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A variety of things commonly judged to be foundational methodological concerns for theology
are examined in this book. They are looked at from and out of a conviction that the "faith once
and for all delivered to our fathers' can be construed as true and defended as true.

| ntroduction

If "God actsin history" has become alargely vacuous proposition, we must—and as God helps
us, we will—find language in which to express the Christian conviction that somehow and
somewhere, at the heart of the great world, human life matters to Something, perhapsto Being;
as, of course, at its best it matters to us. And perhaps the real meaning of thisis that we should
learn to care more about human life than a secularist society inspires us to do.

Chapter 1: Beliefs, Cases and Reasons

Theologians have sometimes flaunted the irrationality of true faith. Others have argued, or at
least asserted, that rationality isthere but is discernible only to the eyes of faith.

Chapter 2: On Seeing God and Proving that He Exists

Reasons for adhering to aworldview (religious or otherwise) are not in themselves viable
reasons for preferring one metaphysical system to another. Hartt attempts to try to show that the
inverse of this proposition is also true. Thus, "proving God" is not necessarily an abandonment
of faith. But even a miraculously successful proof for God would not justify a course of life
intended to carry one ever deeper into association with him. Surely, though, there is another and
far loftier objective of theology. That is to discover and propagate the truth about ultimate
reality. This must be the first and highest aim, the divine responsibility of theological thinking.

Chapter 3: Christian Faith And Conceptual Schemes

Theologians ought to take on board a systematic philosophic conceptual schematism. Would it
not be more correct to say that theologians need to use a conceptual schemethat is clear,
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internally consistent, and congenial both to the essential Christian message and to the mind of
the age at its best?

Chapter 4: Concerning Faith and Hope

The methodological issues are raised here in the theology of hope rather than substantive views
on the metaphysical issues of time and eternity or on the reality of the resurrection of Jesus
Christ. One of the prime functions of faith is to grasp and formulate the grounds of hope. From
faith come the axioms which charter particular routes of inference, at the conclusion of which,
if they are properly run, lies practical certainty.

Chapter 5: Sola Scriptura: Problems About Authority

How isthe real and essential teaching of the bible to be distinguished and separated from its
useless information, its archaic cosmology, and its nonrelevant prescriptions? Since the bible
does not contain al that we know and need to know about human reality, how should the truth
of Scripture be related to truth otherwise ascertained and already absorbed into the fabric of life
in Everyday?

Chapter 6: Revelation as Truth and as Command

Revelation is not an information communigue from highest heaven. God does not act to
augment man's cognitional stores. Not that he disdains making himself known to sinful
creatures, but rather he imparts that practical knowledge which man cannot attain to, by, or for
himself, that which contains the sure hope of salvation in the world to come and the lines of
acceptable behavior in this one.

Chapter 7: Historical Reality and Historical Evidence

What stake does Christian faith have in historical evidentiality? Is the Christian faith the most
relativistic of all religious views of history? Does the Christian faith, rightly construed, contain
anovel and powerful theory of historical reality?

Chapter 8: Story asthe Art of Historical Truth

Thereis an incorrigible conviction that to make fullest sense of human activity, and thus of
history, one must allow the shape of interpretation, thus of sense-making, to emerge from an
interplay of creative imagination with historical factuaities, an interplay at the antipodes from
the realization of mathematical form. Science cannot do this. It cannot allow that interweave of
Imaginative structure with gross factuality. The putatively objective interpretations of science
consist of the reduction of phenomenato causal laws expressed mathematically.

62
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When the integrity, coherence, and authority of the spiritual life of a society have been called
into question, thinkers of various persuasions and interests are sure to ask how, or perhaps
whether, atreasured common life can be reconstituted. They want also, of course, to learn what
has gone wrong, where the slippages are between the basic schematisms of that society and the
great world beyond. But the question of highest priority is how to reconstitute a viable,
harmonious, and fertile common life.

Now "called into question" does not necessarily mean that those basic schematisms of belief
and behavior are defenseless under withering philosophical fire; or that the battlements of this
city of man have been undermined and rendered worthless by philosophical "sappers.” A lively
supposition is abroad that anything that greatly mattersis not likely to be seriously affected by
philosophical artillery, unlessit is the childhood religious faith of tender souls from
Fundamentalist hinterlands who have come to college believing all sorts of things long since
jettisoned by enlightened souls, such as majorsin the philosophy department.

So even if one does not agree with Hegel that the philosopher is not licensed by his muse
actually to change the world rather than properly to understand it, we should probably all agree
that the meaning of life in a given society can be called into question by a great many different
forces. The present age is much taken with apocalyptic visions of the world’' s end, but in the
interstices of these crises we know there are many nondramatic destructive forces at work.

For instance, one day it dawns upon ever so many people that there islittle to be gained now by
hearing and repeating the old truths or by preserving the old loyalties. For as they now
experience the world and reflect, however dimly and fitfully, upon it, the old truths seem neither
to illuminate it nor give fertile or clear signals about how to relate to it practically. Here the
words of the psalmist come to mind:
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By the waters of Babylon,
there we sat down and wept,
when we remembered Zion.
On the willows there
we hung up our lyres,
For there our captors
required of us songs,
and our tormentors, mirth, saying,
"Sing us one of the songs of Zion!"
How shall we sing the Lord’ s song

In aforeign land? (Ps 137)1

Of course the old songs can be sung simply to preserve the hallowed febrile memories of the
lost world, and perhaps also to keep alive in the hearts of the young some sense of what that
world was. But how often the young join the ranks of the cruelly mirthful tormentors and say,

"Sing us one of those silly old songs of your dear dead past."?2

But there are seasons of much more radical doubt, doubts that reach far beyond the plausibility
of old songs sung in aforeign land. These are doubts about the traditional routes to truth and
wisdom. Now the persistent refrain is not, "How implausible are those old stories!" The thrust
of thisfar more radical doubt is rather more like this: "Why did any thoughtful person ever
suppose truth and wisdom could be reliably and predictably attained in those old ways? O yes,
some of the old truths may have had something in them, something that may have been valid in
that world from which we are now separated once and for all. So we do not say there was
nothing but superstition in what they held to be worthy of all acceptation. What we say, what
we insist upon, is that they had no method for screening fancy out of fact, for properly
distinguishing engaging or intimidating myth from hard knowledge, for critically weighing the
traditions of their fathers affecting the right conduct of life. No doubt they hit now and then
upon some nuggets of wisdom; but they lacked a rational method for determining the proper
goals of human life and thereafter for the selection of the proper instruments for their
attainment."
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So Descartes does not ssimply throw out as so many untruths the dogmas—religious,
metaphysical, scientific, ethical—he had been religiously taught. Instead he wants to know how
any of these things can be rationally assented to or rationally denied for that matter—unless one
has achieved fundamental clarity on the right method of inquiry.

Something like thisisto be said also of Kant. It was no part of the critical philosophy to destroy
traditional religious beliefs as such: beliefs about the reality and sovereign goodness of God,
about the dignity and immortality of the human soul, about the principle of radical evil in the
heart of man, and about the true lordship of Jesus Christ. But the structure, indeed the mentality,
of argument which philosophical theology over many centuries had developed and defended as
the indispensable foundation for certain of these beliefs, and the ecclesiastical institutions
devised in Christian history more to enslave than to liberate man: these all had to go. For he had
now in hand the right method for exhibiting the nature of the mind itself and its relationships to
the world. And therefore arational reordering of life was at last possible: a synthesisin which
beauty and righteousness would crown the human edifice of which arationally determined and
determinate knowledge of the natural world was the foundation. Not that science could at last
unlock every mystery of man’s being in the world, but that both what we ought to be and what
we may legitimately hope for derive from a sure knowledge of the mind itself reducing the flux
of experienceto an intelligible world.

And now in our own time two new forms of radical doubt have been fixed upon the old truths,
upon the received structures of meaning and value. One of theseisnew only initslogical
sophistication. | mean the revisions of Humean systematic skepticism. The other is
existentialism.

Let it be said at once that Humean systematic skepticism is not designed to throw out
everything hitherto revered as wise, true, holy, and good. The thrust of this form of radical
doubt appearsin thisway: What sort of fact-ascertainment is possible for the proper appraisal of
religious, metaphysical, and ethical assertions? Hume saw very clearly that there might be
excellent reasons for preserving certain beliefs and the institutions built around and upon them.
But these would be reasons of social utility, or perhaps just reflections of the constitution of
human life, which to honor is the part of wisdom, but to translate into a metaphysical wonder is
the part of folly.

Asfor existentialism (if | may be momentarily indulged in ajournalistic appellation) as aform
of radical doubt, it intentionally attacks both the substance of traditional beliefs and the methods
hitherto employed to ascertain the dimensions, the destiny, and the good of the human
condition.

| have no intention here of presuming to evaluate any of these programs of radical doubt. They
are cited, rather than analyzed—Ieast of all, refuted—simply to make sure we realize that they
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are important elements in the general situation in which Christian theologians are trying to
reconstruct their enterprise. In atime when from all quarters of the intellectual world people are
demanding methodological revisions, or at least the revelation in depth of what isinvolved in
methodol ogical commitments, it is little to be wondered at that theol ogians should take up the
hue and cry. But there are other reasons also.

The general considerations so far adduced affecting the stability, coherence, and fertility of the
spiritual life apply a fortiori to Christianity because for many centuriesit claimed, and with
considerable force of evidence, to define, actually to be, the meaning of "the spiritua life." But
now by common consent (which does not necessarily argue common understanding) our world
Is secular and its dominant spirituality is secularistic. At the very least this means that Christian
institutions do not have the power, had they the mind and heart, to define the options even of
their own professed adherents; that is, to define the legitimate range of options of Christian
expression in "precept and example'—in creedal espousal and styles of life. Church theologians
can be as dogmatic as ever they please, or feel divinely inspired to be. That will not induce the
multitudes to believe that their pronouncements are true or their prescriptions valid. Homiletical
thunder from the pulpit or from the theological rostrum is not commonly followed by lightning
that does the slightest damage to the massive institutions and ingrained patterns of behavior of
the American people.

So the truths which traditionalist theologians proclaim seem to be the sounds of voices carrying
uncertainly across a great abyss. To change the metaphor: Between the purveyors of the old
truths and the multitudes run the broad swiftly moving waters of Babylon. Let those who will,
or who cannot help themselves, sing the old songs on the farther shore. On the near shore,
where all the action is, we hear only the oddments and fragments of the old songs. And these
residues, these echoes, defy translation into the new verities, aspirations, and life-styles of the
secular world.

And again, to the radical doubtersit isthe cognitional routes which seem fatally wrong; it isas
though the singers of the old songs on the farther shore supposed that the sheer repetition of
once blessed and fertile words could now establish, miraculously, solid connections with a
greater world that was never, even in its richest evocations and most sophisticated arguments,
more than suppositious. Take for instance that once blessed magisterial word "revelation.” In
that old dead world, gone beyond restoration if not beyond recall, that word both identified and
certified a great range of truths and duties upon which a global human reality could be—was, in
large fact—actually constructed. But what remains of its splendor, its power, its cogency?
“Revelation”" now hardly means more than a presumptuous claim that certain "truths" are
forever immune to rational criticism. Pronounced infallible, they are understood to be
incorrigible. In other theological contexts "revelation™ signifies some moment of experience,
some disclosure of meaning, so subjectively precious and potent that it has the force of God
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transcendent speaking person-to-person.3

It is no part of the agenda of radically serious doubt to quarrel with meanings buriedin
subjective affectivity; for what truth-weight is to be assigned to and assayed in reports of such
meanings? The fundamental quarrel iswith any and every prescription of a route from such
revelational wonders to a description and explanation of the real world. So if all a person means
when he says that God has reveal ed something to him (and there is no known limit to the
variety of things thus signified and dignified)# is that some experience has made al the
differencein the world to hislife, it would be grossly unfair as well as philosophically pointless
to doubt what he says unless we know him to be a dedicated liar. But if this confessor goes on
to say that the real world is God' s creature, that its whole history lies within his governance,
and that he will bring it in due time to his own glorious consummation, it is entirely legitimate
to ask, not only what that means but how anybody could go about to ascertain its truth or its
falsity. Unless, of course, heis still testifying rather than asserting: unless, that is, he really
means, "Well, hang it all, thisisthe way | seeit, the way | see the whole thing; and there’s an
end on it." So again we must note that the only legitimate philosophical quarrel with religious
testimony is: (1) Isit honest? and (b) Isit pertinent to a moot issue?

Radical doubt in the modern world has always been the prelude to a reconstruction of the world
of human meaning. Thisistrue of Descartes, of Hume, of Kant, of the best of the existentialists,
and of Husserl, who must accept a considerable part of the responsibility for the emergence of
existentialism. There are, of course, very wide differences of opinion and strategy among these
powerful minds. But the radical doubter is, above al, looking for away to certify what he takes
to be the indispensable truths and goods of the human condition. Thisis as true of the
existentialist asit is of Descartes, though it is still a popular sentiment that the former is out to
save his own Dasein.®

Thus the radical doubter must be profoundly concerned with a spiritual malaise that infects the
general society. He must be deeply alarmed by inauthentic doubts and by neurotic anxieties
about the human situation. Note here the great differences between Descartes and Montaigne.
Note also the differences between Hume and Kant. Hume was afirm believer in many of the
values of his society. A social revolution was no part of his agenda. The real revolutionary has
to be so very right, his doctrines must be so very true, that he is willing to change the shape of
the human world to fit an ideal abstract design. But if custom, rightly reflected upon, is the
guide of life, and if custom can be relieved of a monstrously heavy superstructure of dogmatic
metaphysical beliefs, then there is no place for the revolutionary except in the madhouse if heis
living, and in afootnote if, mercifully, he is dead.

But Kant saw that the rational foundations of man’s knowledge of nature had to be defended
against Humean skepticism; and it little matters for this purpose that Hume himself at the outset
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proposed a " new science of human nature." For how can we rationally expect the higher values
of the social order to flourish anew (a commanding hope of the Enlightenment) if the very
foundation of the intellectual life, of the mind itself, is shrouded in doubts that are as factitious
asthey are persuasive? Kant, as we all know, had ever before him what he took to be a
paradigm of true science: Newtonian mechanics. But the notion that the prime item on his
agenda was to certify that as true and absolutely true, is a profoundly serious misreading of the
philosopher. Neither Kant’ s philosophy of mind nor his philosophy of natureis refuted, or even
markedly discomfited, by the great revisionsin Newtonian physics since histime; to say
nothing of his ethical theories and his interpretation of religion.

Vv

The condition of Christian theology in the present reflects all of these elements. Some say:
Thereisno use proclaiming the Gospel to an age unprepared to believe that thereisa
Gospel—that there is a God from whom good news can be expected or has already been once
and for al delivered for usand for our salvation. Still others say: That is all true enough, but it
means that the theologian must first of all learn and take to heart the criteria of intelligibility
which shape the meaning of thisworld. We cannot linger longer by the waters of Babylon
moaning the old song. We have to learn what song will make sense to the Babylonians. True, as
mere theologians we may not be able to show that these criteria of intelligibility are themselves
intelligible. But isit not comforting that there is a general doubt in so many philosophical
camps about being able to account rationally for the sentiment of rationality?

There are till other theological voicesin other rooms; and they say: There are new pieties a
borning in this secular world. So the real methodological issue isto learn how to extract, refine,
and express these truths. Perhaps they will have some agreeable echoes of the faith of our
fathers. But echoes are epiphenomena. They must not, therefore, be taken to be the main
business of theology.

And still others profess that the Gospel itself is everlastingly valid: It is, now and always, God’'s
good news. But theologians have not yet successfully liberated its truth from archaic conceptual
and symbolic forms. Hence the main methodological businessisjust that. If, therefore, "God
actsin history" has become alargely vacuous proposition, we must —and as God helps us, we
will—find language in which to express the Christian conviction that somehow and somewhere,
at the heart of the great world, human life matters to Something, perhaps to Being; as, of course,
at its best it matters to us. And perhaps the real meaning of thisisthat we should learn to care
more about human life than a secularist society inspires usto do.

Finally, thereisasmall and ill-assorted minority of theologians (I am speaking of the Protestant
world) who believe that the proper business of the theologian is to show forth the meaning of
the faith without fear or favor: without fear of philosophical snipers and "sappers'; without
favor to secularist powers deeply entrenched in church and world. For these theologiansit is no
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part of the agendato trim and mold the faith to fit the mind of the age. For in whom or what
does that mind reside in such majesty, clarity, and power that we should bow before it and
humbly petition to be absorbed by it? What is worse, suppose that the mind of the age is now
divided against itself, and comes to light and voice only in shrill self-referencing fragments? Is
it, therefore, Babylon that we need to be concerned with rather than that mighty river, time
itself, which bears all her sons away, minds and all?

For this sort of theological stance the really prime methodological question is how to order the
principles of the faith in such coherence, clarity, and pungency that the errors of the mind of the
age can be seen in their true light, and repented of.

V

In thisessay | do not propose to test properly all these methodological stances and programs.
For this, if | may so, thereis ample historical justification: Neither did Descartes nor Kant nor
Aquinas nor Anselm nor Luther nor Schleiermacher. For each of these, the substance of things
loved, seen, and hoped for reached far down into their methodological convictions and
decisions and procedures.

In thisessay | propose to look at avariety of things commonly judged to be foundational
methodol ogical concerns for theology. And | shall be looking at them from and out of a
conviction that the "faith once and for all delivered to our fathers' is true and can be construed
astrue. Yes, and defended as true. But thisis not the same as going about to explicate that faith.
That isthe work of systematic theology. That work outranks by a great deal any and all
methodological concerns and bemusements.

VI

Why then methodology at all, as a discrete essay, since it certainly does not comefirst in the
order of importance, except perhaps here and there in awayward seminary? Certainly not
because the air is full of methodological concerns and neuroses—though it is.

Thereason isthis: Methodology is part of systematics. Metaphysicians have always known this.
The best of Christian theologians have always practiced it. This meansthat it is not enough, it
has never been enough, to say "Hereisthefaith." One must aso say—though it must be said in
different ways in different places—"Here are the ways the faith makes sense." But to say that
second thing entails arange of responsibility for canvassing the ways in which things make
sense; not all of the ways, God knows, but the ways in which the things that matter most make
the most sense.

VIl
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And now alexical warning. | shall persistently use the term "incorrigible belief." By this| do
not mean such things as the affectional grip we have on things that matter most to us. Nor do |
mean dogmas against which no amount or kind of criticism is permitted to fall. | ssimply mean
logical-ontological convictions so fundamental that without them the very sense of life and
world as shaped and shaping would disappear. We all have such beliefs, whatever our formal
creeds. Moreover, we do sometimes surrender them. When we surrender them for contingent
propositions, for empirical generalizations or for weighty formations of the mind of the age, at
that stroke, we surrender concrete individuality and become details of the social order. When
we abandon one set of incorrigible beliefs for another sort, we have been converted. Whether or
not that is a bad thing, depends, does it not, on what we are converted to? Conversion, therefore,
iIsavery different matter from the variegated processes by which persons are assimilated into
social structures, sometimes on "profession of faith." The objective of conversion is attainment
or recovery of authentic individuality in the nexus of generic humanity. Social assimilation,
whatever its linguistic and other emblematic banners, is the process of being aufgehoben into a
false infinite. From such afate alienation is the first indispensable step toward salvation. But it
isonly thefirst step.

The loss of authentic individuality (or historical agency, as | shall later argue) goes hand in
hand with the loss of any fertile and vivid sense of generic humanity.

These, obviously, are systematic concerns. In any properly serious methodology, in theology at
any rate—though | think thisistrue also of metaphysical philosophy and ethics—these and
kindred things are bound to show up. That is as much a promise as a prediction.

Epilogue

The meta-concerns of philosophy are sometimes pursued, or at least celebrated, as though here
at last, and thank God, really basic issues can be handled without showing one's hand on
anything of substance. But, for example, are the arguments over the philosophical foundations
of mathematics justly famous for their immunity to infections from the "real world"?

Therefore, it matters little whether or not this essay be viewed as a meta-something that sins
against the true spirit of meta discourse. For | fear that that spirit has as much rational force as
the mind of the age.

Footnotes:

1. Unless otherwise indicated, all biblical quotations are from the Revised Standard Version
(RSV).

2. A prosy but hardly less effective account of the failure of once dominant faiths (he calls them
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ideologies) can be found in Alasdair Maclntyre' s Against the Self-lmages of the Age (New
Y ork: Schocken, 1971).

3. There are two noteworthy attempts to escape from the subjectivizing of revelation. Oneisto
the speak of a Divine human confrontation. (Cf. E. Brunner, The Divine Human Encounter
(Philadelphia, 1943.) Thisisidentified—to be consistent one could hardly say described—as an
event utterly decisive for the human party to it. It is also an event that utterly eludes the subject-
object distinction. The other theological escape hatch isto speak of revelation in terms of
commanding imagesin asocial memory; and thereafter of a"social existentialism." (Cf. H. R.
Niebuhr, Christ and Culture (New Y ork: Harper, 1951) and The Meaning of Revelation (New
York: Macmillan, 1941). | do not intend to discuss these theological moves here. They are cited
asillustrations of ways in which contemporary theol ogians continue to struggle to make
hitherto key theological concepts clear and viable.

4. A Marine Corps chaplain once related a story of avery pious Christian soldier in his outfit
who had been preserved (as he believed) from all injury in the jungle-fighting in southeast Asia
in World War 11 by avoice instructing him in exact detail what to do in combat situations. Of
course this innocent lad was the butt of much humor, little of it kind, much of it unwittingly
theological. Then one day this lad asked to be excused from patrol duty because he had a hunch
the voice would not guide him that day. That was the day a sniper got him through the head....
The chaplain said this incident provoked a great deal of discussion aswell as many guilt
feelings. Not even the conventionally religious believed that the real God would (or could?)
provide such particularistic revelations. But of course the skeptics (and there are atheists as well
as skeptics in foxholes) were prompt then to ask: So what elseis your God good for?

5. Here it matters that the later Sartre turns to Marxism, that is, to his version of that theology,
for his soteriological doctrines.

31
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Chapter 1. Beliefs, Cases and Reasons

To be aChristian meansto hold certain beliefs, for instance that "God was in Christ reconciling
the world to himself” (2 Cor 5:19). To hold certain beliefsis to accept them as true. Christians
tend to accept these beliefs because "that is what Christians do." Naturally one likes to suppose
that one's beliefs are true. Just as naturally one wants to do the things regarded as required in
order to belong to a company to which one aspires to belong. So it may well and early occur to
even the most devout and sympathetic believer to ask: "But why do we believe these things,
especially since some of them seem to fit so poorly with things we know to be true?

