentioned above by asking about the changes to be
observed empirically with the contemporary life cycle on the one
hand, and by asking what these changes imply for practical theology
on the other.s My choice of the life cycle as the main aspect of
postmodernity to be studied is due to the special interest that this
aspect holds for practical theology. This special interest is connected
to the Practical work ín church and society that is to be informed and
guided by practical theology. At the same time, this interest refers to
the relationship between practical theology and postmodernity on a
theoletical level. To make the lífe cycle a central topic of practical
theology or to develop a practicď theology ďong the stages of the
life cycle can be considered a typically modern approach. This can
be seen from the wídespread attention that this kind oÍ practical
theology has received over the last thirty or foÍty years, especially in
the field of pastoral counseling, where textbooks often take this
approach.' i The view implied in this kind of practical theology is
based on the modern understanding of individual l ife as a
presuPPositíon for theology. More specifically, it is the life of the
autonomous individual that, according to this view, determines the
horizon that modern practical theology must accept as its startíng
point.7 consequently, considering the ÍelationshiP between the
changes ofthe life cycle and practical theology may help us in gaining
a better understanding of the current situation of practical theology.

My focus on the changes of the life cycle in the present study is
also motivated by the search for an inductive approach to the question
ofpostmodernity' As mentioned in chapter l, this ínductive approach
cannot be narve in that it is in fact impossible to approach phenomena
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such as postmodernity in an exclusively empirical manner.
Throughoutthis study, we had to make use ofconcepts and categories
from the philosophical discussion in order to decipher contemp"orary
experiences. Yet by asking about postmodern life and about the
postmodem life cycle rather than limiting ourselves to a philosophical
analysis, we could at least get closer tJthe actual 

"*p.riencd, 
and

concerns oÍ conremporary people.
If practical theology's concern with contemporary experience is

not to end 'rp with a merely adaptive approach and wiih asiing about
postmodem demands on theolog, we mustalso become clear abouň,it".i"
for theologkal demands on postmodem /ry' The preceding chapters of
the Present study acfually contain at least somé initial c;nsiderations
on such criteria or critical perspectives, but we have not yet put them
togeůeÍ into a more comprehensive slatement. This is why I will set
forth_ what I call a theology of rhe life cycle-or, to be moie modesr,
the demand and the parameters for sucl a theological account.
- A first step toward this aim is to formu|atĚ some summary

observations concerning the contemporary life cycle.

Understanding the Postmodern LiÍe Cyc|e
As mentioned above, at least for some social scientists it is an

open question whether oI not theÍe aÍe enough grounds for spealring
ofa postmodern life cycle. According to those analysts, it is not.enousň
to look only at the philosophical notions of poštmodemity andio
then assume that peoples' lives or life cycles will have changed more
or less in accordance with the theoretical 

",,,l*přio,., 
on

postmodemiry. Theoretical expectations and the realide; of life do
not. always coincide. Even in postmodernity, life is more complex
and more varied than even the most pluraliit theory may assume.

Taking the warnings against pÍemature assumptions about a
postmodern life cycle seriously, my approach to the topic was
l'ťlť": by contrasting the ideal deicription oÍ the mod,en Iý qcle
(which' from a postmodem perspective, has to be considerád íhe
tradi t ional  l i fe  cyc le)  wirh the changes and chal lenges of  the
conlemporary_possibl| poslmodern-silua''b,L This kind of cómparison
has at least given us an idea of the empirical aspects of postňodern
life.

- It is, ofcourse, quite impossible to summarize the changes related
to the contemporary life cycle here in a few statements, which would
amount to condensing the earlier chapters of this book into a few
pages. So. I will limit myself to a generď picture that can highlight
some of the core characteristics of this situation.
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The main result arising from the consideration of the stages or

ohases of the life cycle thati have used as my test cases is that the life

iyc|e has indeed changed in a fundamental way' The changes ďTect

not only the experíences that make up |he content oÍ .the 
vaious shges

of the life cycle but also its very structure and JaDru by gr\Tng, tor

example, rise to new stages like postadolescence or by redefiningthe

existůg ones, such as in the case of a Third Age. In this sense, it is

.justifieá to speak of a postrnodern life cycle in order to distinguish it

irom its mbdern counterpart as described, for example, by

osvchologists like Erik Erikson. The changes that can be observed

ioá"" uffš.t th" *"aning of ďl pans or stages oÍ the life cycle. While

we áav still speak of chídhood, adolescence, adulthood, or old age'

a of tírese teims have clearly assumed a new meaning. At the same

time' it is obúous that new arrd additiona] periods of the life cycle

ha.re emerged and that they are demanding to be acknowledged in

ůeir own iight: postadolescence, midlife crises, and the various

subohases ofóld ase to only mention the more well-known examples'

Be ii *it}. the ''"*íeaning of traditional terms or with ňe emeÍgence

ofnew stages ofthe life cycle. it can haŤdly be doubted that we are, in

fact' obseňng changes oi the life cycle thď may not easi|y 'be TPh.'led
with the traď-tiona] 

-understanding 
of the modern life cycle. The idea

of the modern life cycle still is a backdrop or reference point foI

helpful comparisons, but it may no longerbe considered as an accurate

account of ůday's experience. And it is even less likely to offer us a

normative úsion amid the crises of contemporary life.
All stages of the life cycle considered above are notjust changing

by degree.-Rather, they have lost some of the key characteristics by

which they used to be defined.

