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By Donald Ratcliff, Ph.D.

Loder’s Background

Primarily taken from the 80-page biography by Dana R. Wright, available online as part of the Educators of the Twentieth Century Project. (www.talbot.edu/ce20)

James Loder was born in 1931. He grew up in a nominally religious home. His sister Catherine was an emotionally troubled person, but also had a striking vision at age 14, which transformed her into a creative, talented woman. Loder began attending a Methodist church at about 8 or 9 years of age, and was very athletic.

He majored in physics when entered Carleton College, but his asking “Why?” made him more suited for philosophy. Loder went to Princeton in the mid 1950s, where he and several other students offered to rework Cam Wykoff’s class, which was permitted. His father died, which powerfully affected his subsequent life. His sorrow turned to rage, so he asked God to help him, and he immediately had a “warming sensation.” Soon afterward he and his sister were transformed by Christ a second time, and they had a vision of Christ.

Loder did his doctoral dissertation on the relationship between religious consciousness in Freud’s writings compared with the writings of Kierkegaard, which powerfully influenced much of his subsequent work, including The Logic of the Spirit.
In 1970, Loder stopped his car to help another motorist in distress. The car was hit and fell on him, pinning him beneath its weight. After having a special moment of prayer, his wife was able to lift the car off of him so he could get out. He was rushed to the hospital where he underwent extensive surgery. 

This experience marked him profoundly, as he realized that an intervention from God was necessary for his small wife to be able to life the car. Indeed, he wept openly and regularly for years after the event, to the extent that some peers feared he might be going insane. In spite of the possibility he might lose his job, he affirmed that “This is who I am. This is who I must be.”

When he returned to the classroom, people sensed a new anointing in his life and teaching, and he began a ministry of emotional and physical healings that went beyond standard therapy. He sought ordination in the Presbyterian church, and an occasional charismatic emphasis can be found in his work. In the 1970s he developed the five-stage “logic of the spirit” model of transformation, using first-hand accounts of brilliant scientists and theologians over the centuries.

During the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s he wrote three books and a number of journal and magazine articles, as well as several chapters in other books. His writing was often done in a very thorough manner; his daughter, Kim Engelmann, told me he wanted to write each sentence so that it would answer any possible objections to the idea presented.

While he was a brilliant lecturer a Princeton, his prayer life was especially striking. Sometimes former students would visit the first part of a class session, just to hear his prayers. At the time of his death in 2001, he was completing a manuscript that describes a theory of Christian education, which may have many significant implications for the discipline (it is not yet published).

His family life was less than ideal. While he had a close relationship with his children, his wife reportedly criticized his writing and teaching at Princeton, and personally used religious ideas and terminology to manipulate him and their children. While she was clearly neurotic and possibly even psychotic, he never mentioned any problem in public and told his girls that he could not admit her to a mental hospital as a matter of family loyalty. His daughter Kim graphically described the chaos of their home life in a recent book, Running in Circles.

While James Loder was a flawed person—as we all are—his writing is often brilliant and thought-provoking. I suspect you will return to his work time and again, receiving new levels of insight with each reading.

Preface to The Logic of the Spirit
[interpreted and elaborated by Donald Ratcliff]

Key People: Kierkegaard, Maxwell, Bohr, Planyi

Introduction
This book introduces human development, emphasizing the power and perversity of the human spirit. The goals and meaning of human development are redefined when the human spirit understood through theological perspectives. There is a logic to the spirit which is complex and changes with time. One aspect of this logic is a five-step process of insight and creativity that is described in detail in his earlier book The Transforming Moment, and mentioned several times in the present book [they are described in relation to types of learning in my notes for the concluding chapter of the book].
Loder states that people have sometimes tried to relate Kierkegaard’s phases to developmental stages. He makes the case that it is more productive to see those phases as basic to all of life, rather than trying to make them correspond to human development in general. Kierkegaard’s phases can be described in this manner:

Kierkegaard’s Four Stages (mentioned on page ix of preface)

[from Encyclopedia of Philosophy & Video by Malcolm Muggeridge on Kierkegaard]

Not everyone goes through them, or moves through them in the same way. They are probably more autobiographical, but may represent a more general pattern.