Traditionally, theologians were supposed to have ready and convincing answers to such "Why"
guestions. This element of the theologians' portfolio is now hard to locate. They find it hard to
claim any unique responsibility for answering that Why question. Perhaps it smacks too much
of trying to offer rationalistic answers to misunderstood questions. More generally, theologians
are likely to feel that it is up to parents, grandparents, pastors, church school teachers -- the
concerned laity generally -- to provide the rationale for Christian belief and behavior.

Thistheological posture is not implausible. It connects with common observation and ancient
practice. Commonly observed, being a Christian means talking as Christians talk and acting as
Christians are supposed to act; the latter, of course, includes feeling guilty for improper
behavior. So achild being trained in piety is set to learning these ways of talking and behaving
and feeling. It would be wrongheaded to start him in the Christian business by trying to stuff his
head with beliefs; that is, with carefully articulated propositions. Thus the ancient practice of
the church was to treat the catachumen, whatever his or her age, as an infant having to learn the
rudiments of a mother tongue. Perhaps thisiswhat St. Paul means when he tells some of his
readers that they must feed on the milk of the Gospel because they are not yet ready for its meat
(1 Cor. 3:2).

So far we are dealing with garden-variety practical wisdom. Do we tell an infant that he must
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believe in Daddy if he wants to be accepted as areal member of the family? Hardly. He learns
that Daddy is the name of a particular face, hand, and voice. Say "Daddy" and see what
happens: the smile, the coo, the caress. If there is no one to be so named and summoned and
clung to, the infant thus deprived may some day become a man who can do theological-
conceptual wonders with the notion of fatherhood, but he will have missed the heart of the
matter. In the infant's world, the question is not whether Daddy exists and is good. The question
iIswhether Daddy's presence and goodness can be trusted.

The homely illustration is not intended to dispose of the possibility of using belief to make
strong and important reality claims. This can be seen by stretching theillustration in several
directions.

One. "Where is Daddy now?' Answer: "He has gone away but he still loves you." Rejoinder: "
don't believe that." Question: "Y ou don't believe what?' (Not avery bright question, under the
circumstances.) Answer: "l don't believe Daddy loves me." Response: "O, of course you do!
Why do you say Daddy doesn't still love you?' Answer: "Because he went away and has never
come back."

Obviously this child is not questioning the fact that Daddy has left him. He does not believe that
the absentee Daddy still loves him. Perhaps he will believe again when the gifts and letters
arrive, but only if he first believes that they come from hisreal Daddy rather than from a near

liar, however loving that liar may be.l

Two. "Daddy doesn't love me because he just spanked me real hard." Answer: "O my dear,
Daddy did that because he loves you." Regjoinder: "Thenif | love him | should hit him back."
Answer: "Dear heavens, no! Daddy spanks you only when you have been bad." Rejoinder: "But
Daddy just did something bad -- he hurt me."

Here the child is being asked to believe that his father is doing what is good for him, no matter
how much it hurts. The child isnot likely to believe that if his father never does things that feel
good to him. Daddy is the known doer of some evil -- spanking, frowning, or withholding
goodies. He can be credited as being good only if heis known to be the doer of some good. It
will not do to simply allege that Daddy, in fact, is the doer of all good.

Thus being a Christian means believing that God, the Father in heaven, "the Maker of the
heavens and the earth," has through Jesus Christ made his goodwill toward men and to this
person, oneself, abundantly, plainly, wonderfully, and practically known. So if one believes
this, one ought to be prepared to act appropriately. Indeed, believing it is presumably the
sufficient motive for characteristic action; that is, "doing good to all men, so far asin you lies."
Thisisthe appropriate way of relating (expressing) what one believes to be true of the ultimate
world to the experienced world.
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It does not follow from this that the full or real meaning of the metaphysical beliefs of
Christianity is an oddly disguised ethical command or endorsement. If | ask, "What does God
require of me?' | am Christian insofar as the answer to that question strikes me as being
different in kind from what | require of myself, but different also from what Aunt Maud or
President Ford requires of me. Even if it appears to me that God wants me to accede to Aunt
Maud's unreasonable demands (which of course might make me wonder how well he knew her)
or to the President's (which might make me wonder how well he cared for the nation), | cannot
learn that either of these isthe manifest will of God by asking Aunt Maud or the President.
Each will have reasons for answering my question in the affirmative. But | ought not to be
persuaded by anything other than areligious reason, which cannot be a general prudential
consideration, such asit isagood thing to obey the Aunt Mauds of the world because they
generally know what they are talking about or because they can hurt you in avariety of waysif
you disappoint them. The only adequate religious reason, no matter from whom or what it
comes, will be of the general form: The God in whom we believe as Christians commands us to
do good to all people. Therefore, | shall have to see whether Aunt Maud's commands, or the
President's, can be accommodated to that. In the meantime | can hope that Aunt Maud will
overcome the habit of talking as if God worries more about her welfare than he does about her
gardener's -- or mine.

Why do theologians so badly want Christian belief extricated from the integuments of
metaphysical beliefs? One answer to that is that "metaphysical” triggers melancholy memories
of the Gospel in servitude to prideful philosophical systems that owed nothing to the Christian
tradition except some choice linguistic expropriations -- Hegelianism, for example.

There are other quite different answers, such as an interest in tidy logical housekeeping. That is
to say that Christian beliefs ought to be carefully sorted into different baskets: (a) intelligible
and convincing, (b) intelligible but no longer convincing, (c) unintelligible but persuasive, (d)
unintelligible and unpersuasive. Now suppose widely influential philosophers declare that
metaphysics per seis (d). What aterrible handicap that theology is saddled with which
recommends a budget of metaphysical beliefs! It would be better in that day for theologians to
be left only with (c) as the (rotten granite) rock of their salvation!

It may also be argued that metaphysical beliefs are not that important compared with other
elements of Christianity, such as ethical sensitivity or aesthetic creativity.

Moreover, there are conceptual systems more congruent with Christian interests than the
pseudocognitional traditions of Christian history. Suppose, for instance, that the cognitional
traditions of the church were never more or other than what we now perceive them to be --
expressive symbols rather than assertoria propositions about the objectively real world.
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| propose now to sort out these theological views of metaphysical beliefs with the following
schematism of motives.

(A) Defense of the faith. The essential calling of the theologian is to provide reasons for
accepting the prime Christian beliefs as true.

(B) Exposition of the doctrines. The essential calling of the theologian isto lay open the
consciousness of the Christian. Thereafter one must decide what language forms now express
most adequately this consciousness. Here the theologian eschews arguments cal cul ated to show
that Christian beliefs are true; for how can one consciousness be more right, be said to be more
true, than any other? Specifically, if the Christian consciousness has now become secularized,
there is nothing to be gained by any theological effortsto regain the lost continent of
supernaturalism. The burning question is thus: What Christian beliefs, attitudes, and
commitments are most appropriate for life in a secular civilization?

(C) Rationalization of the Christian vision of the world. The essential job of the theologian isto
delineate the Christian worldview. It is possible that relatively few people adhere to this view at
present. That isasociological issue. The theologian's concern is to show that the Christian

outlook is both coherent and pertinent to the human situation, no matter what oddities abound in
secularistic interpretations of the situation, and no matter how persuasive those oddities may be.

It is reasonable to expect that the motive that turns out to be dominant in a particular theological
performance will be closely related to a particular diagnosis of the situation of religious belief.
Would atheologian set out to defend the faith if he believed that the faith was no longer
pertinent to the situation of thisworld? | doubt it. But one might suppose that the mind of the
age was sadly darkened by persuasive errors, and one might, therefore, seek to show how
Christianity confutes these errors and floods the mind, thus freed, with salvific light.

Such an undertaking could as appropriately come under (C) as under (A). Where precisely it
will fall depends on whether atheologian supposes that the persuasive errors of the age are
ideological. If they are, the times might yield to a superior ideology.

On the other hand one might suppose that the decisive errors which grip contemporary
spirituality are largely failures or corruptions of the imagination. This great faculty of the soul
can be redeemed only through arebirth of images. Accordingly the Christian faith should be set
forth and supported as aworldview, as avision of man's place in the world and his ultimate
destiny, as a master metaphor or organon of metaphor. For this purpose the development of a
coherent conceptual schemeis at best secondary. It istrue that this sort of theological enterprise
would have to be defended against the Barthian indictment of all worldviewing as contra
Gospel, aview shared by Bultmann. | do not offer that defense here, but it does not strike me as
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being a superhuman task or one conceived in horrid pride. Perhaps such indictments just have to
be endured as reflecting the settled opposition of one type of theological motive to any other.

It is not necessary, and it is probably wrong, to make an irreformable or exclusive commitment
to any motive schematized above before we are clear about what making a case for areligious
belief amounts to. It has been theol ogically fashionable for some time to say that an authentic
Christian faith is nothing for which a case needs to be made nor can be made; perhaps because
such afaith is God's gift, or because cases traffic with objectivity and other spiritual evils. But
these considerations are adduced to support either atheory or abelief, and are themselves
factorsin or of acase. Of course this ought not to count against their being seriously
considered. But none of them, and nothing like them, counts against making a case for the
Christian faith.

v

What then is meant by making a case for a Christian belief? Consider (though it is not a
uniquely Christian belief): "God is our refuge and strength, avery present help in trouble" (Ps
46:1). Thisisa Christian belief if Jesus Christ is believed to be the supreme demonstration of
God's "very present help."

We must, therefore, specify the context or situation in which making a case for thisbelief is
useful, necessary, or unavoidable. Such a context is not hard to recall or reconstruct. Someone
says, "l caled in vain upon the Lord."

O my God, | cry by day but

thou dost not answer; and by

night, but find no rest (Ps 22 2).
It may be said that this powerful outburst isitself an expression of faith. The psalmist is
obviously firing off one more flare before he goes under.2 And heisfiring it in God's direction.
But there is more to his faith than a despairing final salute to the being who is responsible for

his predicament:

He has not despised or abhorred the affliction of the afflicted; and he has not hid his face
from him, but has heard, when he cried to him (Ps 22:24).

God has answered the cries of the faithful. He will do so again; and always. But for the moment
God issilent. Therefore, my soul is cast down.
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Thisbit of Old Testament faith isinstructive. All around the faithful there are those who say,
"Where now is your God?"

My tears have been my food day and night, while men say to me continually, "Whereis
your God?' (Ps 42:3).

If the psalmists's faith takes these unbelievers into account, the case advanced to aid him must
also do so. Indeed the case may, in part, be intended for the unbelievers -- or at least for the
fainthearted. In any event, what is the case?

(@) Though God is not answering at the moment, | am still calling on the name of the Lord. In
more general terms, belief in God, as above manifested, is the beginning of its own case; only
selectively affirmative evidence will be permitted to accrue to its accreditation. Only help from
God can count as areason for believing he is the "very present help in time of trouble." But why
will not any sort of help count? Surely the believer ought to be theologically generous enough,
aswell as sufficiently hard-pressed, to credit God with whatever gets his faithful servant out of
the bind.

(b) No, thiswill not work. The believer ought to count as evidence only what he can recognize
as from God's hand. Otherwise the unbelieving taunter can very properly retort: "You say it is
God who restored health, happiness, and prosperity to you. | say it isluck, pure and simple. |
see nothing holy, or even anything ennobling, in the recovery of your health, prestige, and bank
balance. Certainly you are much better off than you were. Y ou are not for that a better man.
Cometo think of it, you are rather worse, for now you are more than ever convinced that you
are God's darling."

So the epilogue to Job is much sounder than the crude pragmatism the unbeliever so roundly
rejects. True, this prose anticlimax to the profound drama of the book would make some people
acutely unhappy if they were not convinced that the epilogue was written by some unknown
theological hack upon whom the true meaning of the essential book had been wasted. In the
epilogue God himself rebukes the theological hounds who have been harassing Job in hisfierce
struggle to hold on to hisfaith.

And my servant Job shall pray for you, for | will accept his prayer not to deal with you
according to your folly; for you have not spoken of me what isright, as my servant Job
has (Job 42:8).

Then, of course,

the Lord restored the fortunes of Job, when he had prayed for hisfriends' (42:10).3
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Does this mean that part of the case for Job's belief in God is his readiness to do God's bidding,
even if it means asking God to remit to his "friends' the penalty for much bad and tedious
theology? Thisis possible. We might, therefore, profitably ponder the fact that Job's fortunes
were restored because he prayed for his erstwhile pious tormentors. Surely that is keeping faith
without a vengeance.

(c) It islegitimate to generalize from the Job case in thiswise: The justification of the belief is
really the justification of the believer. Thisinvitesthe inversion: If the believer'sactionisa
good one, or is actually the only appropriate one, his belief isjustified, his case is made.

If this holds, it holds even though the benefactor (Job) and the beneficiaries (the friends) do not
agree on the criterion of appropriateness. It holds even though they do not really agree that God
legislates that criterion. Superficially, Job and his friends seem to believe in the same God, but
what they say, in turn, about God's justice, renders that theological agreement doubtful. Perhaps
the divine reproof brought them around. God made his own case: they were prayed for by one
truly righteous man though they did not deserve such grace.

Thisis ashift toward something so formidable that we must look at it carefully. It issimply the
believer's conviction that God has given him the clarity and charity to perceive agood for others
and the power to do it.

But why should we not say forthwith that the believer merely believes he has these gifts, this
wonderful help, from God? Indeed, a more deadly reproach seems amply warranted:
"Hallucinations! You hear God telling you things out of the whirlwind' (Job 38:1) when in fact
your obsessions were hyperstimulated by that cyclone last week. Y ou see God opening his hand
-- but since when does your God have hands? It is bad enough to believe theimpossible. It is
much worse to claim to know what isn't really there."

Now perhaps thisimaginary unbeliever needs to be a bit more aware of his own philosophical
(metaphysical, indeed) prepossessions. These have induced him to deny the possibility that the
believer can make a case on the grounds that the belief at stake is unworthy. It is unworthy for
either (i) any reasonable person or for (ii) areally modern person. But in either case the
unbeliever would hardly be doing more, in his critique of belief, than expressing a need for a
case to be made either for rationality or for modernity. We shall have to ook into the possibility
of making such cases; and into the very curious belief that a case for either (i) or (ii) isor can be
acase for the other. In the meantime there is nothing wrong in alowing the believer to tell the
unbeliever what he (the believer) credits as God's help aslong as this does not seem to beg a
whopping epistemological problem, that of recognizing God in his helping. God is the strong
deliverer. What is his deliverance? God is the divine healer. When is health God's gift?

(d) The believer looks to God for a clear perception of good and for strength to pursue that good
through thick and thin. For the Christian this means that if it is God who opens his hand to the
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believer, the good in and of it must be an association with him that comprehends and transforms
al good in all things If God delivers from evil, the evil thus overcome must have been a threat
to that divine community rather than merely something that makes life precarious or discomfits
the spirit. So also, if God gives health, it must be a normality and fertility of life that enables the
believer to move ever farther into the richness of that association with God. "Thy kingdom
come. .." All particular askings presuppose this as their absolute foundation. To say that
nothing matters except life in and with God is to say something that falls short of the full

biblical affirmation, whichis: If the lifein and with God fails to matter for a person, for any
person, then nothing else can rightly or really matter for that person.

Thus the case the authentic believer is committed to making assumes the form of a personal
justification rather than simply the vindication or verification of atruth claim. But this
justification is not so much a matter of being proved right in holding to certain beliefs asit is of
being warranted in holding to a course of life.

(e) So the case submitted to the unbeliever, or to the fainthearted, is something like a policy: the
outline of acourse of life. The policy isto look to God for the decisive indications of where
association with him is now available. The believer cannot tell a priori how thiswill look to the
unbeliever because he does not yet know how inclusive that unbelief, or that faithlessness, is.
The unbeliever may be the fool who saysin his heart, "Thereisno God" (Ps 14:1). But he might
also be the fool who puts everything into ever bigger granaries to house, as he hopes, ever
bigger crops (Lk 12:20). The first fool will not acknowledge anything as a good or even
plausible case for believing in God. He may even deny that he knows any instances of believing
in God. The second fool may very well believe that God somewhere and somehow exists, but
he does not believe that God demands anything important or costly of him now, or perhaps
ever. So for him faith in God is a matter of afriendly attitude toward conventional religious
teachings and practices. It does not occur to him to wonder whether hislifeison acollision
course with the living God.

If then the two kinds of unbelief are quite different, it is not likely that the believer will find, or
ought seriously to look for, one case that would be appropriate for both. Suppose he were to
present to the first kind of unbeliever -- the philosophic atheist, say -- reasons that are
presumably clear and cogent whatever the course of life may be. That would be tantamount to
demanding that the believer should stand aside from the course of life he believes springs from
and leads ever deeper into association with God and enter into an arenain which reason aloneis
sovereign. How can he do that without betraying his belief? How can he do that without
compromising his belief that God alone, rather than reason, is truly sovereign in his mind and
spirit aswell asin cosmos and history?

\Y
Theair isfull of theological protests against this sort of religious self-falsification. But there are
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also deep suspicions that to refuse this demand isto expose irrational commitments, the curse of
which is not mitigated by benign attitudes or by actually being kind to everybody, including
fools of all classes.

These suspicions ought not to be treated as though they were hardly more than manifestations
of surly and petulant minds. Theologians have sometimes flaunted the irrationality of true faith.
Others have argued, or at least asserted, that rationality is there but is discernible only to the
eyes of faith.

In the following chapter | shall try to show that reasons for adhering to aworldview (religious
or otherwise) are not in themselves viable reasons for preferring one metaphysical system to
another. | shall also try to show that the inverse of this proposition is aso true. Thus, "proving
God" is not necessarily an abandonment of faith. But even a miraculously successful proof for
God, such as Anselm confesses he prayed for and found,# would not justify a course of life
intended to carry one ever deeper into association with him.

Footnotes

1. All around are the hospitalized and the walking wounded, of every chronological age, who
have never forgiven Daddy's ultimate departure. These trauma are excruciatingly paradoxical:
Since Daddy isreally gone thereislittle use in blaming him. So reality has to be blamed and
punished -- one's own reality, very likely; but equally likely, too, only as an access to a hateful
world.

2. | have arbitrarily ignored for present purposes that the psalm is part of atraditional liturgical
Structure.

3. Itissurely one of the narrowest and thinnest of Christian conceits that only in Christianity are
believers enjoined to pray for their enemies. Or should we indulge this presumption in this
context on the grounds that in the Bible the men Job is ordered to pray for -- as pray he does,
and efficacioudly, too -- are called his"friends'?

4. Thisishis"ontological" argument, as it was much later to be called. Rare now isthe

theol ogian who would take it to be an answer to prayer, at least not to any of his. But it has kept
alot of philosophers busy for along time; they are till at it. God does indeed move in
mysterious ways.

15
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Chapter 2: On Seeing God and Proving that He
EXists

| do not understand "seeing God" to be alinguistic fragment of mysticism. Nor do | here
suppose that mystical experience is the most vivid moment of religion or the most interesting for
philosophical-theological discourse. "Seeing God" is proposed as a shorthand expression for a
comprehensive construal of life and the world as belonging entirely to God. Thus"in al things
Theeto see” (George Herbert) isto interpret all things as compact of divine purpose. Therefore
to praise him is, so to speak, amaterial inference.l

Thisis not to deny out of hand that there may be persons of preternatural acuity who are able to
catch a glimpse of the back of God as he passes by (Ex 33:23), or to whom amore full-bodied
vision is granted by supernatural grace. Indeed for the blessed in the world to come there may be
direct vision of God through which the enjoyment of his goodness and beauty is raised to
perfection indescribable to or in this gross world here below. Nevertheless the Christian life here
and now does not rest upon a preternatural acuity; nor isit entirely or predictably sustained by
the hope of the beatific vision in the kingdom of glory. The "heavenly vision" (Acts 26:19) in
this world has a mundane quality rooted in the being of the human creature. That is, the flat
necessity of walking by faith, not only in communion with God but generally in whatever really
matters.

Theological principles aside for the moment, this means that seeing God is not an easy human
performance nor isit a predictable human achievement. Whether or not seeing God, thus
understood, expresses a native need (whether or not this creature is homo religiosos), any
interesting and powerful expression of such an appetite demands considerable effort. Not that
we are looking here to establish as true the proposition that religion is a painfully constructed
and precariously sustained enterprise, though that is the case. The matter at hand is ssmpler than
that. Seeing God requires agreat deal more than looking out upon the world and back into
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oneself. One must indeed look very attentively, and long and hard. But that is not because God
islikely to dlip past in the general confusion. The fact of the matter is that weaving everything
together into a concrete interpretation of life and world requires an extraordinary effort of the
human spirit. A concrete interpretation cannot be ssmply excogitated; it is not like atheory or an
hypothesis. It is an actual course of life designed and projected to tie life and world together as
an offering to God.

Seeing God in all thingsisto think of aworldview, avision of all things together as they really
are, and, aswell, of the ultimate state toward which they are all tending.

Here we must brace for heavy seas. It will be objected: (1) This makes faith (understood for the
moment as belief) virtually identical with an aesthetic achievement. (2) Worse still, what place
isleft for God's free word laid upon humanity, or upon some special people, as both adivine
command and an authentic knowledge of God?

Certainly there are other protests against what | have proposed. These two are enough for the
moment. So to them.

(1) This| do not find to be afearfully crippling blow. It often reveals a prejudice
indiscriminately applied against the aesthetic realm and the truth power of the imagination.
Kierkegaard is often summoned as a decisive witness against this double-jointed prejudice
because in one version of the "existential dialectic" he seems to have located the aesthetic a
goodly distance south of the religious, and, for that matter, below the ethical. But we have a
right to protest that in philosophical theology nothing can be decided by appeal to authority. So
here one is not permitted to say that Kierkegaard (or Kant or Hegel, Aristotle or Wittgenstein)
has proved x. If x is something that can be proved, then one must simply try to proveit. If one
cannot do that, or istoo busy to do it, or has doubts that x is the sort of thing that can be proved,
well and good so far. But if x can be proved, if it is open to proof, then the contract cannot be

farmed out. If it isfarmed out, then the best one can say is: If A (or SK) has proved x, then . . .2

Hence, Kierkegaard may or may not have scored heavily against the aesthetic mode. That hardly
matters here. For we ought not to be too ready to write off the aesthetic enterprise as an amiable
or terrifying embellishment of life and the world. Nor should we supinely accept the coaching of
others to the effect that imagination is to be viewed as the mother of trivial make-believe. Art
can be prostituted; an artist can not only sell himself to the highest bidder, he can make afortune
depicting the mess of pottage for which he relinquished his proper heritage and vocation. And
who can serioudly doubt that imagination can be divorced from reality? But where are all such
somber reflections supposed to lead us? To the temple of science? Science can be harnessed to
damnable diabolical evil. |s there then some primordia unspoiled truth and wisdom in common
sense? It ishard to believe thereis, so easily doesit lose its way in the shadows of superstition.
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Asfor religion, it can be riveted to mass delusions of grandeur and it can saddle us with
unrelievable guilts.