. Childhood.nolonger is the relatively quiet time of stability to be

experienced aÍrd enjoyed in a stable family. Rather, the changes

of ihe family have made childhood a time with many transitions

and with new Pressures ůat arise again and again from early

on. Literally as well as metaphorically speaking, being a child

no longer ňeans living in the sďe haven of a home to which

one wiil ďways look báck as the true arrchor of one's personal

identitY.
' Similarly, adolescmce has ceased to be the time when one

develops a lifelong commitment to a clear-cut or at least stable
identiý and to a ňrldview that would provide a deep sense of

direction in life. In many cases, the experience ofbeing a plural

self and of liúng wiih plural identities has come to replace such
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traditional commitments. Plurality has become the ínescapable
condition for today's adolescence.

. In addition to this, adolescence no longer borders on adulthood
but ratheÍ on p0J,4dohscence as a new stage of the life cycle. The
transition between adolescence and adulthood has turned into
a protracted period of time, with important implications for
faith development and for the issue of religious affiliation and
disalfiliation.

. Even aduhhood, which once, even in modern psychology,
appeared as the longest and most continuous or stable period
within the life cycle, has come into question. None ofthe modern
criteÍia of being ..adult" may be ta-ken for granted anymore.
Neither autonomy nor rationality and progressive achievement
are still acceptable as true descriptions of adulthood. And at
the same time, global economic developments and the media
even threaten the status of adulthood itself by not allowing for
financial independence or by redefining the value oftraditional
knowledge that used to be one of the defining privileges of
adulthood.

. OM age has changed no less. Given the changes within late
adulthood and old age, it no longer makes sense to think only
of the time of senility or dependence that almost inevitably
comes at the end of life. The ideas of a Third Age with new
potential and with new exciting possibilities indicates how much
the undeÍstandin8 ofthe period ďter retirement today can differ
from the views maintained only twenty or thirty years ago. The
needs of people in the Thírd Age are not for supportive care.
Rather, there now is a clear demand for having a chance to
realize some of what one's life did not permit at earlier times.

Given such changes, which have been established by the
numerous detailed studies considered in earlier chapters, the question
of the postmodern life cycle may now receive at least a somewhat
clearer answer. It is true that there are far-reaching changes in the
human life cycle. And since these are changes that so clearly differ
from the expectations connected to the modern idea of the life cycle,
there are indeed good reasons for speaking ofay'ostrnodern life cycle.
But  in  mak ing th i s  s ta tement ,  the  ob jec t ions  aga ins t  some
understarrdings ofpostÍnodernity should a-lso not be overlooked. One
of the main objections concerns the identification of postmodernity
only by what is lost in the tÍansition fÍom modernity. Often, especiďly
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in theology and the church, the loss ofa uniíying center of norms and
values is deplored, and the breakdown of all "master stories" is seen
as a threat to the proclamation ofthe gospel. Yet there is no reason to
think of the contemporaxy sihration only as a time of loss, be it in
terms of the individuď person or be it with resPect to church and
theology. In many ways, church and theology are facing new
challenges, and the postmodem life cycle certainly is not better than
its precursors. Yet Postmodemity also entails new chances and new
ootential for humar life, which now can be liberated from the narrow
visions of rational autonomy and of progressive achievement.

So in some sense, it may be helpful to consider the different
terminology that analysts such as Anthony Giddens and Ulrich Beck
have suggested in place of ůe concept of postmodernity.8 According
to them, we should speak oÍ a second moderniýa mod,ettity that may
a-lso be called reflexbe modemity in that it includes, even in cďling
itself modernity, the critica.l awareness of the shortcomings and of
the dark sides of modernity. As opPosed to some ofthe postmodem
worldviews, ůe criticď awareness of reflexive moderniý is to Prevent
any kind of depressive nostďgía for the allegedly better times of
modemity or even premodemiý. Rather, the concePt of "reÍlexive
modemization" is to serve as a basis for the continued attemPt of
counteracting and overcoming the flaws of moderniý while still
holding on to what is worth preserving of it. To speak oÍ the life cycll
in the sense oÍ reflexiue modemity wou|d. then irnply to consciously
hold on to the idea of a meaningful life or of a good life, which is the
normative vision built into the modem idea of the life cycle. It would
mean to preserve this idea even while realizing, at tle same time,
that the tradítional (that is, ..modern") notions of identity and
autonomy are highly ambivďent and are much too narrow for being
the guiding norms for the life cycle in second modernity. This way of
viewing the modern life cycle clearly is in line with the results of my
own considerations of the stages of the modem life cycle above. In
manv cases. be it with modem views of the family and of childhood
religíon' with adolescenl identity formation, or with so-called adult
indeoendence. the ambivďence ofmodern expectations has become
obuious. So it makes sense to speak of thó need for "reflexive
modernization" in respect to the life cycle.

The reflexive and critical perspective on the life cycle is also of
immediate interest for practical theology. Mary or most of the changes
to be observed with the conternporary life cycle also refer to religion
or at least have religious implications. staÍtin8 in early childhood
through adolescence and into adulthood, the substructures ofreligious
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nurture, development, and education are being rearranged. So it is
easy to see why, for example, many who work with today's children,
adolescents, or adults in the church or in related fields óf education
feel threatened by the far-reaching changes of life stmctures and
orientations. And it is ďso clear that, as the life cycle is changing, the
forms ofaddressing the people who are moving through this life;ycle
will also have to change. The postmodern life cycle calls for
postmodem approaches in the praxis of the church.

