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      Regimes of Religious Listening

      
         
         
      

      
      
      
   
      Introduction

      
         
         Religion, Politics, and the Problem of Listening

         
      

      
      Religious Listening and Civic Life

      
      A city becomes a shared space when we engage with one another in responsive give-and-take.
         Cities represent, on some level, cosmopolitan utopias: the intersections of people
         from diverse cultures and countries; the give-and-take of discussion, artistry, and
         music; and centers of learning, growth, and commerce. Like in jazz, one of the preeminent
         urban artistic forms, cities call for engaging with others and learning to listen
         in ways that expand one’s world and lead to flourishing. As Wynton Marsalis writes:
         
      

      
      
         In music and in life, serious listening forces you to recognize others. Empathetic
            listeners almost always have more friends than other people, and their counsel is
            more highly valued. A patient, understanding listener lives in a larger world than
            a non-listening know-it-all (no matter how charismatic).[1]  
         

         
      

      The bustle of city life embodies a democratic ideal, where anyone and everyone can
         meet each other and learn to live together. Listening and responding, improvising
         new forms of life, is part of what makes this vibrant creativity possible.
      

      
      However, in crossing any city today, one quickly recognizes that our paths often remain
         isolated even while intersecting, as a city’s architecture structures and limits encounters.
         As Wendy Brown has described, barricades direct flows of information and movement,
         enabling some connections while restricting others.[2]   Beyond Wall Street, we live with walled streets, as neighborhoods become divided
         by capital, class, and race. Interstates and bypasses isolate the communities through
         which they run, in the name of efficiency and speed. The reliance on such systems
         comes at the expense of local knowledge, destroying the networks of connections that
         help cities to thrive and serve as creative centers for renewal.[3]   We have constructed our urban space and our lives therein in ways that dissolve
         the very possibilities of public, pluralistic civic interaction that would seem to
         define a city. 
      

      
      Indeed, walled cities not only block movement; they pose barriers to listening. On
         the T or the bus, riders listen on headphones to music or podcasts, entering different
         auditory spaces even while jostling one another. Cars stuck in traffic blare talk
         or sports radio, punk or hip-hop music, drowning out outside distractions. Automobile
         music allows for “domestic comfort and security,” effectively “cocooning” people in
         a private, autonomous sonic space even while in public.[4]   These technological isolations only further the fragmentations of social and political
         life, as people live in social enclaves that reinforce viewpoints and block out dissent.
         When we harden our hearts and ears, is democracy still possible? As Terry Tempest
         Williams has written: 
      

      
      
         The human heart is the first home of democracy. It is where we embrace our questions.
            Can we be equitable? Can we be generous? Can we listen with our whole beings, not
            just our minds, and offer our attention rather than our opinions? And do we have enough
            resolve in our hearts to act courageously, relentlessly, without giving-up-ever-trusting
            our fellow citizens to join with us in our determined pursuit of a living democracy?[5]  
         

         
      

      While cities would seem to epitomize this hope, the barriers we build suggest a failure
         of generosity, courage, and trust. Our shared auditory experience is one of living
         in parallel worlds, often hearing only what we wish to hear to the exclusion of the
         wider world around us. The patterns of listening that we construct manifest our anxiety
         about talking with or listening to strangers—a civic practice central to democracy.[6]   
      

      
       Within this landscape, religious institutions serve as sites of gathering, expression,
         and refuge. At first glance, they might seem to further reinforce the cocooning described
         above. Sunday worship has long been called “the most segregated hour in America,”[7]   and churches have become more politically polarized over the last couple of decades.[8]   Both the mutual exclusivity of religious institutions toward one another and their
         opposition toward secular culture would appear to reinforce their auditory isolation.
         Moreover, insofar as religious communities cultivate illiberal modes of subjectivity—such
         as piety, obedience, and humility—they seem to offer few resources that would enhance
         democratic modes of encounter. Like automobiles, they appear to cocoon their members—to
         paraphrase St. Augustine, carrying them on a pilgrimage to the heavenly city while
         drowning out the bustle of the earthly one. 
      

      
      Nonetheless, this initial presumption would be mistaken. The habits and rituals of
         churches, synagogues, and other religious institutions create alternative modes of
         listening that enrich civic and political life. Whether through Quaker silent worship
         or the thumping bass of Pentecostal song, religious practice creates shared auditory
         experience. Worshippers may pray in unison, sing in harmony, or daven in a heterophonic
         prayer that stretches human audition to its limits. While undoubtedly shaped by our
         cultures’ practices of listening, religious communities appropriate and redirect these
         listenings, creating new patterns of attunement and social responsiveness. They embody
         what Henri Lefebvre called heterotopias: alternative, differential social spaces within the broader space of the city.[9]   Religious practitioners train their ears to hear as God wants them to—helping prayers,
         dreams, and praise to receive a divine hearing, and responding to God’s call to enact
         divine love and justice. Religious listeners don’t just send prayers from your lips
         to God’s ears; religious communities serve as God’s ears, incarnating divine responsiveness within the world. Even in their pursuits
         of transcendence, they remain more enmeshed within cities’ political lives than may
         at first appear.
      

      
      In recent decades, political theorists have highlighted listening as an
 integral aspect of democratic theory and practice. Authors such as William Connolly,
         Iris Marion Young, Susan Bickford, and Romand Coles have emphasized the necessity
         of listening for the cultivation of democratic subjectivity and the development of
         grassroots and radical democratic movements. Moreover, both these authors and others
         have argued for recognizing the central roles that religious communities can play
         within political life, serving as sources of power, reflexivity, and social networks
         that help to sustain grassroots movements. On their views, the inclusion of religious
         communities within public life and discourse enriches civic pluralism, enhancing the
         bonds of solidarity across diverse populations while promoting democracy by countering
         patterns of domination. 
      