These tragic corruptions of life and spirit do not well argue the abolition of religion or art or
science or common sense. Of each it isfair to say: "Don't judge the enterprise itself by the
excesses or the deficiencies of particular practitioners.”

Another cautionary noteisin order. We ought to quarrel with any move to render worldviewing
as entirely or essentially aesthetic. The vital center of worldviewing is concern for the good in
the great scheme of things entire. That is the singular merit in the digunctive classification of all
worldviews as optimism or pessimism. Looser use of "worldview" makes much of distinctions
between idealism and materialism, naturalism and transcendentalism, science and religion. Such
distinctions head for metaphysics. Eventually we ought to attend to them, but for the moment
the primitive distinction, optimism or pessimism, is fundamental, for in it we try to grasp and
express what the world is up to for goodness sake, and what that has to do with us.

The prime instrument for these purposesisimage. The world is akingdom. It is agame of
chance. It isamachine. It is an organism. It isatheatre. Each such image expresses a
conviction, bathed in hope or despair, about the place now and forever of value realizations,
human and other, if other there be. The Christian faith, then, isaworldview. It isamassive
appropriation of apolitical image: the kingdom. The entire scheme of thingsisaream in and
over which God reigns, supreme and unchallengeable. And the fate of al value redlizationsis
sealed into his perfection of wisdom, goodness, and power.

(2) But what honest and eminent place isthus left for God's free word laid upon humanity? |f
Christian faith, so far asit is belief, is aworldview, what becomes of the grand traditional
conviction that faith itself is God's free gift? Some of the most powerful theological voicesin
recent times have reacted with evangelical vigor, perhaps with pious horror, against
worldviewing on the grounds that it abandons the absol uteness of revelation in favor of a human
creation, all too human, sprung from human need.

The religious motivation perceivable in this protest is worthy of deep respect. The view itself,
the doctrine, islogically awkward: it appears to claim for itself a privileged position in relation
to any actual or conceivable challenger. | do not mean that it has to be so crude as the flat
assertion, "X and only X istrue because any and every not-X would make X impossible." Y et
the protest can easily lead usto forget that theological methodology is concerned with the
humanly describable conditions of theological intelligibility. If, therefore, someone says, "God
alone renders his revelation, and perhaps all things else, intelligible," thisis primafacie a
statement about God. It is testimony also to the self-actualizing of God's revelation.3
Testimonies of that sort are not, and rarely purport to be, statements about the right ordering of
theological operations. Indeed | do not see how any instruction for theological operations can be
gleaned from such testimony except by divine inspiration. It is surely fitting and proper that
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theol ogians should ask God to guide their efforts. But the rationale of their efforts ought to be
visible even to the unbeliever. So we ought not to confuse the longing to stand blameless before
God with an interest in fashioning atheological position impregnable to philosophic assault.

Moreover, to say that the Christian faith is aworldview does not so far commit one to any
particular account of the ultimate authorship of the dominant images thus employed. No logical
anomaly is evident in saying that these images are God's gift; they might even be said to be the
very substance of revelation.4 But | should have to say that the import of such claimsis not
transparently clear. Does it mean that such images ought to be treated with the highest degree of
circumspection, as though they were ikons? Or does it mean that the prime images of the faith
can be trusted to reorder human life and the world as they ought to be? An affirmative
conviction here does not entail a denial that human powers are engaged in the process somehow.
But it does not follow, either, that only human powers operate in these great transactionsin
human experience that carry the force and value of revelation.>

The proper conclusion of these reflections is that as methodol ogist the theol ogian does not make
ontological claims. It is not up to him as methodol ogist to lay out the structures and powers of
being. As methodologist his exhaustive concern is with the structures, rules, and warrants of
Christian theological discourse.

Does this mean that as methodol ogist a theologian is not entitled to convictions and theories
about being? Hardly. He may in fact devise a method to show that being is accessible only as
this-and-that and not as thus-and-so. But it does not follow even from the most wonderfully
successful of such demonstrations that being itself is not or cannot be both this-and-that and thus-
and-so. One thinker or another may think ill of being for such lack of discrimination, but others
will applaud such grand inclusiveness. Nonethel ess the methodol ogist must practice some kind
of metaphysical-ontological restraint lest he be overpowered by the charge that he has ssimply
defined and structured his enterprise to accord a clear and certain victory for his metaphysical
beliefs.

A provisional distinction has been drawn between image and concept in the interpretation of the
Christian faith. | do not intend here to review the remarkabl e theol ogical development of image
in theologians as different as H. R. Niebuhr (asin The Meaning of Revelation, New Y ork: 1941)
and Austin Farrar. | propose, rather, to make some more primitive observations about the
distinction, image-concept.

The first such observation is that theology as such is a secondary rather than a primary religious
language. Thus theology itself is aconceptual enterprise. It does not tell a story or weave a
fabric of images under its own license. Rather, theology is away of reflecting on the story and
construing the images of faith. Thisis not to say that there are no conceptual elementsin
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primary religious language -- that of prayer, song, celebration. Such conceptual elements as
appear in these activities are largely ordered to the life of the imagination, to its attendant
feelings, and to designedly practical dispositions of human energy. Thusin traditional Christian
worship much is made of God, here italicized precisely to suggest a conceptual element. This
does not mean that the Christian at prayer supposes that the direct object of this activity isa
mere idea. Someone else, a Freudian psychiatrist, say, or a philosopher sailing under his own
colors, might theorize that since there is no God, or at any rate no God who (which) can hear
and heed prayers, the pious can only be addressing one of his own ideas; or his own private
version of acorporate idea, so to speak.

Here we can hardly help but take notice of the ancient question whether the pious would go on
praying if they knew as much as the doubters; that is, if they entertained the metaphysical and/or
scientific theories of the doubters. We know that some people continue to talk to deceased
friends and relatives. Generally, however, they have little hope or expectation of hearing from
the decedents, otherwise they would be posted for therapy; or they might be moved along to the
parapsychologists. Moreover, who does not know how slowly various habits die even when their
owners admit there is no good reason to preserve them? Y et the dead were once alive, and otiose
habits might once have made sense; whereas if God isnow amereidea, or if religion rests on
such ametaphysical illusion, then God must always have been a mere idea, and the pious must
always have been deceived. If the pious were prepared to admit this they would surely abandon
the prayer of petition. Meditation, meditational prayer, or contemplation hardly require an
attendant or attentive deity.

| realize that | have presumed against that species of radical theology which makes ample
provision for a God who has lost his ontological shirt, or hisvoice, and lives on now either asa
mere idea or as an absence. | should think that it would make scant difference to such abeing
whether he lived thus in the minds of the naive pious or in the minds of the unbeliever, though
as Anselm observed so craftily so long ago, the unbeliever must have something in mind when
he says, "Thereis no God."

| return now to the simple main contention: The praying person believes that God is one sort of
being rather than another, and this belief islogically anterior to the prayer itself. When one
prays, the conceptual factor is probably latent or tacit. But it can be activated by avariety of
things. One of these is the skeptical query: "Do you really think that God hears your prayers?"
The pious do not necessarily construe this critical charge as an occasion for specifying the
conceptual-cognitive factor after the manner of, "Our God surely does.” But thisresponseis
neither atypical nor inappropriate. The skeptic's retort to this, "But how do you know that?' may
elicit the response, "That's what we have always been taught." Here a certain type of skeptic will
simply give up the game as hopeless, that is as hopelessly lost by his opponent. For us the matter
isnot so simple or neat. We have to note first that in the affirmations and responses of the pious
the conceptual element has not broken into the clear but is moving in that direction. Then,
secondly, we must note that it is the business of the theologian to carry this movement of and
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toward the conceptual the rest of the way.

But to what proper end? The proper end of this conceptual specialization is essentially practical.
It isthe amplification of the power to see God in all things and thus to participate in the
superabundance of his being. There are other objectives, to be sure, such as arming piety against
the assaults of unbelief or against the seductions of other faiths. So there is akind of theology
for which the subtitle may well read: How to make the Christian faith triumph over doubt and
rival religions.

Surely, though, there is another and far loftier objective of theology. That isto discover and
propagate the truth about ultimate reality. This must be the first and highest aim, the divine
responsibility of theological thinking.

Soitis, of that theology which Aristotle called first philosophy and since then has been called
metaphysics. But in dealing with Christian theology we are dealing with a definite and particular
religion, as we would be if the enterprise were Jewish theology or Islamic theology. This does
not mean that thereis akind of truth rightly called Christian, and another Jewish and another
|slamic. What then?

Then a commonplace: Each religion has its own conceptual elements contained in its own
cardinal beliefs. And each hasits own way of relating the conceptual factors both to religious
experience (life in the religious community) and to the generalities of experience (lifein the
world). In each case these ways of using the conceptual factorsin religions are so many truth-
functions, so many routes of inference running from the community of faith to the generalities
of experience, the world. Whether any or al of these truth-functions must be responsive to
demands, made by one set of believers upon other sets and by unbelievers upon al of them, to
appear for trial before the bar of reason as such has again become alively and perplexing issue. |
refrain from pursuing it here for the time being. Here | reiterate that the primary goal of that
theology called Christian isto amplify the power to see God in all things and thus to participate
in the superabundance of his being.6

But how can so prosy and monochromatic a thing as conceptual specialization aspireto serve
productively so glorious an end? Within the folds of piety thisis not an artificial or academic
guestion. There theology is often charged with dealing altogether in abstractions. | take it that
thisisaparticular form of a pervasive conviction that the intellect, mind as such, has no power
to produce or amplify concrete value.

But conceptual specialization ought not to carry the freight of mind as such or the intellect
aone. Even if intellect isthe Marthain the Christian religious economy, she has her ordained
part therein and things go badly without her.” Thus theological concentration on the concept
God is assuredly not calculated to give piety areal object for the first time. The theological task
IS more modest than that. It begins with pointing out that the concept God has a dual function.
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(1) It exercises -- or it ought to -- an indispensable coherence effect upon and among the
concrete (the lived, the felt) details of the religious life. For seeing God in al things callsfor a
unique combination of discrimination and recombination of the actual and ideal entities of
experience. Of discrimination, because God is not areligious-metaphysical name for any finite
entity, actual or ideal. Of recombination, because God is not a religious-metaphysical name for
the ordinary being together of the entities of experience.

(2) A second element of the theological task isto show how the concept God exercises -- or
ought to -- the greatest possible congruence effect upon the diverse powers of human agents.
The end of the religious life, to participate in the superabundance of God's being, is Christianity
formulated as a promise and as a command. A promise: God makes and will make the infinite
richness of his life available, which only he can do.8 A command: Human lifeisto bring its
powers, whatever their present shape and condition, into congruence with God's righteous, all-
inclusive purpose.

Nothing is to be gained by confusing these two functions of the concept God. Nothing isto be
gained by aggrandizing one at the expense of the other. No task of theology is more important
than monitoring the performance of a Christian community asit tries to keep coherence and
congruence in healthy interconnection. (Perhaps that might be called the Christian dialectic?)
This cannot be done without conceptual specialization.

Y

Thereisarather different way of identifying the primary responsibilities of theology. That is,
that theologians ought to give top priority to justifying the cognitive claims of the faith. On this
view the theologian must above all show what it meansto aver: "I know in whom (what) | have
believed." The clear implication of thisisthat to know God is presumed to be a higher and far
more demanding achievement than to believe in God. | propose now to make this presumption
the order of the day.

In the first place, this attitude is powerfully reinforced by the great cognitive achievements of
the modern mind. From this eminent tutor we have learned that we ought to view with profound
doubt, if not with lively hostility, any clinging to belief where knowledge has been or could be
won; thiseven if an item or piece of that knowledge raises havoc with a cherished value
sustainable only by afalse belief. So where this tutor non pareil presidesthereis great
reluctance to esteem highly any forms of spirituality that are clearly rooted in belief alone, to say
nothing of those forms that make a virtue out of unknowing. In the light of the enormous
advances of knowledge in the modern world, who can honestly and coherently countenance
consigning ultimate issues to mere belief?

Secondly, the presumption that knowledge is, over all, a more honorable estate than belief draws
weighty support from current anthropological doctrine. Thereis, to be sure, a hint of another
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sort of presumption in calling it a doctrine rather than a (mere) theory. | mean the principle of
man's essential unity with nature. For the contemporary version of this doctrineisvery largely
dominated by scientific-philosophical mechanistic convictions. Which means that purposein
human activity must be as much an illusion (indeed the same kind) as the imputation of purpose
to the spiraling galaxies or to the mathematically patterned dance of the electrons. Indeed this
dismissal of the category of purposeiswidely held to be beyond cavil, as an item of knowledge.

There is something odd in this situation. The ancient versions of that anthropological doctrine
(the unity of man with nature) made rational knowledge, thus knowing-for-certain, an intrinsic
element in man's native estate, from which belief is therefore a declension. Thus reason itself is
divine, that through which alone normative humanity is able to come to perfection in actuality.
But the modern version of that anthropological doctrine has no place for this kind of
transcendentalism. Reason is now understood to be but alinguistic overlay of intelligence. And
intelligence is an instrument for adaptation to the environment, an instrument widely
disseminated in nature. But why should the spider's use of intelligence in weaving its web so
cunningly -- and soundly, by engineering principles -- be laden with metaphysical import? And
If not in the spider, then why in us?

Now we must ask what the reduction of reason to functional intelligence means in respect to
certain knowledge, to truth. Should we say that is certain, really certain, which isindispensable
for science? But are any of these indispensables, any of these incorrigible convictions, empirical
observations or the logical entailments of such? Or should we settle for a softer answer: The real
certainties are what most scientists are now largely convinced are true.

These questions are not intended to bring down the proud towers of scientistic presumption from
which one can survey the vulgar hordes of mere believers below; which, of course, include the
multitudes of those who merely believe that scientists know what they are up to and that what
they are up toisgood for all of us. The point of such questionsis, rather, to discern what is
being asked of theologians when they are pressed to show what is known about God and his
affairs, and not merely what is believed. For instance, are theol ogians supposed to come forward
with clear and detailed metaphysical manifests? Or would it be fairer smply to ask them to
furnish clear and accurate methodol ogical maps whereon the routes from real belief to putative
knowledge are laid out and properly identified? Let us consider these options.

First of al we must remember that until quite recent times overt metaphysical doctrines were
regarded as lost causes -- well lost, in fact. They were supposed to wither and die in the pure
fierce heat of logical positivism. And for awhile it was both high and vulgar fashion in theol ogy
to celebrate this demolition of metaphysics. "Thank God!" one heard. "No more of that stuff for
theology."

Now it appears that the obituaries were published prematurely. Philosophers continue to
discourse on "what thereis," and without profuse apologies for doing so. Too, metaphysics as a
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descriptive rather than a speculative enterprise is having itsinnings. Moreover, metaphysical
beliefs -- call them dispositions, prepossessions, presumptions, what you will -- lived on through
the high season of dedicated antimetaphysics. Of these none was or is more ubiquitous or more
sturdy than the af orementioned conviction that man is nothing but a complicated chunk of
nature, and that the complications are not really man's doings; they are inherent in the
complexities of his neural-genetic inheritance.

The times, then, are not entirely unpropitious for Christian theol ogians to take metaphysical
stands right out in the open. | mean theol ogians besides the Thomists, who until very recent
times have never wavered on the central importance of metaphysics for the work of theology.

But now which metaphysics? And how much of it? Isit reasonable to expect theologians to
devise metaphysical schemes? When did they ever do that with any notable success? Who
besides Aquinas has consciously made significant -- that is, for philosophers -- aterationsin a
metaphysical system adopted for theological uses? Not the Hegelianizers in the nineteenth
century. Not the Personalists in the twentieth. Not the current Heldeggerians. Perhaps this story
Illustrates one of the limits of St. Paul's principle that the Christian evangelist must be all things
to al men.

The vexatious and formidable quality of such questions may have something to do with the
attractiveness of the second option mentioned above; namely, for theol ogians to produce
methodol ogical maps, on the assumption that such maps do not, or ought not, conceal
metaphysical deposits.

But does this mean that theol ogians ought not to attack, or even frown upon in public, the
antitheistic metaphysical presumptions coursing about the contemporary scene? Should
theologians agree that it is professionally unseemly to say to such presumptions as " Come now,
reality surely isn't likethat at all,” simply because the methodological obligation isto map
routes of accessto reality in order that any assertion about reality, or unreality, can be
understood and appraised?

There is something odd and disquieting in that sort of methodological hygiene. For how do we
understand something to be a"route of accessto reality" if we have no notions about reality
itself? To take a humdrum example: Isit at all sensible to speak of avariety of roads to Rome
unless one knows (@) thereis a Rome, and (b) where it is; and knows in a sense stronger and
more useful than "at the end of all roads leading to it." Of course we can imagine someone
planning or building aroad in the hope that it will lead to Rome if there is a Rome and wherever
Rome may be. But thisis the stuff of fantasy.

On the other hand there is a bewildering and altogether vexatious abundance of notions about
reality. Practically speaking, we must say that no one can take them all seriously. Some of them,
for instance, are prima facie absurd. Whatever is so perceived is ordinarily rejected on the
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strength of a predisposition to believe that reality, whatever else it may do or be, does not put up
with patent absurdities. Or perhaps we reject absurdities because life istoo short to invest it in
determining what among a vast array of implausibilities and incredibilities might be proved to
be both intelligible and true -- or, even worse, true but not intelligible.

Here at last isahint of resolution of theinitial hostility between methodology and metaphysics.
If methodology is dedicated to devising and testing routes of access to reality, we do not, and
indeed we cannot, suspend every metaphysical belief until all the reports are in; provided that,
relative to any belief, we are willing to distinguish between our depth of attachment to it and
generalizable grounds for holding it or being held by it. Conversely, no matter how deeply
entrenched a metaphysical belief may be, nobody is so supernaturally immune to error that the
modality of display of such abelief, whatever it may be, cannot be faulted and perhaps corrected
by methodological inquiry rightly conducted.

Suppose, then, that one says: "l believe X and cannot do otherwise, so help me God." It is
possible to learn that one's statement of X is faulty, but faulty as a language-and-logic
performance rather than because reality does not permit access to that X. For example, suppose |
say, "l believe God loathes perfidy." Here, it may reasonably be said, God (concept or image)
functionsto reinforce my disapproval of perfidy. But this God function is not monistically
absolute because | can surely also mean that God is the supreme instance of a perfidy-hater. And
| can then say that if God loathes perfidy, | had better look at my own behavior, for it might turn
out that God thinksill of high-sounding talk that is falsified by low-lying action.

Methodologically the denial to God of monistic absolute privileges means that the testing of
religious beliefs necessarily includes dimensions of existence beyond thought and language. In
thereligious life the form given to practical activity has vital, indeed central, importance as a
route or modality of display of meaning and truth. So my convictions about perfidy hardly prove
thereisa God who holds all thingsin full survey. But, believing in such a God, my failure to
eschew perfidy as an option for myself creates an unmistakable dissonancein alife
presumptively ordered by God. We ought, therefore to suppose that habitual promise-breaking
should cast aheavy pall of guilt over alife led by one who says, "l believe God is absolutely
faithful," and who yet persistsin acting as if faithlessness in promise were an open option for
himself. If God iswholly faithful, I do not have areligious option of using God as a sanction or
justification for treachery.

Perhaps enough has been said to show that neither metaphysics nor methodology can be relieved
of the necessity of proving something or other to be true. We have now to deal with the variety
of ways we undertake to prove things.

Vv

Hardly any philosophic cliché has enjoyed greater currency or sanctity in Christian theological
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circles than this double-barreled one: Trying to prove the existence of God has no placein
authentic Christian life; and the God of the philosophersis not the God of Abraham, Moses, and
our Lord Jesus Christ.

The principal reason for mentioning this hardy, dull-hued perennia hereisthat it reflects an
important and interesting variety of predispositions, both philosophic and religious. Of these the
most important for present purposes is the deeply entrenched belief that proving something to be
a conceptual necessity does not fashion any footholds in reality, because life goes one way and
logic another. Or in terms somewhat less bromidic, proofs may be valid but they can never be
true per se. Thus, to return to "Start,” even if any theistic proofs were valid, there is no way of
certifying them (it) astrue in and for faith.

Picking quarrels with clichés is not the most rewarding or engrossing business in the world. The
stakes here are high enough to encourage us to engage this double cliché because it reveals
massive confusions about proof and proving. Perhaps it would be more generous to say that this
double-jointed cliché provides an occasion for looking into the phenomenon of proving.

First of all, then, to prove something isto test it for its value (probus means "good"). Thus oreis
assayed, land titles are "proved up," and Christians are enjoined to "test everything; hold fast
what isgood" (1 Thess 5:21). The faithful are counseled not to "trust any and every spirit [but]
test the spirits to see whether they are from God" (1 Jn 4:1 NEB).

So even in general usage, to prove something means to uncover or establish itstrue or real
nature, be it good or bad, on the assumption that its true or real character is not sufficiently clear
or certain on itsface. It might be plausible (would it be worth the effort of proving if it weren't?)
but it might also be specious; and its deceits might prove very costly.

These common-sense necessities and procedures illustrate another feature of proof and proving:
the heavy role of criteria; that is, of tests and measurements the validity and decisiveness of
which cannot be intelligently questioned. Thus to the systematic skeptic's assertion
(suggestion?) that all assertions can be (ought to be?) doubted, common sense replies that the
skeptic himself illustrates a sublime, as well as ostensibly blind, confidence in some instrument
(whether of mind or sense matters little) for testing experience and finding it deficient in
certainty.

Further on we shall have to ook into this ancient and honorable puzzle circling about the status
of criteria. | mention it here because preoccupation with methodology can induce one to suppose
that methodological certainties neither presuppose nor entail any metaphysical certainties. This
appears to be plausible. Might we not be clear and certain about how to test for truth, or even
reality, even though all the candidates flunked the examination? But, again, | move to postpone
consideration of this possibility, and of the background belief that certainty about
methodological principles and procedures does not wait upon or court ontology. For what now
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demands attention is a sketch of the modalities of proof.

(1) Demonstration. Here what is likely to come first to mind is a proof that sticks; that is, that
really and clearly achieves the end set for it. Mathematical models inevitably come to mind, but
they do not have sole proprietory rights to demonstration. The proper force of demonstrateisto
show what isreally the case in away appropriate to what it isthat is proposed or claimed to be
the case. Thus Descartes' Discourse on Method demonstrates something which his Rules. . . does
not or could not demonstrate.

(2) Attestation. Something may be proved by having a competent person testify that it isthe
case. It iscommonly supposed that proof of this mode falls far short of absolute certainty simply
because no human competence is or can be absolute or unchallengeable. To which we generally
add: Nor is any human witness (attestor) above corruptions induced or exploited by ignorance,
pride, and fear.