. What the perspective of a second_reÍlexlbrmoderniý adds to
this picture is a critical and constructive perspective with which this
situation caÍl be approached. Rather than deploring the losses oí
postmodernity and rather than becoming desperate with its
pluriformities, this perspective may encourage us to ask about the
possibi.lities of the postmodern life cycle. In my understanding it must
be the lask ofa contemporary practical theology to becom e; practitat
lheokg of reflexiac modemkatioi and to serve ašá mediator and midwifr
for those possibilities.

In ordel to illustrate thís understanding, I conclude this section
by connecting it with some ofthe considerations from my ana.lysis of
the changing shape of adulthood (in chapter 5). As pointád outihere,
moderniý has been especially productive in teims of images of
adulthood. In some ways, we rnay say that modernity itself was closely
conn.ected with theproud hope of the Enlightenment, that humanitý
had finally reached adulthood and maturity. Modern adulthood is
often identified wilh autonomy, independence, and rationality. This
understarrding also ďIects religion, which is limited to the iole of
suPportíng rational autonomy, especially in the reďm ofethics' And
even more, religion does not have a proper place in rnodern
adulthood. In the meantime, however, the moderrridea ofadulthood
has itse]f been chďlenged as an ideology' It never included those
who were prevented from becoming fully autonomous, independent,
and rational. And in addition to this. the modern understanding of
adulthood cannot cover the varieties of postmodern life, be it;ith
new lifestyles or with new inrerests in religion and spirituaiiry Here,
with the idea of modem adulthood, the postrnodern challenges are
by no,means only detrimental. Rather, they include hialthy
possibilities, and they provide a new opeuness at exactly those points
where the modern life cycle tended to become suffocating. 

-

Practical Theology between Modernity and postmodernity
The traditional or, more accurately, the ori6inď understanding

of practical theology as an academic discipline is closely tied to thĚ
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emergence of modernity in the eighteenth century. When Friedrich

Schlelermacher. who often is considered the father of practical

theology, and his contemporaries designed the PÍoject of practical

theoloý as a separate branch or subdiscipline of theology, they

worked against the background ofthe challenges posed by modernity

and the Enlightenment. One ofthe main challenges was to show that

religion andlhe church were not just remnants of the Dark Ages of

preáodernity but that they have a meaningíul future role to play.lJ

Ťhis is why Schleielmacher attempted to show that human existence

is incomPlete and impoverished if religion is not giv€n its pIoPeI

place in iuman life. Moreover, he argues that the church can be

conceived of as an institution for the religious communication that is

needed for enabling the individual persons to express their religious

feelings and, in turn, to be stimulated by the preaching and teaching

of theihurch. In all of this, the main challenge consisted in the sharp

tension between the Christian tradition on the one hand and modern

culture on the other. This is why practical theology was designed as a

mediator-a mediatoÍ between tradition and modernity, between

religion and rationality, and between the church and the life worlds

of modernity.r('
Given the close relationship between modernity and the

emelgence of practical theology as a new theologícal discipline, it is

obvious why PostmodeÍlity intrínsically implies a fundamental

challenge for p}actical theology. Ií we have actually moved beyond

the scope of modernity-and the changes of the modern Iife cycle

may be taken as an empiricď indication of thís move-the task of

mediating between the Christian tIadítion and modernity is also

affected. This is why the íssue of postmodemity is so pressing for

practical theology. It actually confronts this discipline with the qu€stion

ófits futuÍe existence and a-Iso with the need to reconsider its mediatíng

task.
Is there still a need for mediatíon between the Christian tladition

and contemporary experience once we have moved beyond

modernity? In my understanding, the answer must clearly be "yes."
The characteristics of postmodernity that are described in the

literature_pluralization. indívidualizatíon, the end oí all ..master

stories," and so forth-indicate that the move beyond modernity or,

to again use this teÍminology, the arrival ofa second modernity, does

nol mean thal contemPoIaIy culture and society aÍe returninB to the

premodern unity of Christianity, culture, and society.rr Even if the

iontemporary situation includes, as will be poínted out later in this

chapter, a certain return to religion, it is not institutionalized religíon
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in the sense of the Christian church that has received renewed
attention. Rather, it is spirituďity in the sense of a personal religious
interest without institutional affiliation. Consequently, the future role
of practicď theology may still be described with the terrn ..mediator''

What has changed, however, is the polaÍity that makes theological
mediation necessary, but the task of mediation itself has not
disappeared. In my understanding, the task of mediation now refers
to the tensions arising in the transition between modernity and
postmodernity oI between first modeÍniý and second moderniý

In this understanding, practicď theology as mediator is related
to a temporal and cultural transition from first to second modernity.
We are talking about the conflictual sequence of two different epochs
or of two different cultures, and the task of practical theology as
mediator is to support the church in this transition as well as to offer
guidance to awider public. This task necessarily also íncludes a social
dimension of practical theology. Given the ímPact of pluralization'
individualization, distance from institutions, and so forth, practical
theo|ogy can on]y do its job of mediaLion by facil itaúng próductive
connections between church, individuď religion, and the public.

lf we consider again, for the sake of being more specific, the
changing stages oí the life cycle mentioned above, it seems obvious
to me that practical theology as mediator must tap into what we have
called the potential of postmodernity vis-e-vis the procrustean bed of
the modern life cycle' But ít has also become clear that we cannot
accept, let alone uncritically praise, whatever calls itself postmodern.
Rather, we need a careful and crítical examination of the diverse
changes between modernity and postmodernity in order to identify
what may really be called a potential and what rather should be seen
as detrimental. To put it into one sentence: Support for helpful
postmodern develoPments but also críticď resistarrce to what cannot
be accepted ofpostmodernity_this is the substantiď work ofpractical
theology as mediator between the first and second modernity.