      
      Two important questions that these scholars have left unanswered serve as the starting
         point for this book. First, political theorists have not adequately defined the elements
         of listening that are integral to democratic practice. As Charles Hirschkind’s ethnographic
         work on listening in Cairo has shown, listening is a highly variable practice, shaped
         by institutions, culture, and technology, not to mention philosophical and religious
         conceptions of selfhood and community.[10]   Given this variability, not all listening will be conducive to democracy in the
         same ways. It therefore becomes necessary to 
clarify which modes of listening contribute to democracy, and how they do so. This theoretical question leads into a second, more practical question:
         what forms of listening are at work within religious practice—and are these congruent
         with the modes of listening thought necessary for democratic engagement? In short,
         without a sense of how people within religious communities actually listen to each
         other and their neighbors, the relation of religious life to political action remains
         unclear. The diverse regimes of listening that exist within religious communities
         remain an understudied facet of religion’s myriad contributions to political life.
         
      

      
      Listening in Boston

      
      On Good Friday, the Boston Commons becomes a site of religious pilgrimage. A lay Catholic
         group moves across the grounds and then out into the city, performing the stations
         of the Cross as they go. Near the Swan Boats, a small group of evangelicals prays
         together, including some homeless people in their service. Meanwhile, near the Park
         Street T station, a Quaker group gathers in silent witness, remembering both Jesus’s
         death and more recent victims of violence. (This gathering was held months after the
         Newtown school shooting, in the midst of heated national debates over gun control,
         and only days before the Boston Marathon bombing.) In the heart of Boston, among springtime
         tourists and speedwalking businesspeople, these religious groups stake claims to Boston’s
         public space as their religious space. While holding signs or handing out pamphlets,
         their bodily presence-in-prayer signals a transformation of this space from secular
         to religious purposes. In their differences, these competing visions of holiness inhabit
         this shared space, challenging each other and the broader public in their visions
         of what our shared world is for. 
      

      
      In researching for this book, I conducted ethnographic work among several of Boston’s
         religious communities. This centered primarily on fieldwork with Charles River Friends
         Meeting,[11]   one of the Quaker communities involved in the silent witness described above. It
         also included interviews and observations with members of a range of churches and
         synagogues from across Boston’s religious landscape. I undertook this research in
         large part because it seemed necessary to understand the interrelated modes of listening
         operative within different religious traditions, and to think about their relative
         placements within Boston’s civic space. 
      

      
      The religious pluralism of contemporary urban space poses distinctive challenges for
         scholars, complicating the nature of ethnographic inquiry.[12]   Sociologists of religion often describe their work in photographic terms, as taking
         either a “portrait” or “landscape” approach. While “landscapes” are the broader, wide-ranging
         surveys that span large segments of society (exemplified by the survey-oriented work
         of Robert Putnam and Robert Wuthnow), “portraits” (as in the work of Courtney Bender
         or Paul Lichterman) demonstrate finely-grained, nuanced study of the dynamics of particular
         communities. Ethnographies primarily follows the “portrait” approach.[13]   While this study hews much closer to the “portrait” model, it departs from it somewhat,
         as it draws informants and observation from a range of communities so as to gain a
         sense of the fields of possibilities across Boston within which specific listeners
         operate. Boston’s religious geography varies on many levels—theological, liturgical,
         musical, racial, and economic. The interplay between these different levels is integral
         to grasping the dynamics and significance of reli-
gious listening. The contrasts between them, in my view, prove especially helpful
         in understanding the significance and distinctiveness of Quaker practice, in particular.
         I would therefore describe this work as more of a cross-sectional image, like an MRI,
         which gives a sense of the specific practices in play at a particular moment in diversely
         representative locations. It is a very thin slice of the overall picture of Boston’s
         religious life, but in its description of internal practices and their respective locations in the broader city, it explores both specific and varied
         contributions to theopolitical life. 
      

      
      Boston was the site for my fieldwork for several reasons. On the personal level, it
         was the only really workable option for me to undertake such a study. We live in Beverly,
         a small town about twenty miles north of Boston next to the more religiously notorious
         Salem. Through my mother’s family, which has lived in the greater Boston region for
         several generations, the city of Boston has long held special personal significance.
         More generally, Boston has long had symbolic significance for American religious and
         political life, from John Winthrop’s “City on a Hill” letter[14]   up through the recent Catholic Church scandals. The city’s place in the annals
         of U.S. political history and the development of democracy is likewise unmatched.
         
      

      
      Today, of course, Boston may seem more religiously idiosyncratic than representative.
         As the capital of Massachusetts, its liberalism puts it at some distance from more
         dominant strands of conservative religiosity widespread across much of the United
         States. Furthermore, the demographics and missions of city churches and synagogues
         differ significantly from suburban and rural churches. Boston may well appear, at
         first glance, to be more a site of secularization rather than religious vitality and
         renewal.
      

      
      Nonetheless, the popular image of Boston and of Massachusetts as some sort of secular-liberal
         cosmopolis is false. As one Episcopal minister remarked, you can “hardly swing a dead
         cat” in downtown Boston without hitting an Episcopal church, and this is equally true
         for many other denominations.[15]   What was a Puritan colony is now a hotbed of pluralistic religious consumerism.
         Boston thus may be more religiously and politically representative than one might
         initially think. Moreover
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