The general presumption against the finality of attestation nicely illustrates how good sense and
equability can be wrecked by protuberant philosophical prejudice. Why should this sterile
specter, "absolute certainty,” be alowed to roam without check or challenge over every sector of
intelligence, often sending otherwise sensible folk, such as historians, into transports of anxiety
over their intellectual status? Surely testimony is sometimes as clear and certain as the interests
of aparticular context require. True, even thereit is not flatly or abstractly wrong to wonder
whether the witness might have been mistaken. But we should need to know whether such a
doubt were fired by a general conviction, itself incorrigible, about human fallibility or by an
uneasy feeling that something in the testimony doesn't quite fit. Aswe al sometimes say, "There
Is something odd about the pattern of the testimony," when we cannot in fact, and in some cases
have never been able to, fault any particular fact claim in the testimony. We had afeeling that it
was all there but it was not all there altogether correctly. Such feelings sometimes turn out to
have been irrationa but right. They are sometimes rational but wrong. Which means that
sometimes we ought to look into the odd matter of saying that any sort of feeling is either
rational or otherwise.

(3) Explication. Something is proved by making fully evident what it is, by "unpacking it," as
we are now wont to say.

There is acommonplace difference between explication and demonstration. Explication
ordinarily has a conceptual object: | seek to explicate the meaning of atheory or of abelief; |
must render explicit something until now tacit or unexpressed. On the other hand, demonstration
is as much at home in nonconceptual or low-conceptual matters asit isin conceptual ones.
People demonstrate their affections; they demonstrate against war and all manner of evil. But
they explicate their notions, beliefs, axioms.

There is another distinction. Explication accommodates a greater range of content than either
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demonstration or attestation allows. Demonstration is controlled by determinate passions,
axioms, and principles. Explication, on the other hand, as a process of disclosure, may involve
inference-tracking. To the degree that inferences must be tracked through the actual world they
cannot be simply or entirely controlled by antecedent or logically anterior axiom or principle.
This means that the contingency factor in explication is more than subjective. If, on the other
hand, | am really surprised by the formal implications of my own propositions, | had better stay
indoors until I am familiar with my own axioms, theorems, and rules. But as | track inferences
through the actual world, | may come upon novelties in the dense interrelationships of things,
that is, things not at al clearly sponsored by my anterior principles. Why, for example, do
metals behave so strangely in very cold temperatures? A satisfactory scientific answer to that
guestion involves mathematical proofs. These proofs would be cognitively valueless if someone
had not followed an inferential route laid down by the data.

So the venerable cliché, "the actual world cannot be deduced" is partly right; but partly, and
accidentally, since it overlooks the remarkable range and combination of proofs used to poke at
the world.

(4) Elucidation. Something is proved by showing that it sheds light on some aspect of
experience or of the world on which illumination is generally and deeply needed. Thus, in St.
Augustine's thought divine truth illumines the cosmos and the human spirit: God is the one
through whom all things are known. But this light is too pure, too overpowering itself inits
brightness, to be directly perceived. Accordingly there must be some reason other than direct
perception or intuition for accepting the truth of the doctrine that God is light unapproachable,
eternal and all-fructifying.

| cite St. Augustine's view because in afairly large classit enjoys alofty eminence, at least in
terms of historical influence. In recent times we have been hearing more and more about
explanatory principles and paradigms that are themselves opaque; or, if not quite that, at least
underived, logically primitive.

So it isquite possible that an instrument of elucidation is less clear, both perceptually and
conceptually, than what it succeeds in illuminating. If so, we have been carried far from the
shores of truth either as correspondence or coherence.

It may be profitable to consider other members of this strange class of things that make sense of
the world but are not themselves objects of sense-making operations. Consider here what
Collingwood82 called the "absolute presuppositions’ of a cultural epoch: the concepts and
propositions by which a particular order of lifeis defined and sustained. These are not the fruit
of induction, they are not grand summaries of experience, they are grander than that by far. Put
in Kantian language they are the bedrock -- or transcendental -- conditions of intelligibility. As
such they cannot but be true, but true in their own way. They are not just valid, for that isa
formal virtue. They are truein and for the world, but only true in and for the world they define.
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But these sublime taken-for-granted principles have had many misadventures in history. They
have moments of terrific incandescence, then they begin to fade. And in fading they become
vulnerable to criticism, and finally to rejection. Then they are seen for what they are: yesterday's
absolutes, our fathers' gods or those of some other strangers. Which means, of course, that a new
sun has risen and dominates the scene, a new god reigns.®

Picturesgque language sometimes camouflages disquietude and dismay. So here. Can truth come
and go, ebb and flow? Beliefs, yes, and al manner of values ("time makes ancient good
uncouth"). But surely not truth! Why should we set at nought the ancient wisdom: whatever is
really trueistrue forever and ever.

Thetroubleis, aswe all know, that none of the candidates for that supreme distinction seems to
qgualify. Or they arrive at the summit as truisms with very low candlepower. To paraphrase the
New Testament: If light no longer illuminates, how should it be treated?

Asaclassic theological case in point take God's will. There have been cultural epochs for which
God's will was endowed with supreme power of elucidation. Not that mere sinful mortals then
presumed to divine God's will from the inside, so to speak, or from up close. Calvin has the
great weight of the tradition on his side when he declares that God's eternal decrees are known
only by him, though their effects taken together -- the whole order of creation, the whole march
of redemption -- are clearly knowable in and through faith. So even if theol ogians agreed to pay
God metaphysical compliments (to use a phrase of Whitehead's), such as declaring God to be
rational through and through, they agreed also that rationality of that magnitude of power and
clarity and coherence cannot be apprehended by the likes of us.

On these terms, the concept, God's will, is confessedly opaque: there is no way to throw light
upon that which throws indispensable and ultimate light on all things else. Y et so far as God's

will doesthat, it istrue. It has been proved.10

But not once and for all. How much elucidatory power does God's will have in a spiritual
climate, in acultural epoch, inimical at the top to any kind of teleological explanation of
anything whatever?

History warns us against too hasty answers. Thinkers heavily laden with mechanistic principles
may yet give acivil salute to God'swill. But hardly any modern philosopher has drawn so
heavily for cosmological-epistemological purposes upon an absolutely arbitrary divine will as
that rationalist-mechanist, Descartes. And in popular culture God's will has persisted as an
instrument of elucidation. To believe that someone'slifeis divinely ordained, however humble
its place in the visible scheme of things, endows it with fixity and surety of value. It isagreat
thing to believe that all of the great passagesin life and history are divinely intended, be they
bane or blessing, even though God's reasons are totally beyond us.
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For my thoughts are not your thoughts, and your ways are not my ways. Thisis
the very word of the Lord. For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my
ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts (Is. 55:8,9
NEB).

This makes great and good sense so long as people believe God's ways are indeed higher than
our ways at their best, rather than brutally different from ours at their worst.

Then atime comes when God's will fails to throw any steady or significant light upon the

world1 When that happens God is no longer perceived as "the true light that enlightens every
man" (Jn 1:8), itself so bright that no creature can bear to look directly into it, but rather more as
the bottomless dark. Then God's will survives as alinguistic tag to be attached or not, asa
personal pet or preference, to any item of experience, to any event, cosmic or trivial, though the
whole thing seems without rhyme or reason.

This phenomenon -- this dlipping of an instrument of elucidation from majesty and power in and
over an entire society, into an amiable linguistic residue, and thence into afinal dead and deadly
darkness -- al this reads as though it were arecurrent chapter in the life of the human mind
itself. Perhapsit is. It might also be supposed that in seeking a principle or a paradigm of
elucidation that will ride out every storm of history, the mind works against itself aswell as
against the "grain of reality." But why isit that we press on to see all thingsin the light of "the
Light of lights" rather than being content to accept provincial paradigms, low-wattage
illuminations, as the best we have -- and perhaps deserve? Isit that we have to see something
absolute that is universal and necessary even in cultural relativity? Must we not suppose that the
theory of absolute presuppositions appliesto all cultural epochs? Or is Collingwood's theory
good only for this moment, this cultural epoch? Could Hegel possibly have beenright in
declaring that the fate of mind isto live in and through (though not for) self-contradiction until
finaly it comesto itself in ultimate clarity? But then we ask: Why Hegel rather than St.
Augustine: "Our hearts are restless until they find their rest in Thee."

Questions, questions . . . Another one, we hope, will not break the camel's back. Who (or what)
Isit that presses on for the Light of lights? Many fine thinkers (as well as multitudes of lesser
lights) of the present age are content with provincial and provisional paradigms, and with
knowing that they are provincia and provisional. Contentment, however, is a psychological
matter. Many things can be done to achieve and preserve it, such as refusing the invitation of the
absolute and thereafter averring in all seasonsthat all truths are contingent and corrigible --
except that truth from which nothing substantial or fructifying flows.

There are other ways of arriving at paradoxical resolutions of the conflict between universality
and provinciality in the instruments of elucidation; if, that is, paradox is ever aresolution rather
than ahung jury. | forebear considering them here in order to ponder another law of history,
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another chapter in the strange career of the mind itself.12 Once an elucidatory paradigm has been
left behind by history it cannot be resuscitated. The loss of candlepower isirreversible.13

So we ought to know what to make of theological effortsto revive "God talk" when God no
longer elucidates experience and the world. If the currents of history flow only one way, any
effort to reverse them, or to swim upstream, is bound to fail. Why then cannot the church learn
something from Constantine's eccentric nephew -- and one of Gibbon's heroes -- Julian the
Apostate, who tried to return Roman culture to the proper service of pagan deities after his great
and glorious uncle had committed the empire to Christ? Ah, but Christ had become the
irresistibly encroaching sea and Julian a noble but demented Canute. Now secularism is the
invincible sea and the church adismal Canute.

If therevival of "God talk" is thus doomed by the laws of history to fail, it isequally inevitable
that we should ask for whom has the light from the Light become dim and doubtful ?

Socia scientists have been working on that and kindred questions. | wish to take note of a
somewhat different mentality, namely, that committed to speaking of cultural epochs, ages, each
with its dominant light, none of which is"really real" -- the true, perfect, and absolute "Light."
Thus oursisthe age of secularism. That by which this world, this moment of history, is
illuminated is a set of incorrigibly provincial presuppositions that invincibly prevents us from
looking beyond or through the perimeters, the horizons, of nature to a greater and more enduring
world. Prevents us. the forward-looking, the deeply and truly perceptive, the philosophically
with-it generation.

It comesto this, then. One either acknowledges the regnant conditions of intelligibility, of sense-
making, and commits oneself to them; or oneisleft farther and farther behind, eventually to
move, if movement it is, in dim and brackish eddies far from the creative currents of history.

Truth to tell, the eddying crowd is not perfectly homogeneous. It includes conservative
theologians and Fundamentalist preachers. It includes also several species of rationalists. And,
of all things, a sprinkling of empiricists for whom scientific method (rightly understood) is the
Light of lights -- and a plague upon historicism and all its chatter about epochs and ages.

Perhaps the moral of thisisthat misery loves company, no matter how ill-assorted. But thereis
another possibility: the demand of truth is a genuine universal, and it will not finally permit a
confession of provinciality to stand as a substitute for overcoming it. At least in principle, that
IS, with (or at least toward) a paradigm of the Light from which all light streams, a principle of
elucidation that can be said to be opaque simply because the human mind has and can have no
leverage upon it. For that simple and absolute failure there are many explanations, such as
original sin, adivine jealousy of divine prerogatives, the ontological situation, or Goedel's
theorem. All of these explanations are provincial; every one of them isa provincial explanation
of auniversal condition. Thereis no cure for that condition short of heaven. It may be that
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heaven does not design to cure that either.

So we do not need to quarrel with socioscientific generalizations about the elites and the
multitudes who profess now to be unilluminated by "God talk." Thereislittle reason to suppose
that God's will has gone dead because the mind of the age looks elsewhere for fundamental and
ultimate illumination. The chances are that that mind is simply an empirical generalization
parading as a provincial absolute.

Why then has, if it has, the light from the Light dimmed so remarkably? It is possible that God
Is not being properly construed in "God talk." There may be systematic, or at least general,
conceptual miscueing in contempoarary Christian teaching. People may be looking to God for
things inappropriate to God. They may be confusing gods with God. They may, in St Paul's
sufficiently vivid phrase, be making gods of their bellies -- their gonads, their orgasms, their
take-home pay.

Thereis, then, something instructive in the problematical slogan, "Let God be God!" The slogan
Is problematical because if God truly exists, nothing has or could prevent him from being
himself or from doing entirely and purely as he pleases. But of course this means: if God is
adequate to that reality which istruly and absolutely God.

Henceit is appropriate to ask anew whether there is a route by which God can be restored -- in
defiance of history, if you will -- to elucidatory power. As a Christian | cheerfully confess that
this cannot and will not happen unless God so wills. But humanly regarded, the necessary
condition for learning what God willsis areadiness to act for the realization of a human good.
Indeed, a persistent readiness, a disposition -- very likely a predisposition.

Thus another modality of proving God heaves into sight.
VI

(5) Confirmation. In the hard sciences nowadays confirmation is the best thing, in the truth line,
that can happen to a scientific hypothesis. No longer, in those quarters, isthe air filled with
heady talk of proof.

This development might induce Christian theologians to say to the scientists, "We are well
ahead of you fellows in dropping proof from the truth business. Proof is the business of
mathematicians (and of distillers). Where the great interests of life are involved, the routesto
reality are fundamentally different. They cannot be reduced to pure conceptual clarity or to
abstract logical precision. For what do mathematicians have to do with reality?"

But of course the people in the hard sciences, in making the linguistic turn to confirmation, do
not see themselves as jettisoning either logical rigor or empiricist methods. So they may have
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some reservations about accepting the inference that they, too, properly belong to the club of
thinkers who have |learned that the real world does not submit to proof.

On the other hand there is surely something to the conviction that beliefs of the profoundest
existential import must submit to appropriate testing procedures, precisely because of the
magnitude of the stakes. There is no prima facie reason, once we have seen through appeals to
the mind of the age, for trying to adopt the canons and procedures of the sciences for these
purposes. Y et the range and weight of the interests involved in religion demand more, surely not
less, of rigor and integrity in "testing all things' in order steadfastly to adhere to goodness and
truth.

Confirmation in the religious life isakind of testing for those high ends. It isamode of proof
comprised of four functions.

(I) Counting-for
(if) Vindication
(iii) Reinforcement
(iv) Justification

These all bear on that kind or element of religious belief identified as worldviewing.
Worldviews contain conceptual elements. They may include theories, both cosmological and
anthropological. But concept and theory are there for existential purposes. For the great
functions of worldviews are to illuminate the context of life-choices, to reinforce fundamental
and ultimate commitments, to justify life-policies, and to rectify the course of life when that is
necessary and possible.

Thisisacrude summary of the existential purposes impacted in worldviews. Great as these are,
and imperious astheir pressureis, there is another sort of interest in or about worldviews: What
leads us to accept one of them as true? For no matter how salutary may be the effects of
adopting a given worldview, history teaches us, or at least warns us, that illusions may be benign
and practiced deceits, amiable for the time being.

(i) So one of the functions of confirmation is to determine what counts for an outlook --
counting-for. What in the experienced world bears out that viewpoint? Thus, making a case for
the Christian outlook means seeing whether the experienced world can be Christianly construed
without effacing the lineaments of the world or distorting experience. So suppose we say, for
example, "God islove"; and then proceed to say that "God islove" entails for the Christian
"Loveisthe only way to live." Or: "l must berightly loving to al kinds of peoplein all
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circumstances and situations.” This does not mean that the latter proposition, that practical
inference, that eduction of alife policy, isthe meaning of thefirst one. In imputing a quality or
an attribute to God | may or may not be engaged in establishing either a directive or a warrant
for acting along that line myself. Some action or some disposition may indeed be entailed, but
not necessarily the same or even an analogous one as the attribute specifiesin God. Thusin
saying that God is wise beyond all description | (properly) intend that he should be worshiped,
not (directly) that | should be as wise as possible. To be really wiseis surely to worship the all-
wise God. But that intention is not the meaning of "God is all wise."

Then isthere any strong and clear sense in saying that when | learn (come to believe) that "love
isthe only way to live," the Christian outlook is so far confirmed? Does my intention to live
lovingly (asthat is specified by the New Testament, say) count for the outlook, Christian, which
includes "God is love"?

That depends on what we take counting-for to be. If we take it to be a social rather than a
subjective test, counting-for will include recommendations, endorsements, and, very likely,
prescriptions. Consider a general (nonreligious) situation: A asks B why love is better than hate.
To give his question some high muzzle velocity, A cites testimony from the Nazi concentration
camps that a deep and pure hatred for the oppressor seemed as sustaining as forgiving love. To
this B replies: (a) Life at large ought not to be construed with the metaphor of the Nazi
concentration camps; and (b) afirm policy of hate puts one at odds with the nature of things and
with the divine intention. To this, in turn, A rgoins that such noble sentiments, such high falutin’
ideas, are simply B's beliefs. No, B replies to that, not just my beliefs, nor just beliefsif you take
belief to signify something like a hunch or supposition. For "God is love" is something that can
be tested. A funny kind of test, no doubt, because it requires the construction or the discovery of
a set of interpersonal relationships best described asloving, or at least not at al like hate and
hating. So our readinessto relate to othersin love and as loving counts for the truth of "God is
love." It goes to show that the Christian outlook, that part of it anyway, istrue.

Here A says: All right, but only true for you. To which B answers: True for me, yes, but that
means true for persons. In all the things that matter most truth must be personal.

This suggests that persons, the really human world, rather than propositions or beliefs, are the
chief objective of religious proofs.

(i1) Vindication makes this even clearer. The tests of experience are calculated to determine
whether the believer, and not merely his outlook, can be vindicated.

Vindication injects the element of vicissitude into confirmation. More particularly, vicissitude as
personal trial; existential anguish, we should probably now call it. One form of this: the mind of
the believer may be harrowed by the possibility that his most cherished beliefs are smply and
entirely wrong. There is another form of vicissitude, a deeper and fiercer anguish, that attends
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being harassed, scorned, hated, and rejected by aworld so far lost in sin and error that it
calumniates God as well as persecutes his people, and all with impunity for the time being. The
psalmist is taunted by the unbelievers who say, "Where is your God?" So he says:

How deep | am sunk in misery, groaning in my distress:
And what is his existential resolution?

yet | will wait for God; | will praise him continually, my deliverer, my God (Ps42:11
NEB).

What would constitute a vindication of this impassioned and embattled believer? Perhaps a
stupendous cosmic event would do it -- the heavens opening and hordes of wrathful angels
descending upon the wicked, unbelieving and oppressing world. But cosmic events can be
indiscriminately violent. Abraham bartered the Lord God into alowing arighteous cell to
escape the otherwise total destruction of those monuments of urban iniquity, Sodom and
Gomorrah. The righteous have not always been so potent an advocate of the innocent in the
cataclysms of nature and the terrible vicissitudes of history.

The psalmist has a different answer to the question about his vindication. His answer makes
very modest demands upon the Lord God to administer the forces of nature and the energies of
history for hisimmediate and dramatic advantage. He will continue to praise God, his deliverer.
He will go on waiting, faithfully.

Does this mean that the believer is vindicated by his perseverance in vicissitude? That depends
on what he believes and, in believing, is committed to. If he believesthat God is "the rock of his
salvation" in adry and thirsty land, he ought not to be daunted by the deserts of life. Whether or
not they are created and positioned to test the faithful, when they trap him on all sides, heis
confirmed by continuing to praise the Lord, the rock of his salvation. This desert does not make
him believe that the world is altogether a desert; nor does it persuade him that "God" isbut a
name for histerrible thirst.

But suppose that the desert kills this pilgrim, he dies of thirst. What more radical
disconfirmation of hisbelief could there be? How could we mercifully or conscientiously say
that God was his deliverer when in fact the poor wretch was delivered to such racking torment
ere he died, and to a death satisfying only to the vultures? If this pilgrim persisted in his beliefs
to the end despite the overwhelming evidence -- pitiless sun, trackless sand, merciless delusions
of oases -- must this perseverance not be counted as a fatal flaw of character? Not so fast, not so
ready with such aconclusion. The desert killed him, not his character, not his beliefs. And since
all men die, and most suffer betimes, how shall we say that death, and vicissitude short of death,
counts for any worldview except pessimism? How shall we say, for that matter, that the varied
and relentless evils of the world count against any affirmative worldview? The native drive of
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life, of being itself, isto persist; though of course the pessimist thinksill of such a habit. The
native drive of spiritisnot just to persist but to make the best of life; though the pessimist may
think that the best thing to do is make an exit. These native thrusts of being and self-being put it
to us so to construe all things together, good and evil, that life may abound and spirit may
rejoice al the day long.

So before we pass any summary judgment upon the desert-struck pilgrim (who is Everyman in
some season of the soul), we ought to be sure that this forlorn wayfarer believed that God would
surely spare him that particular death. No doubt he so hoped. But beliefs are not always
liguidated when cognate hopes are frustrated. Why would we say that nonethel ess they ought to
be?

So perhaps our thirst-racked desert wanderer acknowledges that he isto diein that desert. Yet he
believes that God will continue to take care of him, dying and dead. All things are in God's
hands, afalling sparrow, a dying man, a cooling universe.

But in what way is this relentless believer vindicated? Do we not wonder whether there would
have been far more of intellectual honesty in a gesture of defiance, however feeble the gesture,
against his cruel fate? Perhaps some final obscenities or blasphemies scrawled in the sand and
soon to be obliterated by the indifferent winds and the tracks of the vultures. Would we at |east
not be better served if he had used that last breath of life, that last wisp of consciousness, to
confess that his beliefs had been as fantastic as the mirages which shimmered so cruelly before
him?

Such wonderments and specul ative concerns share a spectrum with more traditional views; they
define one band of it. For the tradition, the ultimate vindication of this paradigmatic pilgrim lies
at the end. Not his end but the end of it al. In the great beyond, at the last judgment, in heaven:
then, and not until then, will Standfast be vindicated. In the meantime (which often seemsto be
an eternity), Standfast must learn to be patient under the vile abuses of natural circumstance and
the contumely of unbelievers.

Here again we are on the verge of confusing believing and hoping, this time from the affirmative
rather than the negative end of the spectrum. But a shift of sympathy does not entail or warrant,
of itself, ashift of logic. So far, then, as believing is taking something to be true and entrusting
oneself to it because it istrue, abeliever isvindicated if he doesindeed stand fast no matter
what. That is, no matter through what thickets, swamps, and deserts that route runs. "He kept the
faith to the bitter end" does not guarantee that the faith, abstractly defined, was worth the candle,
to say nothing of the auto-da-fé. We need, we always need, to know what else Standfast was
committed to by faith, what besides holding on to the very end.