In a further step, this general statement must be related to
religion-especially to the relationship between church, individual
religion, and the public.t'! Again, we encounter an ambivalent
situation. Modemity has worked to\.vaxd separating the different fields
ofreligion. The public realm was conceived ofas secular or, ifnot so,
as undergirded by some type of civil religion. The religíon of the
individual person was confíned to the private realm (religious
privatization). Consequently, the distance among church, the public
realm, and individual life was not only íncreased empirically but it
was turned, at least in PaÍt, into a permanent situation guarded by
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legal as well as Politicď principles. In this view, the public realm

must be secular, individual persons must keep their religious
..preíerences'' to themselves as long as they are in public, and the

church is not to interfeÍe with this situation of clear.cut seParation.

From social scientific as well as from theological anďyses of

postmodernity, it may be seen that the interplay among church,

individuď religion, and the publíc realm does not stay the same with
postmodemity. There are new chances for religion to claim a stronger

iole in public l ife, for example, through the various political

movements that are motivated by religion.t3 Yet at the same time, it

is difficult to see how religion may actually play this role if religion,

for the most part, is íncreasingly individualized and privatized. Also,

the Dosition ofthe church clearly becomes weaker if more and more
p"opl","" no connection between theír personal faith and the

ieaciings ofthe church. This is why the work of practical theology as

mediatór must include a sociď dimension. In being a midwife for the

Íeligious potential of second modernity, it must mediate among

church, individual religion, and the public realm.
In this case, mediation means building connections and making

voíces heard. As theologians concern themselves with the Postnodeln
life cycle, they are showing a new willingness to listen to the people

and to become open to thet actuď life experiences. This clearly is a

first step towaÍd stTengthening the relationship between the church

and the individual person. The next step will be to devise additionaL

strategies-be it in Preaching or teaching, in liturgy or in pastoIal caÍe-

stratesies that address the needs of those who have to find their way

thlouáh the postmodern life cycle.
In some ways, mediating between the church and the individual

person has always been the task of practical theology. The other

iension, however-the tension between church and public life or

between individual religion and the public-has received far less

attention. Yet the task is clear in this respect as well. Ifthe church is to

claim a stÍonger Íole in public life, it must itself become what may be

ca||ed a public communily_a community that bÍings together, in a

convincing manner, the strength of forming communal bonds as they

arise from a paÍticulaÍ faíth and from a partícular ethos, and the

universal responsibility for the common good ofall citizens and ofall

human beinss.
To put iiin a nutshell: The task oípractical theology in its social

dimension includes the threefold focus on church, individual religíon,

and the public, as well as on the dynamíc interrelationships among

all three of them' So practicď theology, as I understand it, must be a

theological discipline with a theoretical horizon that is much wider
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than the traditional definitions of this discipline. which relate it onh,
to  pas to taI  work  w i th in  the  church .  I  t l ear lý  a f | i rm the  er  c Ies i c I  focus
of practical theology because religrous institutions are necessary. Bur
we must also extend practical theology to refer to individual life anc
lo the role of religion in the public sphere."

If practical theology is to fulfill this task, it is in need of clear
theological criteria. These cdteria must enable it to critically assess
tlre tÍansitional Process flom first to second moderrrity. and they lllust
a l so  o f fe r  gu idance fur  rhe  med ia t ing  work  oI  pracr i ca l  th r .o logy  iu
the dynamic interrelationship of church, individual religion, and thc
public. In order to show what this means, I.\a'ill again reí.er tcr the life
cycle by asking hovv a theological perspective on the life cycle may
be articulated.

' l he relationship between practical theology and poshrodernity
rs in need ofamore detailed discussion. The present chapter cer.tainly
is not meant to be exhaustive. It is focused on the question of what
postmodernity means for our understanding of the tasks of practical
rheo logy .  Posrmodenr i t )  doe\  not  in rp ly  t l re  end o fpracr i r  a l  ih r .o log l
as mediation, but ít rnakes it mandatory to Ieassess and ťo ledesign
lhť \^ays  in  r , rh i ch  t I r r s  med ia t io l l  i s  1o  be (aÍr ied  our '

Do we need a new paradigrr for practical theology? The referencc
to a "new paradignt" is always arnbivalent if it relers to the present in
t'hich one ]ives. Actually, if taken seriously' the concePt oí paradigrrl
as developed by Thomas Kuhnr: implies that those who are working
r r i th in  a  re r ta in  p i r rad igm are  not  dw{ l rc  o f  i r .  The p i r lad igrn  i .
operative behind their backs. It is nothing that can be introduced
intentionallv. So my point is not about the term "paradigm" and my
plea is not for an intenLional clrange oíparadigms (which would be a
contradiction in LerD]s). My plea is for a practical theologv íacing rrp
Lo Lhe challenges of contemporary l ife, which, in important respects,
is no longel ..modern'' in the traditíonal sense'