1. Aesthetic View. Characteristics:

“Life is ______________________”

2. Ethical View. Characteristics:

Kierkegaard felt the choice between the two was a free choice, but could result in ______

Because of likely _________________________

Other weak areas:

“Life is a _____________________”

3. Religious View. [Loder mentions two subphases, not mentioned in the two sources consulted.] Characteristics:  

Example:

“Life is a _____________________”

We experience absurdity because we are finite—limited in every respect. Thus there are things too complex for human understanding—such as a full understanding of God and why he acts as he does. But in spite of the absurdity—our human limitations—we must choose. This is a very Kierkegaardian idea. We are forced to choose--and we choose by default the negative absurdity if we do not consciously make another choice--between the negative absurdity, termed “despair” by Kierkegaard, and the positive absurdity, for God. Pascal’s wager suggests the better option is the latter one.

It is worth noting that Kierkegaard spoke of the “leap in the dark” which reflects the choice between absurdities. We cannot completely understand the options because they are beyond complete human comprehension, indeed there are some real limitations in how much we are likely to understand about the Christian faith when we are yet outside it. Even if we choose as rationally as we can, we choose not only the overt choice, but also the assumptions behind the logic involved, as well as choosing to believe the logical process itself. Logic and assumptions can be valid and be found trustworthy, but you really don’t have iron-clad proof for either, because proof itself involves the use of assumptions and logic.

There are two key questions addressed in Loder’s book. Some who have studied under Loder have said they are the two key questions addressed in all of his work. They were first raised by Kierkegaard.

1. What is a lifetime?

2. Why do I live it?

The first concerns science, and in this book on human development, specifically the social sciences, and the second concerns theology. Science is distinct from theology—one should not try to blend them—but Loder will try to relate them to one another. Ultimately they are opposite one another, yet are paradoxically related.

Maxwell’s discovery of magnetic fields was perhaps the most significant finding of the 19th Century. It was based upon his biblical theology, probably the doctrine of the Holy Spirit [I’m guessing this from the comment by Lord Kelvin that he “lapsed into mysticism”], and it departed significantly from the mechanistic views of Newton. From Maxwell’s theory came generators, electricity, and all that resulted from these; in other words, nearly all of modern life. In addition, because it departed from Newton’s physics, Maxwell’s writing helped people such as Einstein begin to think outside the box—the predominant “box” of the Newtonian mechanistic framework.

Thus theology has shaped science historically [there are a number of books documenting early science and the relationship to Christian faith], and ultimately theology affects all of life, including science. Indeed the greatest scientific discoveries have tended to follow the process termed “The Transforming Moment” which is in many respects similar to the conversion experience, and on a smaller scale to the moments of spiritual growth. Theology affects both personal and professional life significantly. Relationality is basic to life—said Maxwell—because God is relational and we are made in the image of God. There is also relationality in the universe—from planets to stars, to magnetic attraction through invisible waves.
In doing science the human spirit is the “uninvited guest” that is often ignored, to our detriment in research. In other words, you cannot do research of human beings apart from a human being setting up the research, usually also conducting it, and interpreting the results. Because research of any kind must involve human beings as researchers, there will always be assumptions and presumptions implicit in any research study. We can talk about being “objective” in research, and even make mechanistic assumptions about research, but those assumptions cannot be proven. How can we know we are objective? And how can presuming that people and the world run like machines be considered objective? The result is that it is easier to be convinced of some things than it is others. Even Christians may be more easily convinced of something that is done with non-Christian assumptions if they have unknowingly bought into those assumptions. The same is true in all research; it is inevitably influenced by assumptions and our own biases. We need to explicate those biases, but researchers rarely do this. Maxwell’s ideas of objectivity do not include depersonalized empiricism, but rather the objective reality of God. When you think of it, it is really arrogant to presume we can attain anything like God’s objective view of the world; it is the old first sin again, pretending we are gods. 

Theology helps us get at how the human spirit works, and how it is similar to the Holy Spirit in some respects. The study of the spirit/Spirit shows how knowledge is gained, science progresses, and people spiritually develop. The only adequate grounding for good research, as well as for an adequate understanding of human development, is to be found in the Holy Spirit. Then we can be open to the world, as well as God, and attain wisdom that will transform the ideas provided by a scientifically influenced culture.
[Parenthetically it might be noted that sometimes Christians misuse research. For example you may have heard the idea that we are losing most of our teenagers from the church, and that Christianity in the United States will not survive another decade. See the article that shows the problems with such conclusions, titled “Evangellicals Behaving Badly With Statistics” in Books and Culture, January/February, 2007, p. 11. http://www.christianitytoday.com/bc/2007/001/5.11.html]

Key books by Loder:
The Transforming Moment [revised edition 1989]

The Knight’s Move [coauthored with a physicist at Princeton]

The Logic of the Spirit [1998]

Educational Ministry in the Logic of the Spirit [not yet published]