Now perhaps Standfast, our desert wanderer, has a question or two for his theological critics.
Suppose he asks: "Why do you aways suppose that only yea-sayers are particularly vulnerable
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to the destructive vicissitudes of the world? Why do you skeptics and nay-sayers think that you
fare better than | in the selfsame world? Y ou skeptics don't want to make any philosophically
inexcusable gestures of generosity toward the make-up of the world. What are you afraid of? As
skeptics you surely don't believe that reality islying in wait to expose and humiliate any such
generosity of gesture. What then? What other, and in your record more serious, reason do you
have for keeping your beliefs, your outlook, so closely hauled to what you call fact? Perhaps
your eyes are fixed immovably upon the signals of your philosophic soulmates. But isit
legitimate for free thinkersto be so incorrigibly other-directed?

"Oyes," Standfast continues, "I hear you go on and on about the vital importance of lopping off
superfluous beliefs. That used to strike me as being splendidly businesslike, tidy, and tough-
minded. But | asked you once what rendered areligious belief, or any other combination of
vision and disposition, superfluous. And you said, 'Well, the fact is| just don't need the beliefs
you entertain, that's all.' So it came home to me that though you called yourself a skeptic you
hadn't, in fact -- to use one of your favorite phrases -- moved all belief into suspension. All
along you have been operating with aview of yourself as ego, as human, probably as modern
man -- with some kind of an omnicompetent belief. Y ou trust absolutely in your ability to
manage, no matter what. So it isn't just that you don't need God. Y ou believe you don't need
God even if there should be a God.

"Now for you nay-sayers. What positive beliefs animate your rejection of religious belief? What
behavior of the world confirms your beliefs and vindicates your existential self-investments?

Y ou say there is no God because God is meaningless. And you construe this denial to entail that
the only value agent in the cosmos is man; if indeed values have any 'reality.' What sort of
commitment to human valuesis entailed by that? What kind of experience would vindicate that
existential investment? What kind of experience would vindicate arefusal of that engagement?
How isit that so irresolute, frail, and fickle a creature as man isto be greatly loved and trusted?
Or ishe? Surely you don't mean to say, 'Well, if not man, then what? That would strongly argue
that one must, ssmply must, love and trust something. From there it is a short leap to '‘Believe
what you must in order to make sense of your life policies and loyalty packages.™

The intent of the foregoing is not to encourage the Christian believer to suppose that he has no
unique and vexatious problemsin proving his case. The point is, rather, that a time comes when
any steady or deliberately continuous life-performance must submit to the question: Why this
life-performance rather than that? The general form of any serious and responsible answer to
that question is: Because that isthe way | saw and assayed the world and thus set this course
through it.

Vil

In whose sight does one seek vindication, whose other than God's? These seem to be the leading
candidates for that high position:
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(@) Anideal (not necessarily) divine observer; such as (al) one'sideal self; or (a2)
an ideal other.

(b) The "beloved community," the ultimate (in finite terms) peer group.

(c) Any reasonable and well-informed person who has similar value
commitments.

| believe that (C) isthe heir apparent and presumptive. When one seeks self-vindication the
"beloved community" is presupposed but it is not intended, because one of the things requiring
vindication is one's participation in the life of that community. Thus the dialectic runs something
like this: Granted that believer and unbeliever share certain fundamental values, the unbeliever
wants to know how Christian beliefs bear on those common value concerns. The believer ought
to reply that the Christian community is held to the pursuit of those value aims by a particular
structure of beliefs. True, one can esteem justice and resolutely pursue it without giving a
thought to God and his righteous will. But the question is not whether believing in God isa
necessary condition for esteeming justice and seeking to realize it in the actual world. That
question requires empirical data, though perhaps not a ssmple empirical adjudication. The
question, rather, is whether vindication for believing "God is just altogether" is not forthcoming
until (unless) it can be shown that a practical dedication to the cause of justice is congruent with
the "way things actually are." Thisisfundamentally different than saying that the believer is
vindicated so far as he acts or is disposed to act on belief in God's justice.

So once again the methodological fat seems to be headed for the metaphysical fire, for what is
the route of accessto "the way things actually are"? Particularly, how can one speak with any
reasonabl e assurance of justice, not only as the direction in which the human world ought to
move but as the course it is actually pursuing, even in seasons when numberless multitudes of
the oppressed cry in vain for succor, divine or human? It isonly in and by faith that one can
reasonably and resolutely take the stronger line here, because it necessarily involves an
envisagement of the future. For the Christian this envisagement necessarily is a concrete
adumbration of that future in life-policies and commitments resolutely adhered to here and now.
So to "walk by faith" means to move one's flesh and blood toward justice. It is anything but
filling the air, the long-suffering air, with pious surmises about the glories of heaven while one
stumbles heedlessly over the bodies of the wretched of the earth.

VI

(iii) Reinforcement. Belief istested for truth by discovering whether alarge and central purpose
isreinforced by it. If abelief failsthistest for confirmation, there is no point in saying that it
may be true in and for some other world.
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The supreme purpose of the Christian isthe imitation of Christ. That is the decisive clue to the
concrete adumbration of the future. That iswhat it means to so glorify the kingdom of God that
the vicissitudes of life and spirit in the kingdom of man become intelligible and endurable.

Reinforcement, as areligious test of truth, involves Christian community more heavily than
vindication because the stake is clearly being sustained in the faith of that community. The
objective is no longer the esteem of that reasonable person for whom one tries to make the case
for Christian faith. Not that his esteem has become a negligible interest. It matters deeply, but
now as a condition of communication rather than as a medal of achievement in the arena of
philosophic contest. What now matters far more is whether-the Christian community will so
sustain one's commitment to Christ that "growth in grace" becomes aredlity rather than a
linguistic tag generously distributed as a good conduct medal or a merit badge. Beliefsthat doin
fact provide that sustenance, that reinforcement, have passed a particular test of truth. By itself it
IS not paramount. It is onelink in the chain of proof.

IX
(iv) Justification. Thisis the ultimate stage of confirmation.

In the traditional (Pauline) sense, to be justified means to be incorporated into Jesus Christ: the
believer istaken up into that divine being, power, and righteousness. Moreover the personis
incorporated just as that person exists, which isto say asfinite, mortal, and sinful. So to be
justified is to be unconditionally affirmed by God. Oneisjustified by that One for whom all
things are possible.

Thus the vital core of confirmation iswhat St. Paul calls being conformed to the mind of Christ.
This condition transcends infinitely, so to speak, the natural human desire to be proved right in
some high contention and to be found acceptable by those whose acceptance matters most in the
quotidian world. Now justification means being wholly caught up in the only game that finally
and absolutely matters.

But note that it is no longer important at this stage to prove that thisis, in fact, the only game
that finally and absolutely matters. That incontestably human interest has also been transcended,;
not forgotten but transcended. The imitation of Christ, which is acommitment to adumbrate
here and now, in the quotidian world, the ultimate community, the kingdom of God, the
commonwealth of divine love; this becomes all-engrossing. Only thusisit possible to prove that
the unlovely and unlovable are nonethel ess actually loved; that is, by loving them, by seeking
with them a common and ultimate good. To identify oneself with "harlots and publicans’ for
other reasons, such as showing that we are all human after all, imposes one's company upon
people who have not asked for it and who may not be able to profit from it because it carries the
virus of self-righteousness.
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Therefore, the commandments to visit the sick, to minister to the dying, to feed the poor, to bein
the midst of alienation initsinfinite variety -- these good works are done for sweet mercy's sake,
to be sure. But they are to be done above all because justification restores one to the body of
generic humanity in the only way that finally and absolutely matters: in creative love.

X

One of the most poignant illusions of the philosophic lifeisthe belief that somewhere thereisa
perfect proof for (or against) something of immense significance, an absolutely cogent and
convincing demonstration that X is (or is not) the case. Theologians are not immune to the sting
of thiswill-o'-the-wisp; St. Anselm, for example.

Thereis arelated phenomenon of equal, probably greater, poignancy. That is the disposition to
submit not only one's belief's but one's life to tests one is bound to fail. | do not know whether
the framer of that famousinjunction, "Test all things. . ." was sufficiently aware of the immense
threat it presents to the tester: that, in the ultimate affairs of the spirit, the tests are al trained on
persons rather than on propositions and concepts, on the believer rather than on beliefs. Gripped
hard and fast by the vicissitudes of being in the world, and discomfited by the philosophical
exploiters and advocates of those vicissitudes, belief and believer may not measure up even to
the minimum standards of dialogical fair play. True, these are often the failures of the believer
rather than fatal defectsin his beliefs. But surely thereisarea possibility there, too. Surely it
must sometimes occur to even the most devout and reflective believer that the Christian
worldview itself iswrong.

Thisisareal possibility if it means that someone might sincerely find that the Christian reading
of lifeand world isfalse. In what way false? Decisively, for having evoked and encouraged
expectations that were not fulfilled, rather than for having supplied the mind with the wrong set
of photographs of redlity.

So religious untruth emerges as the noncongruence of expectation and aspiration with the form
and movement of life in the world.

Untruth of this sort is much too serious a threat to be dismissed with the skeptic's glib "Who
knows anything for sure about the real form and movement of life in the actual world?"
Metaphysical propositions as such are not on trial here. Thetarget is the certain power of
religious belief to mislead expectation and foil aspiration.

| do not find afair expression of these malfunctions in such transcendental beliefs as
immortality. What show of evidence can be mustered on the strength of which such beliefs are
to be pronounced simply wrong? Assume that all such doctrines are wrong -- that is, are
metaphysical errors -- and you have a mighty grievance against a society and a church that use
such beliefs to obscure or reroute efforts to achieve justice on earth. But such assumptions are
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not self-evidently true.

A much moretelling case is the promptness and thoroughness with which belief in justice as the
ordained goal of the human world can be foiled and soured by the multitudinous injustices of
history. We ought not to turn this belief into something purely transcendental. But we also ought
not to turn the question of a cosmic commitment to justice entirely into an issue decidable by
weighing the evidence on some nonpersonal if not nonhuman scale.

The problem, in other words, is the profoundly vexatious one of determining when, or whether,
the ethical dysfunctions of human experience ought to invalidate one's belief that justiceis a
divine prepotent intention of the entire scheme, and thereafter ground one's existential
commitment to justice in despair rather than in hope. In respect to such commanding concerns,
the validation of the moral agent counts far more than the verification of his claimsfor the truths
of hisbeliefs.

Thus the falsification of religious beliefs is not something that happens in a spiritual vacuum. It
Is not the result of an operation conducted by philosophic thinkers whose instruments have been
stripped of all metaphysical commitments. Falsification hereis afailure to find one's religious
outlook confirmed concretely by one's own life-performance. Compared to the gravity of this
falsification, the failure of the world to behave characteristically as a soul-making enterprise can
reasonably be set down as a second-rate failure.

Why should one want to deny that these fal sifications occur? Or that their possibility is one of
the vicissitudes the person of faith is summoned to endure? God is surely not properly praised
by trying to render human insight inerrant, human loyalty incorruptible, human courage
steadfast. The Christian has no stake in denying that his belief in God might be wrong. He seeks
justification for his commitments to living persons, the final and absolute commitment of love.
So how can he be sure that it isright and good to die for others, when to take stepsto preserve
his own life would falsify his avowals of love for them no matter what?

Well, aquestion for a question: What kind of certainty ought one to seek, let alone claim, asthe
rational underpinning of such a commitment? Should we propose a variety of reality tests, such
as an inspection of one's motives or a determination of the worth of the intended beneficiaries of
one's death? Should we invent a calculus of benefits to be conferred by one's death, the question
of the worth or merit of the beneficiaries being waived?

The questions are appropriate. No answer contains a greater certainty than the tests of coherence
and congruity rightly applied. The question, "Isit right for me voluntarily to die for others?' isa
coherence test if | believe that | ought to love others even to the bitter end. If | really believe that
such loveis divinely ordained and commanded, and so is much more than an admirable thing in
the few who do it, then if | refuse the bitter cup | am surely self-falsified, not just inconsistent,
not just guilty of too much slippage of principle under dire vicissitude. These, yes; but also and
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decisively self-falsified.

Finaly, then, certainty about the proposition "God exists" is different from certainty whether |
ought to act out love for others to the bitter end. For "God exists' is a shorthand expression of a
global outlook. The chief functions of such outlooks are to place human history and personal
existence in the cosmic scene, and to throw off hints and clues for existential decisions. In the
end, nothing but a consistent readiness to accept al of the personal risks ordained by it, proves
such an outlook, such afaith.

Footnotes

1. Yet Herbert's God expresses a striking reservation:
"For if | should" said he,
"Bestow thisjewel also on my creature,
He would adore my gifts instead of me,
And rest in Nature, not the God of Nature:
So both should losers be."

From "The Pulley," The New Oxford Book of English Verse (1972), p. 258.

2. | am not speaking to the question whether one ought to display areliable knowledge and
decent respect for the achievements of the giantsin one's realm. Nor do | mean thus to speak to
the question whether any philosopher or theologian has ever driven any particular bit of
nonsense from the field once and for all.

3. The poet sings:
God is his own interpreter,
And He will makeit plain.
But there is no doubt but that Cowper is talking of something God, Christianly conceived, does.

4. See Austin Farrar's The Glass of Vision (London, 1948) and his Rehirth Images (L ondon:
Peter Smith, 1949) for striking expressions of such views.
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5. One of the intriguing questions about Jungian theories of the archetypal images is whether as
creations of the collective unconscious they are not as fully transhuman in origin, and as
transcendentally important, as the figural revelations St. John of the Apocalypse received from
on high. A preference for images of depth rather than for images of height may tell us more
about psychocultural predilections than about anything else.

6. "Bar of reason” is something of arhetorical flourish. It is much more likely that proponents of
a particular philosophical method of analysis will put theol ogical-metaphysical propositions on
trial and pronounce them either meaningless or false; a bit like being given one's choice of
execution by hanging or gas. What is the justification, extradepartmental shall we say, for this
drumhead process? Something like this: "Thisis the way we do philosophy here." A great
variety of things conspire to inhibit speaking for reason as such. But shall we then haveto learn
to speak with less hesitancy about science as such? Or about philosophy as such? Or about
religion as such?

7. The reference isto the story in Luke 10:38-42. On the strength of this text preachers almost
always treat Martha roughly; sermonically, that is. Often enough the sermon in which Mary's
superior spiritual wisdom is celebrated is followed by a pleato the congregation to underwritein
full the projected church budget.

8. The influence of Plotinus on formulations of Christian doctrines of God is great. But he
concedes -- insists, rather -- that the rational-mystical discipline, his version of the dialectic,
cannot guarantee the mystic vision and mystic union. This does not mean that he regards those
ineffable perfections as pure divine gratuities. But if God (the One) is not coy or capricious --
unthinkable thoughts for Plotinus -- in granting the greatest of all boons, must it not follow that
thereis abuilt-in defect in the dialectic? Or shall we permit him to say, too, that the spirit is
willing but the flesh is both weak and capricious?

8a. In An Essay on Metaphysics, Oxford, 1940.

9. Strictly speaking we cannot say that we now see what those absol ute presuppositions are; we
can only sense what they were, that is, what their power was. But even thisis an inference from
the kind of social order which rested upon them.... We must also allow for those periods when
darkness covers the face of the whole earth; that is, for the times when nothing seems surely
grounded and all things are in flux. Should we then ask the skeptic what his absolute
presuppositions are, and hope to get such an answer as Augustine or Descartes says the
consistent skeptic must give if heisrational; Or should we simply ask: what makes it
worthwhile to "suspend all judgment” and steer by guesswork?

10. 1t will be said that theologians, in the great epochs of God'swill, turned to Scripture for
elucidation of that supreme Light-giver That is a mistake. From Scripture they learned how to
use that language, how to foster that belief: the language of, the belief in, that God who dwells
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in light unapproachable (cf. 1 Tim. 6: 16).

11. | do not mean such atime as when a particular philosophic devastation of Christian theodicy
iIswidely accepted in academic circles as the torpedo that finally sank God's will. Perhaps
Voltaire -- whose following was hardly limited to academic circles -- believed that he had
destroyed, with that wonderful torpedo Candide, the Leibnizian "best of all possible worlds."” |
doubt that Voltaire was that kind of fool.

12. We might have considered, for example, the absolutizing of an attitude toward inquiry into
experience and the world: openness, readiness to abandon any theory, principle, paradigm, or
dogmain the face of empirical contraindications or promising conceptual revolutions. But this
attitude, often recommended as normative, or at least as worthy of all acceptation, isvery much
like being open to conviction. But to what conviction, kind of conviction, range of conviction?
No material conviction and no decision rationally derive from such an attitude; nor, indeed,
from any attitude as such

13. Here we are not to suppose, apparently, that there is anything in the least measure provincial
or non-rational in seeking to formulate the laws of history. It seems -- itsrationality, that is -- to
depend on who discovers and formulates them: Marx rather than Hegel, Hempel rather than
Toynbee.

16
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Chapter 3: Christian Faith And Conceptual
Schemes

|s the development and use of a systematic conceptual scheme irreconcilable with authentic
Christian faith?

This seems to be part of the ground contested by dogmaticians on the one side and systematic
theologians on the other. It is said, for instance, that systematic theology, in using a systematic
conceptual scheme, inevitably gives that scheme priority over the entire subject matter of faith,
including revelation. It isamost as though some human conceptual contraption had been
substituted for God himself; though, of course, the systematic theologian has at |east a chapter,
perhaps a whole volume, devoted to God

On the other hand, dogmaticsis surely more than a set of pastoral homilies and private
ruminations sponsored more or less by the lectionary.

So if the systematic theol ogian operates with a privileged conceptual scheme, which he has
either devised or borrowed, the dogmatician operates with a fixed hermeneutical method
designed to extract from scriptural texts the red, if not the ultimately real, meaning of Scripture
asword of God.

Here the impartial observer may ask whether either party supposes that its basic working stock,
be it conceptual scheme or a hermeneutics, has any sort of divine authority or sponsorship, since
it appears to him that each party has in hand something that displays as many earmarks of
human contrivance as the other. "I hear," says he, "that the theology, of revelation isnot itself a
direct bequest of the Almighty. And | might add that the little | know about any sort of theology
strikes me as being pretty small beer to be claiming the imperial seal.”
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This naive chap has a point; aas, it isapretty obvious one! Neither sidein this dispute clams a
clear divine warrant for its methodological stance. What then is the heart of the quarrel? It is
which sideis prepared to let Scripture speak for itself, on the assumption, shared by each party,
that Scripture plays a unique and somehow decisive role in revelation. Moreover, each party
also confesses that revelation is preeminently God's business and the minds of mortal and sinful
persons ought therefore not to lay grubby hands on it recklessly.

Furthermore, it isnot aquestion, in thisloud if not always fertile argument, whether one party
operatesin total freedom of conceptual factors. One has but to riffle through any text in
hermeneutics to find conceptual factors galore. The nub of the issue is whether conceptual
elements can or should be developed into a coherent schematism with a view to metaphysical
business.

If we take Barth to be the chief of the dogmaticians in this century, we have a wonderfully
unequivocal answer to this question: a categorical No! Not that Barth has the slightest doubts
about the reality drafts of revelation. But in his view conecptual systems cannot break through
the crust of the phenomenal world into reality. Nor can such systems transcend the man-
referencing of natural reason in all of its cognitional activities. The fact that the church in history
has sometimes baptized such a system only shows how far afield the theological |eadership of
the church can wander from its proper tasks.

If we take Tillich to be the chief of the tribe of systematic theologians, we shall find a
remarkably complex Y esin answer to our question; not that he is reluctant to devise a
conceptual scheme and deploy it across the spectrum of Christian theological topics. In hisview,
that isthe business of orderly Christian thought whether or not "systematics' is the right name
for it. But what is the cash value of the conceptual scheme? For Tillich the schematism does not
lay bare or exemplify the very structure of reality. But just as surely he does not intend to restrict
the schematism to extracting insights and imperatives from Holy Writ. What then is the third
option?

The third option, in the employment of a conceptual scheme, iswhat Tillich calls ontological:
the schematism bears on, perhaps exhibits, the structures of being.2 But for Tillich's purposes we
must say ontological rather than metaphysical, we must say "ontological” rather than ontological
because being is a symbol and not a proper concept; it is"being" and not being. So what is
grasped by "being"? That question must be rephrased as. What of the human situation in the
world is expressed by "being"?

So the Tillichian conceptual scheme has an intuitional-expressive function rather than a
descriptive-argumentative one. Dialectic does not move the mind closer to "what is," but it
might throw some light on what isin a particular mind in a particular situation: a kind of
theological psychoanalysis.
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So for both Tillich and Barth the conceptual elementsin faith are not valid for metaphysical
transactions in the classic modalities. Nevertheless, for Tillich and not for Barth the systematic
development of those factorsis the preeminently valid route for properly exhibiting the eternal
truths embedded in the Christian faith. But these truths are not assertorial propositions, they are
not really conceptual. They are symbols.

| do not intend in this connection to travel further into the Tillichian realm of symbol. The thing
of greater importance is the ongoing argument over the reality value, not the mere presence, of
systematized conceptsin Christian faith and life.

L et us suppose, therefore, that there is no significant or interesting argument over whether or not
conceptual factors are important for Christian theology, since theology itself is some kind of
conceptualistic game. The heavy firing begins with the question, "What or how muchisa
conceptual scheme good for? More specifically, what isit good for in relation to the Christian
faith?’

This puts us up against an antecedent question, namely, how we are to understand faith asin
"Christian faith." It is much too easy to legidlate a fast answer to the question about conceptual
schemes by simply saying that faith, the authentic article, cannot tolerate endowing conceptual
systems with any proof functions or any other cognitive value.

What then are we to understand by "faith"?

(1) Faith denotes the content of belief. Content of belief denotes statements of various kinds,
such as dogmas (propositions a church declares to be atogether true and authoritative), reports
of historical events add their interpretation, guides for right moral conduct, guides for the life of
prayer. Faith in thisfirst sense may also contain elements of cosmological and anthropol ogical
doctrines. For instance, for many Christians creation, as a teaching concerning the origin of the
cosmos, is accepted as a binding truth, that is, as a dogma. But the dogma by itself does not
specify what sort of show the world actualy is, how largeit is, when it came to be, what its laws
are, or how many kinds of creaturesit contains. Instruction on such matters comesin from
secular sources, though theol ogians may monitor it or even try to control it. Here avery
important theological task comes into view, that of showing how the definitive core of Christian
beliefsis able to survive in health, clarity, and power the impact of secular knowledge. For
example, can atheologian make creation meaningful given the scientific teaching that the
physical universe has been around in one state or another for billions of years? That God created
the whole thing does not seem logically affected as a proposition by the discovery that the whole
thing isincomparably larger and more complex than anybody even imagined before the age of
science.

We haven't been hearing a great deal about creation from theologians lately. This might mean
that they have been intimidated by the scientific cosmologists. But it might also mean that
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theologians are not convinced that creation belongs to the core of Christian belief.