Toward a Theo|ogy of the LíÍe Cyc|e
The step that I want to take in this final section confronts us with

a somewhat paradoxical task' on the one hand, in the inteÍest of the
criteria needed for practical theology in the transition betwecn
modernity and postmodernity, theology now must be our starting
point_ol, more exactly, we need a theological perspective on the ]iíe
cycle. Yet on the other hand, such a theologrcal perspective is not
readily available. To my knowledge, there is no publication available
frorn systematic theology or from theological ethics that wou]d ofíer
a "theology of the life cycle," at least not from recent times.ri, Of
coulse' theÍe are accounts from pastoral theology and fronl Christian
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education that deď with parts or aspects of the life cycle for PurPoses
oÍ counseling and educátion.'7 But with very f'ew excel$slm::t,

notablv larnis Loder's book on Human Deae@mmt in lheltogcat

renoeáríř_ú,ey do not offer a comprehensive ůeologica.l perspectivg

on the life cyclá as a whole. And even loder's approacl'].on w:u:h 
l

will draw iÁplicitly, does not focus on the PostÍnodem liIe cycte out

ra(her is meánt as a critical ďalogue with the psychology- ot human

development independent of  the l i fe  cyc le in moderni ty oÍ

oostmodemitY..-- 
ci*n thá enormous attention that the modem life cycle has

."."il,"ď i', the second hďf of the twentíeth century, arrd grven the

.r.Ji",,g", .ho. po,tÍnodemity is setting before us, it'is probably not

uni"it tB ."v tf,"i ttteology has not done its homework in this resPect'

lt ís clearlý not enough to rely only on theologicď doctrines ano

principles ůat have not entered the diďogue \ťith the expenences

connected to the postmodem life cycle. If theology is to otteÍ 8urdance
and support in the transition from first to second modernity' a theology

"fin"'rir"-.'"r" 
is an indispensable PresuPpositíon for the criticď

discernmení and mediation of practical t}reology.

So what aÍe we to do in this siruation? It is cleaÍ what we neeo'

but what we need is not available. It will certainly not be Possible to

fill this gap in the last section ofthis book, and I will not Pretendtiat
io. i".tt'é po.itio" to offer a comprehensive model. What isoossible,

however, is to set forth a number of key Points oÍ PersPectives that'

"til""t 
irr.y,tna"rstanding, identify the dlcisive issues to be included

in a ůeoloAy of the life cycle. And by putting together.9T" 9' T"
theologicalínderstandings developed in earlier chapters ot tnjs.bo:|'

we can at least work towaÍd a Íirst oudine Íbr a theolo8y ol ure Úe

cvcle. which can be used as a scďfolding for future work.
. 

Ťh" tu.k of a theology of the life cycle is to set torth a

theologicď interpretation ofthe life cycle and of is different stages.

This inierpretatión must include answeÍs to at least three questions,

which are of key importance to the people moving through this

life cycle.

. what asPects of th e Chris,inn Íaith aÍe. of special importance at

tn" áin".'""t 'tugus? How doós this faith address the issues of

different phases of the liíe cycle?
.,Nhar ethiral guidrlirral does this fďth include with respect to

different ages, stages, or phases of life?

. }Jow is religious tommuni,cationpossible ús.á-vis the postmodern

"t,utt"''g"'. 
of the pluralizátion, índividualization, and

privatization of religion?
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All three questions stand for perspectives or for demands that
theology raises over against the postmodem life cycle. At the same
time, they indicate where theological work has to go beyond its
tťaditional understanding if it is to be in touch with postmodern life.

(l) First' I take up the PeÍsPective offlti. How is the Christian
understanding of faith relďed to the PostÍnodern life cycle? It has
been one of the central achievements of practical theology in the
second hďf of the twentieth century to identiý images and stories
that correlate most exactly with the specific experiences of different
stages ofthe life cycle. Such theological correlations most often make
use ofErikson's model, which indicates that they actually refer to the
modern life qcb.By summarizing and synthesizing the different models
that practical theologians and Christian educators have set forth in
the literature, we can draw up a correlationď chart that looks
somethins líke this:le

cr|ses oÍ |he (Modern) LiÍe cycIe Religious/Chrislian Symbols
basic trust vs. mistrust the numinous (God, mother,

goddesses), the (lost) paradise,
and the hope Íor the kingdom 0Í
God

autonomy vs. shame and doubl qood and evil, grace, obedience
and exodus, symbo|s oí eating
and drinking

initiative vs. guilt |oving and punishin0 Íather
Godhead, sin and redemption,
repentance

industry vs. inÍeriority vocation/calling, God's creation
and responsibility, works

identity Vs. identity conÍusion God's soIidarity (in suÍfering)'
alienation and redemption

intimacy vs. isolation community, themes oÍ
christology

generativity vs. stagnation creation, vocation/callinO, care
Íor the Íuture

integrity vs. despair the holy, lhe last thing

This summary chart obúously is based on the mofumIife cyc|e,
not only because it incorporates Erikson's stages but also because the
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conflicts and ambivalence connected to the Postmodern situation aÍe

missins. And the same is tÍue for the new Possibilities that this situation

includěs according to the evaluations of my own study Presented
above. This does řot mean that the colrelational efforts contďned in

the cha have become worthless. As we have seen at many Pomts!

the changes to be observed with our contemPorary sjtuatio-n have

not taken"away the expectations connected to the modern life cycle

"ň.n".r'". 
Buí there á,' b" no doubt that the tÍaditionď (modern)