Likelihood swarms around a rather different possibility. Perhapsfaith is not to be construed as
belief or as the content of belief. Perhaps it is nothing importantly conceptual, discussable, and
arguable in terms of ordinary experience or the generalities of experience. Perhaps faith denotes
an event, an experience, a happening, the presentation of something not even knowable in the
ordinary frames and vectors of human knowledge. If it were legitimate to speak of faith having
an object, perhaps we should have to say that its object isintuitively grasped and imaginally
rather than conceptually expressed.

These "perhaps’ statements are not intended as speculative, as though they were so many
abstract possibilities advertising for tenants. On the contrary, they sketch where much of
Protestant theology is actualy living. We then have to take seriously another view of faith.

(2) Faithis, or is something emerging from, alife- and world-transforming experience. In the
recent Protestant theological past the standard word for this experience was "encounter.” In its
theological incarnation this concept retains something of the sense of a confrontation in which a
response rather than a reaction is demanded; thus a personal engagement. So "encounter” means
being personally addressed or summoned by God. God reveals himself decisively in these
personal transactions. Descriptions of such eventswill, perforce, be in human words and
sentences. The Lord on Mt. Sinai does not make it one of the commandments that he is to be
called He-Who-Is-Encountered.3 But descriptions, explanations and reflections of the revelatory
event are not the direct object of faith, they are not the content of faith. Human words about the
event are the medium of interpretation. God speaking is the event itself. It would seem to follow
that, faithfully understood, any philosophical-theological worry about the truth-value of God,
the concept, is entirely beside the point. Only God himself can make anything existentially
important out of God. This holds for any other conceptual factor in Christian experience.

"Christian experience" in encounter theology, is not to be given a subjectivistic value. But an
objectivistic turn is also to be avoided. Thisisto say that the philosophical (and
commonsensical) dichotomy, subjectobject, is transcended by encounter. To be personally
addressed by God is atranscendently real event. Therefore, it cannot be categorized as other
events and entities are. Concepts, as well as every other aspect or element of human existence,
must be rendered obedient to God's all-commanding word.

So faith as encounter, as man's role in revelatory transactions,4 is not a cognitive affair, at |least
not in any ordinary sense, since for the modern mind a cognitive transaction involves the mind
moving around on the "inside" and somehow making authentic contact with an entity or power
moving around on the "outside."

It is worth noting again that the theologians of encounter do not say that there are no conceptual
factorsin the interpretation of revelation-faith. Thereis, of course, a concept of God (God).

file:///D:/rb/relsearchd.dll-action=showitem&gotochapter=4&id=414.htm (4 of 32) [2/4/03 1:50:46 PM]



Theological Method and Imagination

Christians do not have the same God as Muslims or Rotarians. Moreover, some propositions are
truer than others; for example, "God is the transcendently real subject” istruer than "God is an
object among other objects."”

Very well. But does "truer than" mean (@) better conforms to reality, to "what is'; or (b) isa
more accurate report, description, or interpretation of the encounter event? The theol ogians of
encounter surely did not intend that God is simply an organizing concept applied to the data of
experience. Nor did they propose that "God" is a name applied conventionally and projectively
to the best qualities of human subjects or the sublimest moments of experience. To the contrary,
the supreme and ultimate Being is himself the criterion by which the truth of all statements
about him, both descriptions and confessions, are judged. Taken with one sort of low-flying
literalness, this would entail the supposition that God says something like, "Now see here! Once
and for all do not ever call me an object because | am always and only the subject.” This makes
God sound remarkably like a theology professor.

Happily amore sober reading is at hand. The grandeur and the misery both of "God" and of God
are rightly apprehended only in dealing with God. He is the absolute master of all such
transactions.

So now we must ask whether the content of faith consists of reports of experiences of God;
ground familiar to both mystics and pietists. Or put it thisway: Is faith humanly transmissible?
And yet another question: If it be so that divine revelation is deep calling unto deep, if it be an
encounter that shakes the soul to its foundations, are there any clear criteriathat facilitate and
warrant a movement from reports of experience to assertions about "what is'? Behind these
questions lurks the anxiety that "God" is being used as a name for something that mightily stirs
us, and God as the concept denoting the class of such agencies.

An important fringe benefit is available if the content of faith, asfar asit istransmissible,
consists of reports of existential encounters: it protects faith against cognitional falsification. For
if, in saying "God has spoken!" | really mean "l am all shook up but in awonderfully creative
way," the cognitive question of truth has become the moral question of sincerity, consistency,
and the impact on others of that creativity. And if "I know that my redeemer liveth!" really
means"| am in better shape than | used to be, and | hope to be in better shape still," it can be
falsified partly by asking others what shape | used to bein. Thiswould be only a partial
falsification, or perhaps none at all. | may have intended to report only the shape of my interior
life.

Such exemptions from the levies of truth are costly. Part of the cost is the obliteration of a
transsubjective reality that engages the faithful in encounter. Moreover, if encounter isto carry
the transsubjective traffic intended for it, the linguistic and conceptual factors in it demand some
kind of systemization. Otherwise its truth function would be random rather than patterned, it
would be psychological rather than ontological, it would be episodic rather than time-inclusive.
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| conclude that encounter as a category of Christian reflection makes, and must make, solid and
affirmative connection with faith (1). Part of the content of faith is a conceptual structure, a
pattern or system of beliefs.

Moreover, the situation of the believer cannot be described intelligibly in encounter-revelational
terms aone. The situation of the believer isthat of standing before God in absolute assurance
that it isindeed God and his truth by whom the believer is confronted. But he is also standing in
aworld that has a unique history, asthe believer has also a unique history. These interlocking
histories must be assayed by the Gospel, but they are not describable entirely in Gospel
categories and images. | may say that nothing of those histories really matters now that God in
Christ has claimed me for his own. That does not mean that those histories have become null
and void. To be divinely delivered from bondage to the past does not mean that the past has
been metaphysically obliterated. | might wish it were so, but the wish is bootless, perhaps sinful
aswell.

| conclude, then, that the paradigms and conceptualities of faith are designed to relate the
believer authentically and efficacioudly to his actual situation in the real world. They are
therefore more than components of reports of experience. So, in the imitation of Christ, Jesusis
the paradigmatic person who probes the depths of creatureliness and exemplifies God's love; not
love as a natural capability of human life inflated or extrapolated to infinity, but the love of God,
HeWho Is.

Thus, the paradigm is the pattern of perfect obedience to the summons and command of God the
Father. Accordingly, what God reveals in encounter is something to be enacted. Faith is
response to that summons, it is obedience to that command. So we have moved to another
interpretation of faith.

(3) The essence of faith is obedience. Better still, it is obedience joined to trust. God isto be
obeyed because he can be trusted to keep his promises and his threats. From God come the
ultimate life and the final death.

L ooked at commonsensically, obedience is something yielded and trust is something bestowed
in one's relations to others. | obey because | must; | trust because | will. Transferred to the
Christian life this becomes: When God commands, who can refuse to obey (that is, and live to
tell it)? But though he slay me | may yet refuse to trust him. So in obeying God we may yield
what is due him; but we may do this reluctantly, perhaps churlishly. "I know you to be a harsh
master” is the excuse proffered by the unworthy servant in the parable.®

Even the theol ogians who make the most of obedience as the essence of faith must recognize
how harshly the concept ringsin the ears of strictly modern people. It drags behind it powerful
intimations of authoritarianism. These are hardly offset by even the most eloquent assurance that
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obeying God is nothing like obeying earthly lords and masters. Such assurances fail to reckon
with a modern metaphysical sensibility: human life subjected to cosmic principalities and
dominations is the wrong, the fatally wrong, image. Is this not an integral part of the secularist
bequest? If man is aone, that is, as value agent, as person, in the cosmos, he does not need to
grovel before imaginary cosmic tyrannies, be they benign or malignant. If a person persistsin
doing so, there must be something out of kilter in his psyche.

This does not mean that obedience as a prudential policy in intrahuman affairs is about to vanish
from the scene. In fact there may be now a growing disposition to feel that obedience to the law
Isthe first condition of civilized existence. Thereisagood deal of ambiguity in this. The most
vocal exponents of law and order are often the people who have gained the most from the
current legal systems and from the manipulation of the rhetoric of obedience; or at least they are
the ones who feel, for whatever reasons, most threatened by challenges to the established order.

But thisis not the only ambiguity surrounding the concept of obedience. In many of us an
intuitive sense survives that the whole creation obeys laws imposed upon it rather than extracted
fromit. The laws of science are theoretic impositions upon what to the naked, untutored eyeisa
bewildering mass of disparate data. Y et the spinning molecule and the spiraling galaxy do not
obey the scientist. They honor constraints imposed by being: "the law in their members" is not
arrived at by consensus of the components. Modern science is marvelously ingenious in cooking
up mathematical schematisms for these cosmic constraints. This achievement has been known to
lure a scientist here and there into conceiving God as the supreme mathematician -- a theological
development not anticipated in the Book of Numbers.

Theological appropriations of this sense of built-in constraints, under or with which all things
behave, define a very broad spectrum. Of the historical (human) world aone we may well
wonder whether obedience properly includes things so diverse as dumbly baring one's neck to
the knife of fate and being sensitive to the demands of a self-imposed and self-vindicating moral
law. In each case people are likely to say they did what they had to; only the attitude was
adjustable. So one dies when the moment comes, though one may choose to "Rage, rage against
the dying of the light." But no matter how one then carries on, the light remorselessly fades. So
also for the demands of duty. In respect to these, we do not ordinarily try to create the
impression that we simply could not have done otherwise. "I had to do it" generally means, in
respect to duty, "l couldn't have lived with myself if | hadn't doneit." Thus moral constraint is as
real asthe harsh demands of fate. Granted that they are different kinds of reality, they are alike
in exacting obedience.

The great Christian theological masters agree that obeying God is different both from bowing
the neck to the axe of fate and heeding the adjurations of duty. It is a poet who sings:

" Stern Daughter of the Voice of God!
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ODuty .. ."

Many modern theologians endorse the sentiment and so far tend to discover the full content of
the divine command in the moral law. Thisisasignificant break with the tradition. There, to
obey God includes trust, loyalty, love, and reverence. These are dispositional factors held to be
truly personal at both poles, as an expression of the self and an acknowledgement of God's
personhood, the proper object of worship. To have faith in that God is to obey him to whom we
look in love and awe. In infinite wisdom, he orders the law of the soul of mortal man as well as
the immense cosmos.

In this account of faith (3) as obedience there are clearly elements of faith (1) as belief. If, for
example, | ought to obey God, | must have in hand some reason for doing so, such asa
conviction that God has power of disposal over both body and soul. Obviously | ought to respect
the prerogatives and wishes of such abeing. Or | may believe that God knows what is best and
is everywhere and always to be counted on to bring the best to be. Different from each other as
such reasons are, they are both manifestly conditioned by beliefs about God's existence and his
nature.

On the other hand faith (3) also makes a bid for some of the ground on which faith (2) stands.
For if | am to obey God, | must have some actual dealings with him. Otherwise "God" might
simply designate some great and perfectible (or at least improvable) value in mankind itself
rather than in abeing of unimaginable splendor and shattering power beyond the boundaries of
human existence and possibility. If "God" and God do designate and apprehend transhuman
reality, then some appeal to experience is necessary. That experience ought to be something that
epitomizes the human condition as well as the situation of the believer: an event, atransaction
that is momentous rather than merely memorable.

So also for faith (3). If | am to obey God, | must already have been involved in transactions of
such a nature that now | can say | know whom | am obeying. But these transactions are not
necessarily extremely dramatic world-shaking events. Thisisto say that in the Christian context
revelation is neither an epiphanic nor a theophanic concept. There may be ecstasies in which
God speaks, but these all presuppose an anterior knowledge of God. Thus whatever we want to
make of the experience of Moses on Sinai for historical purposes, in the story itself God has had
generations upon generations of dealing with Israel. Moses professes not to know whom he has
encountered, or at least not to know how properly to name him, which is not quite the same
problem. In other words, in the story Moses knows that heis not trying to fill in the blank
external cause of an ecstatic experience. He also knows that he is not dealing with some
provincia "godlet" into whose bailiwick he has inadvertently wandered. To speak irreverently
for the moment, Moses knows he is up against Number One. He has not stumbled over some
Baal. Nor has he had a"mountain-top experience" to be enshrined in memory forever thereafter
as the moment when he got real religion. He who now commands Moses will not even let
himself be properly named. "God" is thus dismissed; but not necessarily God. M oses has other
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things he hasto attend to, things other than pausing to mark the difference between aname and a
concept. It isadistinction of some importance for theological work.

The visibility and specific gravity of the conceptual factor vary from one view of faith to
another. It does not follow from the indispensability of thisfactor that it must be given a
schematic character in any view of faith. Nevertheless this may be true. Several things suggest
it.

One, if words are used consistently, that is, to denote or express the same things, a schematism
so far obtains: alanguage, or language game, thus appears. Words are not used randomly, they
are subject to rules; more properly, their users are subject to rules. Whether or not these rules
were originally excogitated by one person on a set occasion does not bear in any way on the
systematic character of alanguage. Its schematisms may strike one as quite irrational ("O those
irregular verbs!") but the world abounds with irrational schematisms; some of them penalize us
heavily if we presume to ignore them either from rational principle or from mere eccentricity.

Secondly, significant answers to the question, "How much (or what) is a conceptual scheme
good for?' do not presuppose some kind of faith or some kind of experience devoid of any
conceptual schematism. Each view of faith assigns a different weight to such schematisms, but
the series does not begin at zero. For instance, the most ambitious conceptual schemes have
been fashioned to open up and vindicate faith (1), beliefs. Sailing under the splendid banner of
"Faith seeking Understanding" St. Anselm pushes the frail bark of human reason into the
ultimate mystery of God's being and of his redemptive act. Perhaps no one before Barth really
understood that Anselm was not all that ambitious, metaphysically speaking. But the most
powerful minds of the Middle Ages thought he was; and devoted alot of energy to furling the
sails, trimming the ship, and scanning the horizons for ports of entry somewhat nearer home.
But even for those purposes they resorted to conceptual schemes -- Plotinian, Aristotelian, or
what not -- none of which can be said to be extrusions of pure biblical ore. Indeed, even the
most drastic curtailment of theology's metaphysical thrust had itself to be defended by appeal to
an extraordinarily sophisticated conceptual scheme rather than by appeal to the sturdy instincts
of simple piety.

Now, again in our own time, the metaphysical value of the conceptual schemes of theology has
been so successfully challenged that “the God of the philosophers’ has only alight scattering of
friends left above ground. And once again the rationale for putting the metaphysical God on
permanent leave very rarely consists of appeals to the self-sufficiency of ssmple devout belief or
to the usages of piety more generally. And, of course, very few of the antimetaphysical
theologians testify that the true God has told them directly -- as they were kneeling in the Prayer
of Humble Access, for instance -- that Pascal and/or Kierkegaard are right and that Descartes
and/or Whitehead are wrong. No, the theologians who celebrate the passing of the God of
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theism have filled their victim with arrows from philosophical quivers. Perhapsthisisjust
another case of God, the providentia spirit, turning the wrath of the unbeliever to divine
account. Nonetheless, there is a surface oddity in the spectacle of theologians looking to worldly
philosophers for decisive instruction on how to do the proper domestic work of theology.

Assume, then, that the metaphysical weight of the conceptual factor in faith (1) has been
severely reduced, if not destroyed. Assume, secondly, that this radical reduction in metaphysical
value does not produce a comparable reduction in the systematic character of the conceptual
factor. What, then, isthe new or the residual value to be assigned to conceptual schematism?
The protagonists of faith (2) have an answer: Concepts are to be understood as heuristic devices
to interpret true piety.

| think it follows that the interpretational schemes of theology, so understood, have no cognitive
value in themselves; they cannot be said to be either true or false. Thus the immense weight
given to self-understanding in these quarters.

The defenders of faith (2), along these lines, may have views of true piety that do not perfectly
accord with grass-roots Christianity. These people are not likely to know offhand what to dance
when the theol ogians pipe existential authenticity. But then they may not have been any less
uncertain when they were taught that God is ens realissimum et perfectissimum or actus purus.

For faith (2) the conceptua schemes of theology are not supposed to apply to transhuman
reality. Granted that one does not encounter oneself. Nevertheless what one encounters, in the
divine-human engagement, falls within the horizons of consciousness. Man's language must
therefore discharge a vital function in rendering intelligible the meaning of that encounter.

So theol ogical -philosophical concepts properly interpreted -- which is to say, rightly organized
and delimited -- illuminate human reality.

To be sure, human beings come to be and pass away in aworld they never made. We are thrown
into thisworld and we are snatched out of it. In the interval between coming and going, itself the
only real time, some people are able to hack out a clearing of meaningfulness. In fact to be
authentic one must sense that one is summoned to do just this. But this word of summons does
not break the encompassing silence. Rather, the silence is rendered pregnant -- for faith. This
does not mean that the person of faith knows anything not known to the nonfaithful, if any.
Rather, in faith one risesto a new level of self-understanding and, one hopes, of self-acceptance.
But why not of self-hatred, self-alienation, or self-despair? Because the Christian takes his stand
on love; there he posits himself. He does not know whether in the end -- the end of history, the
end of the cosmos in its present shape -- the winner's crown goes to love. Such metaphysical
concerns falsify the legitimate role of eschatologica concepts, which isto supply, or interpret,
clues for the faithful appropriation of one's own death.
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This restricted applicability of conceptual schematisms urged by protagonists of faith (2) will
reflect ethical elements. These are sometimes fashioned into antimetaphysical warheads.
Supposg, for example, we were convinced that the greatest challenge at the moment to people of
goodwill isto participate in the suffering of the world. For here we are: the old world, its gods
and al, isdying, or is already dead but not decently buried, and a new world is struggling to
emerge. Isthisatime to indulge in metaphysical dreaming? Is it atime to debate solemnly
whether goodness has any friends beyond this earth and our history? No! A thousand times no!
And let each time display an increment of moral fervor, of will to be for goodness' sweet sake.
For the time may be brief, not because unknown gods are displeased but because man has come
of age. He has at |ast become too wise to look to an Other, who does not exist anyway, to do for
him what he must do for himself. But he is aso wise enough to aim the gun where it will do
maximum, indeed total, damage. Man come of age: we are now able to liquidate the human
enterprise. Earlier ages of necessity looked to God or chance for this dread consummation. So
one might contrive a new proof for the nonexistence of God: If God existed he would already
have liquidated man. But man has not yet been liquidated. Therefore, God does not exist. But
this, of course, is ashamelesstravesty. To beisto love, itisto care for othersasfor self. That is
authenticity. God cannot exist, therefore, because man has power, thanks to having come of age,
to liquidate himself. If God really existed he would not permit such athing, he would not permit
such a possibility to materialize.

Thusfaith (2) is vulnerable to invasion by apocalyptic spirits, as any faith islikely to bein this
age. Serious and enduring religions have always recommended that people should remember
that they are mortal. But only now has it become possible for human beingsto inflict death on a
planetary scale as a matter of policy. So the "last man™ paradigm, Everyman eschatologically
collapsed, makes terribly real sense. This means that part of the stock-in-trade of traditional
religion has been severely compromised, namely, that death is ssmply part of the eternally fixed
structure of the cosmos. For now the death of mankind can be engineered. It is one thing to
believe that thereisatimeto die for each person and that time is somehow a cosmic
determination, since "natural causes' are all governed by putatively universal laws. It isavery
different thing for mankind to die, not from natural causes but from the total failure of moral
vision, from alethal corruption of virtue. What, in such aworld, does existential authenticity
mean?

A very different question is also to be asked of faith (2). What sort and range of confidencein
cognitive-noncognitive conceptual schemes does it suggest? Where did the protagonists of faith
(2), as essentially attitudinal, learn that the conceptual schematisms of theology, of any
theology, had very little or no metaphysical cash value? Where is real knowledge of "what is,"
since it dwelleth not in the tents of theology? Does it cohabit with science? If so which isthe
lucky onein that kingdom of many chateaux and baronies?

Here we may need to be reminded that one ought not to make demands on others that one would
be very reluctant to levy upon oneself. Isit at all reasonable to ask theologians, not only to
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identify their philosophic tutors but to argue the proposition that what they have learned isredlly
so? Isit proper to ask Bultmann to make the case for Heideggerian ontology as well as show
how that schematism properly elucidates Christian existence? Are we not in principle all
relativists, however sturdy some of our denials of it may be, so that, astheologiansin an
antimetaphysical historical moment, we must learn to interpret the faith as though it in no way
competes with the lords and masters in the kingdom of knowledge?

| put these questions as rhetorical only in part. They touch upon matters to be explored
elsewhere. For the time being, | register a conviction that in the case of faith (2) we have aclear
case of determining what the conceptual schematizing of the Christian faith is good for -- that is,
how far it can be extended and what kind of truth it provides -- by applying a philosophic
scheme, the truth of which is simply assumed. The essential program for the interpreter of faith
(2) isto use the appropriate schematism to interpret the viable elements of Christian teaching.

So two questions are now before us. One: What renders a conceptual scheme appropriate? Two:
What renders an element of Christian teaching viable?

In regard to the first question it may be useful to keep in mind that appropriatenessis not truth in
disguise, since according to faith (2) the conceptual factor has heuristic value only. Hence, the
appropriate schematism is simply the one that best fits the historical situation of the church and
the believer. "Best fits" is obviously a matter of judgment bound to fall so far short of apodictic
certainty that such an aim does not even apply. Thisis then something like the reality principle
in psychotherapeutic usage. In neither caseisreality anything metaphysical, it is not what really
is. Rather, reality isthe content of standardized perceptions; it is what people perceive to be the
actual world. So one iswell advised not to fly consistently in the face of social conventions and
expectations, not, however, because those expectations are demonstrably right and good. They
are ssimply there as afabric of human relationships, indeed as a human world. There are other
worlds, to be sure, but each of them is al'so a dense fabric of arbitrary conventions and
expectations.

Thus theologians of the faith (2) persuasion have a heavy investment in discerning (diagnosing)
the actualities of the historical situation. Here the options are sparse: (a) intuition and (b) social-
scientific schematisms. In respect to either and both of these options we must ask Whose? Thus
(a): my own; or those of people | judge to be generally superior in perceptual and expressive
powers, such as artists. And in respect to (b): What method and school of social science?

It istrue, of course, that any faithful presentation of the Christian message requires some
awareness of the actualities. "To serve the present age/My calling to fulfill,” as the hymnist puts
it, certainly demands reasonably clear perceptions of the lineaments of the present age. But faith
(1) surely, and faith (2) presumably, may well be pursued by the question whether human nature
has a metaphysical definiteness imparted to it by its creator. So even if the present ageisa
demonic congeries of novel temptations (or in more neutral tones, of largely unique
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sociocultural developments), thereis still that immortal soul -- "A neverdying soul to save/and
fitit for the sky."