.ri,J, of th" l ife cycle do not sufíiciently caPture the exp^eriences o[

conremporary People anymore. Consequently. the task ol alheology

oí the post'''ód".n life cycle consists of recasting such coÍÍelations in

the ligirt of the .ont"*por"ty changes of tl is l ife cycle -
The task of redrawints the chart above in order to make it ht the

oostmodern life cycle is cňplex and demanding' and l think it would

Le pre-ature to áctua||y próduce a new chart. But it makes sense to

indicate the principles for the construction ofsuch a new correlationaL

chart by drawing^on the chaPters above, and to specify- at least.a

nu.u"í or 
"*u."ptes 

for whicň religious or Christian symbols coulo

become importaát in the pIesent situation. For the sake of a simplified

description, I will only refer to childhood, adolescence' and adulthood

ihtldhood: The iymbols suggested in the modem chart above are

o[ten geared ro the experience ófgrowing up with mother and [ather.

of beiig raised with clear and deňanding educationaI stand.ards, and

oI struňling with the sometimes overwhelming authority ofihe adult

{",.".ňn.\.vh"t .eems to be less in view is the experience oí growing

ip with only one paTent' the absence of the fatheŤ even in a two.

p'"r"r,t horlrihold. ihe lack of clear standards and expectations' and

ihe lulnerability oí parents or educators who are puzzled by the

ouestion ofwhaí authority they should use after all. These p\slm\dem

J*oeriences clearly lead to an entire set of crises that are difíerent

from those expectód in the model of the modern liíe cycle. Different

problems are tecoming important, like issues of trustworthiness vis-

l-vis oarents who turn out not to be trustworthy, the experience of

loss ád abandonment, the need for hope and for guidarrce. These

themes aÍe also present in the Christian tradition, but symbols or

stories must nowte selected and be presented in line wiů what have

become typical conflicts of contemporary childhood'

The sýmbol of the good shePherd (Lk.' t5:l-7)' íor exampJe,

certainly rlmains imPortant' but it can also take on new meaning lor

those wío have nevei had a chance to experience a truly shepherding

parent. Or ro mention another examPle. the story.ofJonah being lost

tn 
"journey 

and of having to survíve a state of limbo certain|y will
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be attractive to children who ůemselves feel that they have gotten
lost somewhere along their families' joumeys.

AnotheÍ set of problems has to do with the tension between
belonging and openness described in chapter 2. If a pluralism of
religions and worldviews has become a reality for many children
from early experiences, they also need syrnbols and storíes to supPort
them in sorting out the potentially disorienting effects.

AdollscmceThe cnses and conflicts addressed in the modrz chart
reflect experiences of oppression and of liberation, that ís, of a self
that has to struggle to free itselffrom overwhelming social expectations
and from predefined socíal roles. Again, while issues of oppression
and liberation remain imPortant, the sPeciť|ca||y pzstmlbrn exPosuÍe
to pluralization and individualization is lacking in thís modern
interpretation. The challenges of plural selves and plural identities
described in chapter 3 include the experience of incompleteness and
of discontinuity. Vis.á.vis the danger of fragmentation that this
experience entails, the Posítive acceptance of the fragmentaÍy
character of the human self as an exDression of human finitude can
give the young Person a new and áncouraging sense of selfhood.
This is especially true if the acceptance ofone's limits is not due only
to resignation or frustration with oneselfbut if it comes also in response
to the experience of God's love and acceptance, which are not based
on personal achievements. This is why I pointed to the crucial
importance of the teaching of the justification by faith, which means
exactly this_that human selÍhood is not an achievement bu| in the
first place, a gift from God. And the insíght into the deeply relational
character ofhuman existence implied by this teaching can help young
people in overcoming the widespread individualistic views ofthe self
and in finding a sense of direction vis-d-vis the relativism such views
imply.

Adulthood: I intentionally do not distinguish here between (proper)
adulthood and old age. This distinction on which the nodern chart is
based has turned out to be ideological in that it limits the status of
being truly adult to those ín full possessíon of autonomy and
independence. This tendency is paralleled by associating work-related
symbols such as vocation to the age of adulthood, and symbols such
as the "last things' to old age. The postmodern experience challenges
us, as shown in chapters 5 and 6, to thoroughly rethink such
expectations and to mahe space for new understandings of adulthood,
as well as old age.

For what used to be called (proper) adulthood, we need symbols
that can support alternative visions of maturity by reconciling the
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idea of adulthood wiů dependence arrd relatedness, with wea.kness,

and with emotional or playful attitudes. In other words, if our

understanding of what it mians to be truly adult were to be broadened,

the characteňtics excluded or suppressed by moderniý would, out

of necessý, be reemphasized and reintegŤated.
The situation is somewhat different with what I called, drawing

on Peter Laslett's work in chapter 6, the Third Age, which used to be

considered as late adulthood. Here' the emphasis must be on s)'mbols

and models of people who, in spite of their not being adolescents

anymore' still found the courage and energy to staÍt something new.