One reason for the prominence of faith (2) isthe loss of any kind of metaphysical definitenessin
the scientific reading of man. Another reason is the immense influence of historicistic
philosophies according to which to be human isto be historical. That has come to mean man is

not a substance, he is a subject. 6

Thus faith (2) multiplies theological investments in conceptual schematisms. It adds those of
social-scientific use to those of philosophy.

The load seemsto be lighter on the intuitional (a) front. But unique problems loom there, too.
Why, for instance, should others be instructed as well as impressed by my intuitive readings of
the present situation? Why do | think Faulkner hasit right? Or Camus? Or Picasso? Or
Bergman? "Here," | say, "is the present predicament of man. Thisisthe state of the human
spirit.” "Not so," says my neighbor, "it is certainly not the state of my spirit. And | would like to
know why my preacher spends so much time reading dirty books and going to dirty movies."
Obviously my neighbor is a Philistine. Isit so clear that | am a David?

How then is a theol ogian supposed to determine what the viable elementsin the Christian
tradition are? Does this call for the application of an arbitrary conceptual scheme? Or istherea
minimal bedrock mentality -- an outlook, an angle of vision, call it what you will -- that is
already acting as the filter through which al postulants for truth and other kinds of value must
pass to be worthy even of conscious reflective testing by one imbued with the modern spirit?
Are the boundaries of general credibility already firmly in place, the preconditions of perception
and preference? If such were the case, then to fail to acknowledge their reality would be to fall
straightway into mires of fantasy. For instance, what does "never-dying soul” mean in the
contemporary world? It may emit adim unearthly glow, but what larger and richer life doesiit
have? Or put it in thissworldly terms. How much of the contemporary world represents any kind
of persistent concern for, or commitment to, the individual person as the carrier of an ultimate
reality?

A question for such questions: What does it mean to say that hereis abelief that haslost its
viability? This might mean (i) alot of people in fact do not accept it as true. But it might mean
(ii) that even the people who profess it ought to admit that such a belief doesn't make much
sense in the sort of world in which we now live. But does this mean (iii) that there is now
decisive cognitive evidence -- such as neurological data and theory -- against that old piece of
metaphysical baggage, the immortal soul? Or does it mean (iv) that the historical (sociocultural)
situation makes such abelief very hard to support; which isto say, that one's passage through
thisworld is not predictably illumined, corrected, or in any way improved by believing ina
never-dying soul ?
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This seems to be as good a spot as any to file a caveat against any easy conjunction or merging
of cognitive viability with its attitudinal counterpart. Truth claimsin science lose viability when
alternative and superior (in respect to clarity, simplicity, and coherence) ways of comprehending
the "facts" appear, or when a theoretic advance -- which originally may not seem to make much
sense -- generates new data or is part of a datagenerating movement. Viewed one way, then, itis
a patent absurdity to say "There came atime when the Ptolemaic astronomy simply and totally
lost its viability." That old schematism survives in the meteorological section of the mass media
and in all ordinary communication about the rotation of day and night. In the "real" knowledge
of nature, however, it haslong been defunct.

But when we descend from the infinity of the heavens to man, and ascend to him from the
infinitesimals of molecular structure, what are the comparable revolutionsin "real" knowledge?
Suppose we say, "Now we know how the brain functions.” Does this mean that until now man
hasn't really known what knowledge itself is? A wonderful possibility! Except that in this case
this new knowledge, never before seen on land or sea, must be entirely self-referencing and self-
englobed. Like divine election, you either have it or you don't. If you have it, you cease knowing
what not having it is. If you don't haveit, there is no possibility of really knowing what you are
missing.

Which isto say that many, if not al, cognitive revolutions are, insofar as they come off,
successful efforts to put mind and world together in new perspectives. But this means that some
element or kind of continuity is presupposed in every such revolution. It means that some mind
isable

to stand simultaneously in two worlds; and either is or sees a connection between them.

Attitudinal changes, on the other hand, may be absolute; that is, they may exhibit sharp
discontinuity. Such changes have histories, including autobiographies. But there is not one
fundamental attitude that embraces both worlds, the old Adam and the new. Of course one may
posit a metaphysical continuity, but both Adams may deny that that affects either of them.

So when we hear that this or that element of Christian teaching is no longer viable, and the
church had better reduce its theological budget accordingly, we ought to ask whether this
problem has been generated by cognitive transformations or whether it represents severe
attitudinal dislocations that may or may not have direct relationships to scientific revolutions.

Secularismisacasein point. There is quite a variety of theological attitudes and assessments of
this phenomenon. Identification of the phenomenon is a more immediate objective. So let us say
that "secularism™ surely denotes an attitude, a precondition of perception. But this phenomenon
also contains elements of belief. Secular man simply does not believe some Christian principles
are true and good. Some of those traditional elements are rejected because he thinks that science
shows us that the real world just isn't like that. That is, secular man is a creature science has
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outfitted with world-pictures aeons removed from those of biblical and traditional faith.
Moreover, the scientific worldview encourages, perhaps inspires and justifies, attitudes toward
human nature and conduct that cannot be reconciled with Scripture and tradition. Why then
should not a new man emerge in the new world disclosed by modern science?

So it is easy enough, and true to boot, to say that this new creature, secular man, cannot accept
the ancient picture of the cosmos as a threestoried affair. Our secular age has poked its nose
deep into the empyrean and behold! not a trace of an angel, not so much as an unidentifiable
feather floating everlastingly in its own mysterious orbit. Asfor God, deep heaven whispers not
his name; if it does there is no decoding such asignal.

The theological difficulty over which secular man stumblesis much lesswhimsical, rather less
dramatic, and considerably more poignant than his troubles with biblical world-pictures. How
shall we believe that caring is the heart of the cosmic enterprise? That is the theological crux. It
has nothing much to do with the triumphs of astrophysics and rocketry. Angels belong partly to
the picturebooks of archaic religion and partly to the metaphysical theology of the Middle Ages.
Secular man had closed both of those books long before the age of the astronauts dawned. The
God of absolute transcendence had lost most of its credentials long before E=MC2 broke free
from the mathematician's brain.

So again the core theological problem has a sting very different from the pathos of childish
religious toys broken beyond repair. For now we have to ask what it would take to believe that
caring is the heart of the cosmic enterprise. Cosmic it must be because our history has been
sufficiently tortured by tribal gods. Caring must be either a human-mammal mutation produced
by arandom throw of the genetic dice, or it is the primary business of the whole show. But what
would it take to believe so brazen a piece of metaphysics?

WEll, for one thing, one would have to believe that caring gets things done in the near and
familiar world, that isin the things in which human well-being are found. Not in the cosmos to
start with but in this society, our neighborhood, the family, the state: anything and everything of
human doing. Thisis, of course, easily managed as a sentiment used to embellish, or thinly
disguise, the redlities of callous, even brutal, indifference to the sufferings of people near at
hand, to say nothing of our invincible ignorance of the plight of untold millions far away. But
really to believe that caring is the way the grain of reality runs, well, that isatall order. What
about those very persuasive images of man the predator, the "naked ape"?

But the plot thickens unconscionably. For, secondly, one would have to believe that caring gets
things done, gets them done as nothing else does. Nothing el se gets things done so effectively,
so appropriately, so joyfully, as caring does; better than self-interest or any other form of the
profit motive, better than fear or guilt, better than duty.

Perhaps the worst is yet to come. Thirdly, one would have to believe that even if noncaring
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entities exist (there is at least a prima facie case for so believing), they can be made to sit up and
take notice by caring. If | say that | want some of my money to be used to feed starving people
in Bangladesh, then my caring can constrain nerve and muscle to write a check, mail aletter;
and caring can make ships to sail, and bankers to make transactions, and trainsto run, and grain
to be distributed. And if a metaphysician, wearing whatever hat, tells this Simple Simon, "Cells
and electrical charges, positive and negative -- awonderfully complex electronic system -- did it
al," 1 shall thank him for thus telling me that electrons and their kin all care, too. An unexpected
dividend. But perhaps the metaphysician may only have in mind to tell me that thereisa
biochemical basis for all human actions no matter how sublime their ethical qualities. Thisisa
much more modest lesson. It is about as breathtaking as discovering that Alexander's
Bucephalus could not have performed his prodigies without oats. But the heroics of the horse
are not ways of describing the behavior of oats.

The theological friends of secularism ought to show us how the spirit of modernity makesit
easier for usto believe these things. The theological foes of secularism ought to show us that the
pace, achievements, and direction of contemporary culture make these things about caring
virtually impossible -- that is, flatly unreasonable -- to believe. From neither camp ought we to
uncritically accept testimony suborned from astrophysics, neurology, animal psychology, or the
latest wrinkle in the seamless (seemless) robe of philosophy. What we have aright to ask isa
conceptual scheme that comprehends man and cosmos; a scheme that does not make our caring
an inexplicable freak of nature, a brief and pointless flash of light in adark and cold cosmos. To
stop short of thisisto use secularism as a device for selecting and vindicating only those
elements of the Christian outlook which offer the least offense to the spirit of the age. But what
If this spirit itself is an aberration, a fugitive from righteousness, an enemy of human well-
being? Earlier in this century theol ogians could invoke the principle of progress to exorcise such
morbid musings. But progress was a casualty of the guns of August 1914, and its earthly
remains went into the ovens of Belsen. The ghost of inevitability dwells with the Marxian
dogmaticians. Their cakewalks around the brutal tactics of Communist totalitarianism ought to
scandalize the spirit of the age if it had any clear and commanding ethical sensitivities left.

Faith (3) offers some possibilities for the deployment of a conceptual scheme beyond the human
situation. This view of faith makes much of man's relatedness to ranges of being beyond

himself. Obedience, trust, loyalty, these are supposed to denote relationships rather than states or
term-qualities. To be sure, one who trusts has a trusting nature; but does this mean that his
nature is a metaphysical substance to which trust mysteriously adheres? Hardly. So aso, one
who obeys, obeys something or somebody. He accepts a relationship before he performs a duty
or executes acommand. If | am ordered to do something, | have aright to ask of him who orders
it, "Who are you?' The proper answer to this question is one that discloses a relationship.
Commonsensically, it will also disclose abeing -- | am your father, | am the Captain, | am the
Dean, | am the Lord God.

Y et common sense will not take us as far as we need to go, and it islikely to be afuzzy-headed
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guide even for the short stretch. It will not help us to answer the question about the being of the
one who commands or the one who solicits our trust or the one who arouses our affections.
Commonsensically, we are sure that the being which relates to us as father has more to him than
fatherhood, noble in principle as fatherhood is. But what more do we need to know? In fact what
more can we know about the being who commands than the actuality of the relationship
disclosed by his commandment? In trying to get behind that actuality into the mysterious depths
of beinghood, one may lose one's grip upon the actuality. We can, of course, believe that the one
who commands is incomparably rich in being, is endowed with so many and such great
perfections that the whole course of time would not suffice to display or enumerate them; hence
eternity. But we must not permit that overbelief to obscure or diminish the actuality of the
relationship, for that is what we do comprehend. Perhaps this would hold even if the one who
commands should turn out to be the self itself, man legislating for this person, the real and
ultimate self dictating to the empirical self -- that makeshift, jerry-built, happenchance,
commonsensical person who smirks at me from the mirror. That chap is certainly on the
receiving end. He is the one who is so puzzled about who is sending along all these commands.

Shall we not say then that faith (3) calls for a conceptual scheme in which relations with
transcendent being are at least allowed for if not clearly demanded? Isit not the case that one
who hears aword is already out in the world, if "word" signifies an intelligible utterance, an
actual communication? The hearer of such aword is already out in the human world of
intersubjectivity, heis already participating in that kind of being called sociality. In thisworld
he may be grossly deceived if he supposes that there is some way of tracking the speaker of that
word into a mysterious metaphysical lair and there finding the real being who has spoken that
word.

Afortiori, then, if the word is not only intelligible but is existentially decisive, if it isthe word
calling the hearer into being, that is, into a self-relating but not self-referential activity, into
"answering" where that stands for finding authentic existence. The more decisive the word, the
more penetrating and inclusive the command, the more aluring and persuasive the solicitation,
the less reason or excuse there is available for attempting any metaphysical tracking. Put it
axiomatically: The richer my commerce with reality becomes the thinner become excuses for
trying to discover who or what "out there" is egging me on. The richer the human community
becomes, the more it is steeped in goodness and beauty, the less cause we have for asking reality
to put on a particular face.

In such a high and holy moment it might well seem improper to press the inverse rule; to ask,
that is, whether our excuse for metaphysical tracking increases in plausibility as human
existence thins out and begins to break up. Or should we write such ventures off as bad faith, as
systematically wrought bad excuses for not taking at face and desperate value whatever thereis
to be trusted and obeyed, if not loved?

It is not perverse to call for that odd and disquieting inverse rule. It is not adequate to dismiss it
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as bad faith. For if | amintelligent, | ought to trust only what is trustworthy in the long and hard
pull, and | ought to obey only those who demonstrate a right to command. So far this does not
elevate intelligence to divinity. So far it goes only to make us truly human. So if somebody tells
me that | have no right to question God or conscience or the state or majority opinion or
whatever isticketed as unchallengeable, | am entitled to ask such acommander for his
credentials; and if herailsin high dudgeon at my impertinence, | am entitled to request that he
desist from acting as though he were divine and absolute. And to thisit isavery poor answer to
say "But you must trust something or somebody, you know." No one denies that. What is at
stake is the contention that to be truly human, and not ssimply to cross the street or buy a hen, |
need to trust unconditionally, unreservedly -- and perhaps cheerfully as well.

Such isthelogic of faith (3). To makeits claim good it is not enough to make afew
psychological and sociological excursionsin order to report that, in fact, alot of people do so
trust and, in their own view, are the better for it. The only way the claim of faith (3) can be made
good isto correlate it rightly with faith (1). The Christian believes that God iswholly to be
trusted, devoutly and cheerfully to be obeyed. Moreover, the Christian believes that God has put
him in that definitive relationship. He believes that God is caring, that, in fact, God is the pure
case of caring and the invincible master of it. So, conceiving of himself as standing in that
wholly unique and decisive relationship, the Christian believes that an account can be given of
all that exists. The account will be rough, sketchy, incomplete. But it will be true aswell as
faithful.

A conceptual scheme is necessarily involved in any interpretation of Christian faith, whether
this be understood as faith (1), (2), or (3), or as some compound of belief, encounter, and
obedience. No matter how acutely and devoutly attuned to Scripture atheologian may be he
cannot limit hisinterpretation of the Christian message to biblical language. An age that has lost
0N so massive a scale as our own any profound or acute sensitivity to biblical authority simply
makes this theological fact the more compelling. Nor can theologians limit themselves to the
language of popular piety. An age of rapidly declining church membership makes this
theological fact more compelling than it has been for centuries.

It hardly follows from a proper acknowledgement of these facts that theol ogians ought to take
on board a systematic philosophic conceptual schematism. Would it not be more correct to say
that theol ogians need to use a conceptual scheme that is clear, internally consistent, and
congenia both to the essential Christian message and to the mind of the age at its best?

These specifications have the ring of a counsel of perfection. It is more likely that they would be
read as a recipe for theological schizophrenia. Congenial both to the essential Christian message
and to the mind of the age at its best? Much of liberal theology attests to the fact that it is
possible to make each of these two things mean the other. But on the other hand it is very hard
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to make a clear and convincing case for whatever language one takes to be the mind of the age
at its best.

Moreover, it is possible to have too exalted a notion of what the mind of the age can deliver.
Perhaps we should do well to think of it as a set of intuitions, of things taken largely for granted,
rather than as a global metaphysics or as alargely coherent world-picture. Perhaps the mind of
the age is rather more like a set of preconditions governing standard perceptions of reality than
like arange of perceptions.

If there be a set of such primordial intuitions at the base of contemporary culture, theologians
would poorly serve the Christian cause by ignoring it or by adopting a negative attitude toward
it -- or by placing the imprimatur of truth pure and undefiled upon it. Colossians 2:8 warns the
faithful against "philosophy and empty deceits." But St. Paul (whether or not he wrote
Colossians) did not reject Roman culture totaliter. He incorporates part of its conceptual
heritage into his theology.

| do not intend here to discuss the complexities of St. Paul's views of the relationships of

Gospel, the wisdom of God, to the wisdom of the world. It is easy to call hisview of this
dialectical, but then we ought to unpack dialectical. | do not propose to go any further into that
than to remark that any relating of Gospel (the central Christian affirmations) to a concrete
historical situation involves one kind or another of relativity. "Relativity" is not just another way
of spelling "relationship." Theological relativity isaway of designating how the primordial
intuitions of contemporary culture are to be acknowledged in the interpretation of the Christian
faith. Not just that the mind of the age isto be recognized for what it is, but how its
meaningfulnessis to be acknowledged.

It appears, then, that some kind of relativizing of the Christian message is an essential part of the
theological vocation. It isthe part which exhibits the theologian's role as a critic of the church's
actual representation of the Gospel. It isfirst of al the preacher who must try to speak in the
church at least one clear word, one intelligible thing, whether or not he has the tongue of angels
besides. Thisword ought to be intended to take hold of its hearers where they really live.

In some ages nothing could have seemed easier than finding the natural habitat of the
nonbeliever, that is, hisreal historical situation. It was an abomination surely to be repented of,
perhaps reformed, but if incorrigible, then fled. Indigenous gods were vanities, if not howling
obscenities. To be a pagan was to be an idol worshiper, by definition.

A very different theological stance apropos gods and their worshipersis suggested by St. Paul's
avowal:

For although there may be so-called gods in heaven or on earth -- asindeed there are
many "gods' and many "lords" -- yet for us thereisone God . . . and one Lord (1 Cor.

file:///D:/rb/relsearchd.dll-action=showitem&gotochapter=4&id=414.htm (19 of 32) [2/4/03 1:50:46 PM]



Theological Method and Imagination
8:5,6).

Thisis an astonishing acknowledgement from a Jew, that conjectural allowance "there may be
so-caled gods. . ." Whereisthat "radical monotheism" which was, and is, the glory of Judaism?
It isthere. It comesto lightin"Yet for us..." But it hasan earlier and more subtle expression as
well: "there are many ‘gods and many ‘lords™! Put into the schematism employed here, "gods"
and "lords" are so many linguistic cultural symbols of value elements -- both affirmative and
negative, constructive and destructive -- in the general culture. In H. Richard Niebuhr's terms,
they are objects of loyalty and dreaded powers. They do not have transcendenta status; little do
they need it. Their only lodgement in being isin the minds and hearts of humans. As such, they
absorb love but they cannot giveit. They live in our light, not we in theirs. But they are vain
things, hollow illusions, only insofar as the religious veneration of anything ssmply natural and
human is ultimately foolish. In the meantime, in the infinitely variegated here-and-now of
history, it isnot foolish, it is anything but a monstrous aberration, to cherish, love, honor, and
obey the finite goods time allows. And it is not merely foolish to dream fondly of such goods
when the seas of misfortune close around us.

Y et, as Paul avers, thereisavery different way of relating the Gospel to the situation of its
hearers and to their world, which is to place them, to place the human enterprise, the human
community, in the caring which alone and altogether is divine and is thus worthy of all love and
obedience. This presupposes revelation: It is God who calls, ordains, and gathers up. But
theological demonstration of this placement presupposes a conceptual schematism that does not
bear the imprimatur of revelation. Revelation is of God and from God. Its theological construal
Is human, al too human, a poor thank-offering indeed, but not so poor as a blanket refusal to
think on Christian existence and leave it all to the Spirit: a mess of poor leavings.

S0, of course, theology is a conceptual enterprise. It rests on the inescapabl e assumption that the
conceptual factor cannot be alienated from the Christian message.

There is another assumption hardly less significant. The other elementsin Christianity, even
those clearly noncognitive, require interpretation through a conceptual scheme, no matter how
remote from the immediacies of experience that scheme may seem.

Finaly, it is reasonable to assume that part of the argument among the protagonists of faiths (1),
(2), and (3) has to do with the kind of authority to be vested in a conceptual scheme. Granted
that the authority and right of investiture are human rather than divine, we need again to ask
what criteria are appropriate for assaying the scheme adopted by any given theol ogian.

The responses that come first to mind inevitably turn out to be relevancy. For instance, that
theology ought to relate sensibly and sensitively to the present scene. Thisisasinfertileasit is
true.
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Or take consistency: theological schematisms ought to be self-consistent. Again true but largely
uninstructive; certainly not decisive. Even a paradox specialist, unless heis arhetorical
exhibitionist, intends to say the same things rather than contradictory ones about the nature and
importance of the paradox -- say the Incarnation. Reality may come at us as (and not merely in)
paradox. But there are paradoxes and paradoxes. So the principle for determining the authentic
paradox is not itself a paradox. Furthermore, consistency as a criterion for testing assertorial
propositions ought not to be confused with consistency in the use of a categoreal scheme.

Congruency is another obvious candidate. Theologica schematisms ought to fit the actualities of
Christian experience and Christian history. True, but what does it actually mean? Suppose we
agree that no sensible Christian would begin a prayer with:

O Thou in Whom Existence
And Essence are identical:
Actus Purus be Thy Name.

But who has legidlated that theological schematisms are supposed to be grafted into the routines
of piety? Or that the high calling of theology isto reform piety rather than to interpret, el ucidate,
and justify it?

Certainly theologians ought not to adopt schematisms that, properly understood, attack the main
nerves of Christian experience and thus put piety out of business. Very few Christian thinkers
have done that on purpose, to be sure. But just as surely it is possible for a theologian not to
realize how poorly his scheme relates to the actualities of the faith. So, in urging the
metaphysical merits of Thomism, a theologian might convert some people from true Christianity
to Thomism. And a Hegelian theol ogian might convert others from true Christianity to
Hegelianism. Such things have happened. They suggest away of reading the history of Christian
thought.

But again there is the familiar obtrusive difficulty. What is the criterion by which aclear and
competent judgment -- "This, rather than that, is true Christianity” -- is rendered? Probably
without exception great philosophical captivities of the Gospel have been devised by

theol ogians who earnestly believed that there had to be a conceptual route into the heartland of
faith. If we ask, "By whom or what have the redemptions from such captivities been executed?"
and we are not satisfied with the response of piety -- "By God. And let him be thanked,
therefore!" -- what is a proper answer?

Answers comein from every quarter. Every one of them, except those of unreflective piety, has
some kind of metaphysical agenda, tacit or avowed. The most tacit agenda belongs to those who
say that the real business of theology isjust to render explicit "the grammer of faith,” not to
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defend it before a mythical bar of rationality.