The biblical archetypes for this certainly are Abraham's relocating to

Canaan and Moses' leading the exodus, but there ďso are women

like Miriam (Ex. 15:20) whose importance has recently beer

rediscovered.
Much more could be said about the meaning of faith in different

postÍnodem contexts oflife. Yet the principles that can lead to a more

iomprehensive account are clear enough. We need religious or

Christian symbols that speak to the postmodern experience as

opposed to modemity, that offer cÍitical guidance to people vis-á-vis

aňosticism and relativism' aÍld that suPPort the elforts of mfing

uše of new possibilities implicit in the postmodern situation. In this

way, the a1tempt of correlating the christian tradítio.n aÍld

"ont"*po.-y "*periences 
is carried out in the sense ofwhat I cďled

the midwife function of practical theology.
Yet as imDortaÍrt as the correlational task will be for the future of

practical theólogy, we still have to go one step farther. The idea of

correlating the ČLristian tradition with contempoÍary exPeriences of

the life cycle actually includes a presupposition thal in postmodemity,
ca^rr no lánger be ta}en for granted. This presupPosition Íefers to the

fundamenň question: Why should we even thin]< of such correlations?
If postmodemiý means the end of a,I] "master stories,'' it could ďso

mean that a theologicď perspective on the life cycle is símply not

needed any longer.
At this point, a theology of the life cycle has to go -beyond

individual óorrelations and to establish itself on the level oí

fundamental anthropology. In other words, a theology of the life cycle

has to show that the question of faith is actuďly built into the human
life cycle as such and iherefore is not dependent on the experience of
modernity. Birth and death, trust and anxiety, autonomy and

dependence' identiý and the deniď of selfhood-ďI these experiences
-ó pot"''tiďly religious experiences. They carry with'them a deep

demand for ultimate answers-a demand ihat obviously is not only
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s ta ted by  theo log ians  but  i s  exper ienced by  many peop le .
Postmodernity may be the end of all "master stories," but it clearly
does nor put an end ro rhe questions o[lairh as rhey arise from the life
cycre.

Summarizing the first task of a theology of the life cycle, we can
distinguish between two different aspects-on the one hand, to bring
into conversation with each other the Christian tradition and the
experiences of the postmodern life cycle in the sense of correlation,
and, on the other, to show on the level offundamental anthropology
how faith and the life cycle belong together even beyond modernity.

í2) The second task o[ a theology of the |iÍe cycle refers to the
perspective of Ciristian ethics.T'ttis perspective refers to two different
aspects oÍ levels that must be addressed: the level oÍ a, rnponsible
indiuiduaI life and the leve| of rcýozs ibility for the !ý q,ck.

Responsib le indiuidual life This level concerns the que sti on of ho w
the individual person should live and act. Where Christian ethics
and practical theology have addressed this question, they have done
so in terms oÍmolal guidelines for finding one's way through the life
cycle and also in terms of the virtues that might be helpful and
important in individual life. On the whole, there have not been many
attempts, however, to relate the perspective of Christian ethics to the
various stages oí the life cycle in a comprehensive manner This is
why we turn again, for the last time in this book, to Erik Erikson,
whose work on the modern life cycle also includes important ethical
asDects.

Erikson often refers to ethícal aspects as paÍt of his view of the
Iife cycle and oÍ the deve|opmental iasks connected (o it ' His most
comprehensive treatment of the topic can be found in his essay ,A

Schedule of Virtues."20 There he develops an interpretation of his
eight stages oI the life cycle. which focusei on the viriues rhar should
be developed at each stage. His descriptions are summarized in the
overview below.

It is interesting to note that many of these virtues come from the
Christian tradition or can at least be interpreted in a Christian sense.
This is especially true tor hope arrd fidelity, but it also applies to loue,
care, artd wisdottt This makes thís chaÍt of ethical DersDectives in
correlation to the stages of the liíe cycle a ..,aluablJ potential
contribution to a theology of the life cycle.

Yet it is also easy to see that we have to go beyond Erikson's
modern scheme if we want to address the postmodern life cvcle.
Taking up Erikson's terminology of virtues. we must add new virrues
that correspond to the challenges ofpostmodern life described in the
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previous chapters. For example, Erikson's scheme does not foresee a
clear place for virtues like critica] discemment vis.á-vis plura]ism or
for the dlalogical and re|ational abilities that are ca eá Íor by the
need to overcome contemporary individuďism. In a similar vein,
the úrtue of responsibility has rightfully received new attention in
feminist psychology.2r Such examples indicate the need to have a
fresh look at the eůicď tasks connected to an individua]'s life under
the conditions ofpostmoderný There is a need for ethical guidelines
and virtues, even in postnodernity. Yet the ethical chďlenge runs
deeper, and this is why a Christian ethics ofthe life cycle has to address
a second level-ethical issues not only within the life cycle but
responsibiliýpr the life cycle itself.

Raponsibilitl for the life cyfu: 'fhe starting point for assuming
responsibiliý for the life cycle is the insight rePeated over and over
in the chapters above, that the life cycle-actuďly any life cycle,
postmodem or not-is not just a natural given. As has been pointed
out above, the shape of the life cycle is thoroughly dependent on
influences from culture and society. If this is true, the life cycle itself
can, and from my point ofview also must, be seen as a field of ethical
responsibiliý. Since the life cycle is not an anthropological given
that never changes, we ourselves become responsible for how the life
cycle is shaped and what struchrres aÍe given to it.

At Íirst glance, it may not sound very plausible to identiý this
kind of responsibiliý as a key task of Christiarr ethics. In rnodemiý'
the main concem between theology and a psychology of the life cycle
seemed to be how theology and the chuÍch can become more sensitive
to the different ages and stages ofthe human life cycle that they want
to address. And like many other modern topics, this question has not
lost its importance. It is still quite essentiď, for example, that Christian
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educators leam to reďly understand chi-ldren in their unique ways of
approaching the world. Yet at the sarne time. the postáodeí life
cycle makes us painfully aware of how flexible andiow continqent
+ 

oqu: 
Td stages of ůe life cyc|e really are. Childhood today;d

tne cn dhood ot our grandparents have little in common, and the
lives of olr children will probably again be very different from ours.
t-tus- is why the postrnodern life cycle poses a different and additional

:h"Jl"Lq," 
to.theology-the responsibility for shaping the life cycle

rtsell. What does this mean?

. To state it once more: The process through which the life cycle rs
chan8ing is not a naturď given. It is the result ofsocial, politicá, and
cultural processes, and this implies that t-here are decisions involved_
decisions that are made at various levels and that together lead to the
changes of the life cycle. There are the decisions of"individuals, who
make their choices for certaín lifestyles or careers. There ale decision"
ofchurches, which ma-ke policies, for example, in respect to supDortino
or'not supporting fam iés. And there are á"."i.".'i. poii.i.ii*il.f,
ďfect the socia] and economic paÍameters of the life cycle in all of
society.

All these decisions Play into what finally appeaÍs as the civen
("naturď") shape and structure of the life cy;le..Ťhe challeneš that
theological ethics puts before us today is how such decisions řan be
made in a responsible marrner and in accordance with Christian úews
o{the person and of society. In other words, úe new flexibility and
Itur,r.l.ormr? 

also open up new possibilities for consciously shaping
Úe lile cycle| or more modestly' t}rey ma.ke us aware of how pólicv
decisions will ineútably influence the shape of lhe li[e cvcle.
_ Given this situation, there is an increasingly pressing need for
theology and the church to become clea. a-bbůt whař forms of
childhood, adolescence, adulthood, and so forth are healthy anc
humane from their perspective. This is why a theolosy of úe [fe
cycle has become an immensely importánt task, ňot onlv for
responsible life within the life cycle but also in order to clám a
Christian responsibility for the fuiure shape of the life cvcle.

, , 
(3) The third question that a theology of the life cycle must

ad.dress_the question of religious conmunicatiln_is oÍ a somewhat
dilIeÍent nafure. It is less obvious than tle first two questions of faith
and of  respons ibí l i ty .  Why does the quest io;  of  re l ig ious
communication arise in this context?
- Agďn we are confronted with a specific chďlenge ofpostmodern
life' Religious communicďion becomes extremely diÍficuli and ďffrrse
in postmodemiý This is because ofthe two interrelated processes of
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the pluralization and the individualization of religion, which, in
extreme cases, may mean that a langlage may not even be available
that would be suitable for purposes ofreligious communication. When
everything about religion is left to the individual to pursue from early
years, there often is no chance for chíldren or youth to acquire such
a language. Faith or religion then remains a purely private matter
pertaining only to ínner feelings that cannot be shared with others.
Even where this is not the case and where such a language is still
acquired through education, religious discourse in public becomes
difficult because, once religion is treated as a purely private matter,
religious language is seen as limited to a religious community. And
indeed, the traditional forms of Christían language have rarely been
developed for the purposes of public dialogue on religious issues.
This is one of the reasons why such issues are often excluded from
the public realm. of course, religíon may still be addressed in legal
or political terms or from the perspective of the sociď sciences. But
in all these cases, public dialogue is aáoal religion' but it ceItainly is
not a reliýous díalogue expressive of different faiths.

In my understanding, this situatíon is detrimental in several
respects. First, it is detrimental in that a whole dimension of human
life-the religious dimension of the life cycle-is not given full access
to human communication. second' ít is detrimental to society in that
there is no meaningful public exchange on matters of ultimate
meaning. And third, it is detrimental for the church in that any public
communication on faith and religion becomes more difficult, even in
the limited public ofa particular church. Consequently, a theology of
the life cycle must include the task of designing models for religious
communication-models that work within the church but that are also
viable for a wider public.

Why must suóh models be designed in the context of the life
cycle? In my understanding, there are at least two important reasons
for this need. The first reason refers to the educational and
developmental prerequisites for religious communication. This kind
of communication presupposes certain abilities, such as knowing the
appropriate language, being able to express and to explain one's own
faith in such a way that others who do not share it can make sense of
it, takin8 the peÍsPective of the other, and so forth. Such abilities
must be developed and acquired at approPriate times in life, whích ís
why a theology ofthe life cycle should inform us about the dialogical
or communicatíve learning tasks Íelated to the respective stages of
the life cycle.
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The second reason for including the perspective of relicious
communication within a theology of the life cycie has once mo"re tr,
oo wrth 

-the challenges of postmodernity. To the degree that the
postmodeln pluralization Ieads to religious indiviáualism anc
privatism, theology and the church -usiharre 

" 
.t ong irrtu.".i in

overcoming such tendencies. The Christian faith, by its 
-very 

nature.
cannot be reduced to an individualistic *a p.i""tJ -utt.r.'ti ,"i"..(o,,and il deeply respecrs, every individual person in his or her own
nght. Eut it.can only do so by clďming a public role in society. To
oevelop a. theology of the life cycle does nor mean that theolosv
snould only be attentive to individual or personal concerns. Rathší,
such. a theology is itselfoÍpublic concern and importance. esoeciallv
lor the inhabitants of postmodernity.

. Faith, Christian ethics, and .eligiou. co--urrication indicate
three directions in which the task ofd-eveloping a theology .i.ň; lti"
cycle should be pursued in rnore detail. Arri iři. 

"r.. 
.r"í .r'"i*i'".

we need is a (heology of lhe postmodern Iife cycle' a theotosy ro' á,,;
c.onlemPorary situation. This theology must be ab|e to lošL in two
directions_in 

-|he direction of postmřdern life and it, d";;;..;;
meology and he church. but ďso in ltre direction ofChristian theology
and its demands on postmodern li[e.
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