The tacit agenda of thisview is systematically antimetaphysical. That is, beliefs about reality are
probably inevitable, in religion and outside of it. But there is no way any of these beliefs can be
shown (known?) to be true. Thisisaclaim, if ever there was one, about "what is."

| am not concerned here with appraising the various metaphysical agenda of contemporary
theologians, important as that task is. The more important question is the antecedent one: What
criteriaare available for appraising any particular theological schematism? The last candidate |
intend to review here isfertility

Like all the others (and perhaps like all criteria judgments) fertility has its own question-begging
features. It asks whether atheological conceptual scheme enables church and Christian to get
further on with the main business Does a schematism potentialize a creative advance? One of
the assumptions embedded in this criterion is that theological thinking, like any thought directly
concerned with experience and the actual world, is supposed to make a practical difference, not
just a subjective modification but a situation modification.

Another assumption bears more directly on Christianity as areligion. The main Christian
businessis to show the world the world-creating, situation-transforming power of caring. The
chief demonstration of thistruthis, of course, itself practical: by caring. A New Testament
writer says:

If anyone says, "l love God," and hates his brother, heisaliar; for he who does not love
his brother whom he has seen, cannot love God whom he has not seen (I John 4:20).

Thus the proposition "God islove," isakind of warrant and justification for caring as the
inclusive life-policy. Historically this has not licensed the philosophical inversion: "God" and
God are ssmply word and concept signifying the seriousness and sincerity with which some
people, those called Christian, take the business of caring. The theological rhyme and reason go
exactly the other way. Since caring is the main cosmic business intended by God, mankind
either tunesin on it properly or else. ..

Fertility isthe criterion which brings the others together into a concreteness and specificity they
lack otherwise. So armed and provisioned, a theologian need not be unduly frightened or
embarrassed when asked why this scheme rather than that. In respect to philosophical masters,
why Whitehead rather than Aristotle? It is not to the theological point to respond that Whitehead
Is more modern. The ovens of Dachau were also modern, and so is creeping electronic
surveillance of the general public, and foodstuffs robbed of natural nutrients and jazzed up with
vitamin supplements.

An equally ready answer is at least as hazardous. That isto say that Whitehead, or Aristotle or
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Plato or Heidegger, isthe system with the greatest aesthetic appeal. None of these answersis
true, but perhaps there is one that best expresses the pathos of the human condition. Nor is it
necessary to contend that this scheme rather than that, or any other, is an indispensable condition
of intelligibility for the proper interpretation of the Gospel.

| suspect that in such views the differences between scheme and system may be overlooked. A
system isabody of propositions. A system isagood one if and only if these propositions hang
together; that isaminimal requirement of a system. On the other hand, a conceptual schemeisa
set of categories, each of which is set forth as an axiom. So a conceptual scheme as such makes
no assertions about "what is." A system is engaged with such assertions; systems are devised to
grapple with all things actual and possible. Systems require conceptual schemes; conceptual
schemes are not necessarily put to metaphysical work. Systematic thinkers sometimes create the
impression that they have -- or they will have if they live long enough and all theink in the
world does not disappear -- deduced the whole world from the scheme. It is now high
philosophic style to regard this as a bizarre aberration from philosophic sense and legitimate
aspiration. Banished from the realm of reality, the deductive ideal of system has found a home
In appearances rendered mathematically systematic, that is, in science.

This does not quite mean that there the systematic deductive principle is safe and secure from all
alarms. For it seems that we are now entitled to some doubt that either scheme or system as such
bestows intelligibility upon fact or report of fact; unless facts and reports of facts are defined as
needing concept and system in order to file any serious claims at al. If areport of an empirical
item is not understood when it is made, it is either poorly made, or the reportee was not paying
attention or was deficient in powers of comprehension. These fundamental defectsin reporter
and reportee are not predictably amended either by schematism or by system asreflective
rational enterprises.

So, where the preaching of the Gospel is not understood, where its central point is simply
missed, it isreasonable to infer a defect either in the preacher or in the hearer. Neither defect can
be remedied by the adoption of a scheme or a system. Not by a scheme, because schemes as
such make no assertions. Not by a system, because systems as such make no reports.'

What then is the proper role of the theologian relative to the facts and reports of facts which
constitute the empirical factor in the Christian faith? He ought not to say that his conceptual
scheme is the only route of access to the actualities of the faith, to say nothing of claiming that
thereis a system that is the only route to deity. On the other hand it is proper for the theologian
to protest when these actualities are misrepresented by the conduct of church and Christian.
Given that the absolute actuality of Christian faith is the experience and expression of caring,
MOVES -- CONSCIOUS Or unconscious -- to make or let something else, anything else, count for
more are the only really lethal heresies; for example, accepting and recommending the credo of
the business community that economic profit is the chief business of man. But when a
theologian claims that the real Gospel is not generally understood by the good and faithful
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people of the church, he runs beyond hislicensg; if, that is, he wants to be understood to be a
Christian theologian. It is a different matter if aperson is areligious thinker who happens to
believe that Christian history and experience contain some items the proper value of which
cannot be realized unless they are extracted, refined, and mounted in an appropriate
(philosophic, scientific, art-aesthetic) way. In that case we are entitled to ask: What is the heavy
working capital of that extractive and revisionary view?

There are two responses to this sort of question that are theologically interesting. One isto come
forward with an alternative worldview, avision of human life in the world that cannot be
squared with the Christian actualities. The other is to propose a system in which caring is subject
to exhaustive causal explanation; and in the end it turns out to be not more reality-instructive
than gastric juices or gonads.

Various questions of Christian theological strategy and tacticsin relation to these alternative
worldviews, conceptual schemes, and philosophical systems come to mind. What, for example,
Is at stake in "refutations of refutations' of Christian metaphysical beliefs? The defense of
Christian actualities? The intellectual respectability of Christianity or of some version of it?
Various answers to various questions. | do not propose to consider them here. Rather, | conclude
this chapter with another sort of question: Have we not, for much too long, postponed drawing
the proper distinction between worldview and vision?

Y

A rudimentary distinction isat hand. A vision isan intuition of reality expressed generally in
pictorial or metaphorical language. Socrates says that the true philosopher seeks a"vision of all
time and existence." What he sees may take a lifetime (or several: an odd argument for
reincarnation) to express discursively-conceptually. But the first medium of its communication
is ametaphor, such as mind, machine, soul, life, or organism. In the right metaphor the germ,
essence, drift, and culmination of "what is" is uncovered.

In the hands of conceptualizing and dialectical geniuses, metaphor is expanded into system. And
the truth of a system is arguable quite independently of the presence or absence of the vision.
Thevision is an actuality (fact). It takes a good deal of going about to show that its full and
proper import isreality. So long as the vision enduresin its primordial purity nothing elseis so
important; it then defines importance. But it does not persist in that state. So itsrelation to all
other actualities and possibilities has to be made out. For these purposes it is necessary "to walk
by faith," in one or another conceptual pattern, in alanguage with cash countersin the everyday
world.

So there is a Platonic vision of the world and a Plotinian one and a Hegelian one. But thereis
also a Plotinian system, and a Hegelian one -- perhaps not a Platonic one. The system isa
propositional expansion to the outermost limit of the vision and its metaphor. Thereis,
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accordingly, something curious about a metaphysical system. It is abody of conceptual
propositional indicatives designed to make cosmic sense of a metaphor; but again, the
arguments (proofs) of a system do not stand or fall with the success or failure of the metaphor to
grasp the imagination. Metaphors claim nothing but attention. The systematic articulations of a
metaphysical thinker may have an austere power that commands respect even when imagination
is unillumined. One can argue from metaphors. What kind of arguments can we have about
them?

An outlook or worldview may begin life as avision. Once an outlook is on its own it does not
presuppose a vision, because an outlook is aconviction, or acluster of convictions, about the
fortunes of human values or, more generally, of the good, at the hands of "what is." An outlook
iIsaway of "viewing" things. Yes, but the viewing is as much atreating as a seeing. Thus an
optimistic outlook is hardly a ssimple unitary perception of all things cohering for goodness
sake. Such an outlook is much more a matter of looking for the good in all thingsand in every
situation in the conviction that good will surely triumph in the end.

So an outlook entails, and may potentialize, a material-existential inference, amoral
commitment. No doubt worldviews involve pictures or images of the total scheme of things.
They are quite as much general policy convictions. Which is to say that looking for the good is
not a stationary and inert gazing about to see whether there is anything interesting or important
going on anywhere. "Looking for" is at least "looking after,” that is, tending, shepherding,
providing for, seeing to. Indeed the connection between outlook and fundamental life-policiesis
such that one might plausibly invert the relationship and claim that outlooks are generated by
life-policies and moral commitments, their function being to justify and sanction those policies
and commitments.

Thereisno clear or urgent reason for deciding what account of these connectionsis generally
correct. Perhaps there are born optimists and born pessimists; as ancient medicine had it, there
are persons of sanguine humor and others of melancholic humor. Such notions may encourage
us to distinguish sentiments from convictions, and inclinations from dispositions. Worldviews
no doubt include, or at least touch, sentiments. Sentiments are an important part of the verbal
gestures in which worldviews are expressed. The heart of aworldview is arecommendation that
aparticular disposition -- the "set" of the self to act one way rather than another -- isamore
potent sense-maker than any other. Thus the ancient stoic preached resignation as the right
disposition by which concretely to relate the self to the ultimate reason of the cosmos. And the
Christian Gospel prescribes caring as the only route of accessto life abundant and eternal. Each
of these dramatically contrasting life-policies can be reduced to largely inane and infertile
sentiments. Such sentiments may be widely endorsed as insightsinto what life isall about. This
Isafundamental category mistake. On the one hand, sentiments are the residue of insight, and
on the other, they are part of the veneer with which worldviews are all eventually equipped.

Outlooks do not acquire their vitality, their convictional-dispositional potency, from sentiments.
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Nor do they depend for their vitality either upon conceptual schemes or systems. A way of
construing the world and a disposition to be in the world in a particular way for particular
purposes -- aworldview, that is -- may acquire conceptual structure. It may indeed emerge asa
philosophical-theol ogical system purporting to make ultimate sense of "what is." The history of
metaphysics is to a considerable extent the story of the rise and fall of such empires. The
fortunes of the great visions and their respective root metaphors have not been tied to that
remarkable rhythm. Neither have the worldviews which have reigned in the heart and mind of
Western man. Their alternations seem to have had little to do with the ebb and flow of
philosophical-theological systems.

More particularly, the Christian outlook as such does not deriveits vitality from lordly
theological systems. That is not to cast aspersions on systematic theology nor to deprecate the
influence of powerful theological minds. The question, rather, is whether the theologian can
throw clear and useful light on how the Christian viewing of "what is," isto be properly related
to life-policies that are the decisive expression of Christian conviction.

A satisfactory answer to this question is not likely to be forthcoming until we take another look
at dogmatic theology.

Vv

Dogmatics is a conceptualization of the Christian outlook. The objective of dogmatics, so
understood, is to clarify conviction and commitment when they need it; when, that is, the
behavior of church and Christian suggests confusion, ignorance, ambiguity, failure of courage,
or perversity. Accordingly the dogmatic theologian does not offer afreehand sketch of what is.
He functions as a member of a Christian community in which what is shared in the first placeis
aconviction that caring is an ultimate reality, and that Jesus Christ is the ultimate paradigm of
that.

Ostensibly stronger claims could be made for dogmatics. () One could claim that the content of
dogmaticsis revelation rather than outlook. (b) One could claim that dogmaticsis the religious
equivalent of systematic metaphysics, aspiring, that is, to cover everything in heaven and earth.

In respect to (a), | observe that to speak seriously and faithfully of revelation as the content of
dogmaticsisto avow that thereis an outlook that is sponsored, and perhaps produced, by God
himself. Whence it follows that faith is not merely afunction of moral commitments or an effect
of psychic-social tensions. Well and good. But we need also to distinguish confessing that God
is the cause of my outlook from making an appeal to a divine warrant for the vindication of my
convictions and commitments in the eyes of other human beings. Dogma s a human device. | do
staunchly believe that some Christian dogmas are about the decisive encounter of God and man.
But the proximate objective of dogmatic formulationsisto clarify, consolidate, and, asfar as
possible, potentialize the adherents to the Christian outlook.
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Asfor (b), dogmaticsis bound to canvass heaven and earth only as far as convictions and
commitments oblige one to picture and conceive oneself and humanity in relation to all that is.
The systematic metaphysician may indeed spring the system from aroot metaphor, an analogy
that he proposes to stretch or otherwise adjust to fit al thereis. To do this he fashions theories;
he speculates. In these things his objective isto round up everything "in principle." So he rounds
out a conceptual system. A dogmatician may also be endowed with speculative gifts --
Augustine, for instance. But dogmatics does not demand their exploitation, as metaphysicsin
the grand style does.

It is amistake, however, for the dogmatician to try to make the strongest possible case against
systematic metaphysics as though that were a dedicated enemy of faith and divine revelation.
Moreover, to defend revelation, as distinguished from revelation, is to be presumptuous.
Theologians concerned with the problem of evil sometimes venture to say a good word or two in
God's behalf. Such ventures would be more plausible and grace-full were they limited to some
commendations of God, that is, to the concept embedded in Christian faith. Given God, he
neither needs nor could profit notably from human commendation or reproof. If God does not
exist, the propriety of God and "God" would have to be adjudicated by considerations of mental
hygiene, broadly understood.

| do not mean to suggest that a defense of God and/or "God" is theologically absurd or impious.
But the appropriate Christian theological enterprise relative to the actuality of evil isto trace the
vital connection between outlook and those life-policies in which the principled reduction of
suffering is a necessary demonstration of caring.

Y et we may still wonder why the dogmatic suspicion of metaphysics retains as much potency as
it does. What would lead a dogmatician to suppose that his business is enhanced by the
disgualification of metaphysics? | make out two quite different answersto this question; perhaps
one ought rather to say two quite different motives. (1) A need to establish philosophical
credibility; (2) adesireto protect theology, and perhaps belief itself, from destructive
philosophical raids.

A characteristic expression of (1) would run: Hardly anybody of eminence in philosophy is
doing systematic metaphysics. Perhaps all thismeansisthat alot of philosophers have smply
lost interest in metaphysics. Perhaps it means that it iswidely believed that some philosopher
has demonstrated, rather than merely asserted, that the case for metaphysicsis hopeless, asfar as
truth is concerned. In any case where (1) prevailsthereisalively conviction that dogmatics
cannot afford to be associated, even vaguely, with a philosophical lost cause.

It is unreasonabl e to expect theologians to demonstrate the truth and wisdom of their
philosophic predilections and commitments; that is, to the satisfaction of the philosophers. In the
modern world few theologians have even aspired to do that. Those eighteenth-century figures,
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Berkeley and Butler, were philosophersin clericals rather than dogmaticians. Nevertheless,
when a theologian proceeds on the assumption that a philosopher has disposed of something, say
metaphysics, it is reasonable to ask him how he thinks that demolition works, why he credits the
case. How good are those arguments of Ayer, anyway? Thisis not quite to ask theologians to
plunge into philosophical wars on their own, and all for the greater glory of Christ and his
kingdom. But it is surely appropriate to warn them that at present any consensus in philosophy
may be regional rather than rational.

Moreover we may well ask why an antimetaphysical consensus, if such there be, better serves
the interests of true faith and serious reflection on it than systematic metaphysics does or can.

Such questions move us to (2) above as a theological motive for seconding the motion that
systematic metaphysics be adjourned sine die; but also sine Dei

(2) Systematic metaphysicians have always had something to say about God. Whatever they
have said on this topic as philosophers they have said because they judged that the rational
construal of the general features of experience demanded it. It is not true that all systematic
metaphysicians have rejected as subrational any appeal to special or unique experiences. It is
true that metaphysicians ancient and modern tend to refract all testimony about such experiences
through the prism of reason, presumptively universal and constant, or at least through rational
processes not professedly provincial or ex parte. Whence arises a profound theological suspicion
that the real God of metaphysics, including systematic atheism, is reason -- human reason at that
-- no matter what protestations of traditional piety a particular metaphysician, such as Descartes,
may have made. So the charge is that metaphysics converts the human mind into an idol and this
idol takes the place of God himself. And perhaps the protest that such an idol is at any rate a
nobler one than Mammon or the belly or sex, only proves how provincial metaphysicsis, after
al, and not only provincial but prideful to boot. The systematic metaphysician does not
recognize that everything human, reason and all, is under divine judgment; and nothing more so,
more rightly and decisively so, than every human pretension to know God and have God
independently of his own free and absol ute revelation. Thus metaphysics occupies the penthouse
on the roof of Babel's proud blasphemous tower.

But since the judgment of God upon all creaturely pretension is so wonderfully inclusive, why
should the metaphysician be singled out for such particular judgment, apparently conveyed from
heaven to earth by prophets of the Lord disguised as dogmaticians. |s the metaphysican to be
convicted, on the basis of a proper spread of evidence, of being a perverter of truth and morals?
Has he wrought great mischief for piety? Is he the fiercest wolf ravening at the door of the
church? Or is he the deadliest termite silently consuming the foundations of true piety?

Not many contemporary dogmaticians go on in thisvein, to be sure. Until recently, theologians
could plausibly assume that systematic metaphysics was not that much of athreat to the
persistence of faith or to the dignity of theology as an academic discipline. There were the
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Whiteheadians, yes, and the Thomists. But the one crowd was heavily committed to a
vocabulary, a categorical spread, that nobody else in Babel's penthouse could understand. The
Thomists were mostly Roman Catholics whose allegiance to the church was so compl ete that
their metaphysics was a house organ. Now metaphysics is showing some signs of life. Its
speculative wings have been clipped. But that does not at all mean that the philosophers flying at
the low altitudes of descriptive metaphysics are any more prepared to bow and scrape before the
claims of faith than were the grand masters of the craft in ages past.

What then is the proper moral of this odd tale? Shall we conclude that the dogmatician scents a
real enemy of the faith in metaphysics, ancient or modern? Or is the metaphysical philosopher
an academic rival, perhaps an academic threat of some sort? If heis an enemy of divine truth,
God can be trusted to dispose of him -- the theol ogian ought to have at least that much faith. On
the other hand, if the metaphysical philosopher is an academic rival, let the dogmatician either
show the metaphysician that they are not in the same game or try to best him in the one they
share.

Y et there is amore excellent way. The argument can move in another direction. The proper
business of the dogmatician is with dogma. Dogma is a conceptual specification of faith grasped
and expressed as outlook. Thus, whether the business is called dogmatics or systematic
theology, it has some kinship with metaphysics as a propositional expansion of a metaphor (or
of avision). In both cases the end in view, the controlling purpose, is to show how "what is'
must be construed if the truth of it isto come home to the human mind. Dogmeatics has a stake in
being and truth no smaller for al its differences of stance from systematic metaphysics. For itis
not enough simply to lay out in high and seemly order what the church has taught. That order
ought clearly to sketch the route of accessto atruth that illumines as well as embraces all of the
risks and all of the certainties of human existence.

VI

Finally two related considerations require attention. One is the question whether the dogmatician
must resort to using philosophical language no matter how deep his suspicions of, and vivid his
polemics against, metaphysics may be. The other question is whether in the "age of anaysis"
metaphysics has found an asylum if not ahome in the land of theology.

Asto thefirst of theseissues | ask what is meant by "a philosophical language”? It might mean
(a) aconceptual scheme generated for cosmological business, such as Aristotle's, Kant's,
Hegel's, Whitehead's. (b) But there are also conceptua schemes devised for phenomenological
business -- and hang the cosmos; such as Heldegger's and Jaspers's. (c) There are also
conceptual schemes invented for epistemological business, such as Locke's or Kant's or Ayer's.
(d) And let us not overlook conceptual schemes developed for ethical business, such as those of
Aristotle, Kant, Butler, Mills, Rawls, to name afew. If we assume that a conceptual scheme can
be worked loose from any of the decisions and commitments for which it was originally
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designed -- either as a clarification of common language or as a systematic convention -- and
employed, then atheologian has aright to convert it for the service of faith, whether his special
interests are theological versions of cosmology, epistemology, phenomenology, or ethics. Surely
it isabsurd to contend that if | wish to use substance, | must stand by either to repel boarders
from the spectral ships of Aristotelianism, or float their flag. Nor do | need to worry greatly
about being charged with borrowing language from, say, Aristotle. He did not invent
"substance," he does not have a monopoly on substance. If there are substances, they do not owe
their being to Aristotle. Of course, if | do not have the wit and wisdom to use "substance" and
substance intelligibly and consistently, that is a different problem.

Thereis still another sense in which one may speak of "philosophical language,” namely, when
the term stands for the general character of a philosophic policy and program -- philosophy
pursued as analysis of the linguistic-logical structure of other "languages,” such as science, art,
and religion, to name only an ancient trinity.

Obvioudly atheological adoption of this does not involve adapting a philosophical lexicon for
religious purposes. On this basis theology can be done by using standard concepts for special
purposes according to rules unique to the religious life. This does not mean that all of the
concepts of faith are draftees from common sense; God, for instance. It does mean that the
conceptual scheme adopted for construing the connection of belief to life-policy may
indifferently use draftees from commonsense discourse and from technical vocabularies.

So the Christian theologian does not need to seek an exemption from current language,
philosophical or otherwise. He ought to show how human discourse is presupposed by
revelation but is not eviscerated by it. Indeed the more a theol ogian insists on the “worldliness’
of the revealing word, the less inclined he ought to feel that he needsto look for a special
vocabulary in which to deploy either its propositional or its existential import.

We do not, therefore, properly look for away of liberating dogmatics from conceptual schemata.
In its own way dogmatics is supposed to give an account of "what is." Thereafter, it should
make recommendations concerning the appropriate disposition to be expressed thereunto.
Dogmatics is more than an outline of what authentic Christians believe; that is catechism.
Dogmaticsis responsive to conceptua aims and conceptual criteriathat go beyond the
requirements of catechism. The urgency hereis practical. The world in which Christian life must
go forward is full of competing outlooks, some of which have marked religious overtones, and
some of which have metaphysical outworks. In this situation the Christian calling includes more
than the command, "Be good!" It isfirst and foremost, "Obey God!" For access to the good is
through God. So we must know who God is and who we are. Know, not ssmply believe or
suppose or hope.

Does thisreally mean (2) that dogmatic theology inherits some of the burden of metaphysics
when philosophy deserts her or unnaturally restricts her activities and range? Probably, but the
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prospects are sobering. In the explicitly Christian theological context metaphysics may haveto
live on short rations. That is, dogmatics makes large metaphysical claims, but the case for the
clamsisunlikely to satisfy rationalistic appetites. For the grounds on which the dogmatic

theol ogian submits the Christian outlook for acceptation and embodiment are not identical with
the grounds generally submitted in systematic metaphysics. Dogmatic claims are not less
inclusive, but the arguments are different. Dogmatic claims, for al their inclusiveness, do not
have the generality of systematic metaphysical claims. The generality of the latter is required,
paradoxically, by the singularity of the vision of the world which the system develops
propositionally and dialectically. The singularity of dogmatic claimsis dictated by the
inclusiveness of the revelation with which the dogmatician begins. Thus dogma begins
metaphysically with creation. There the primordially decisive and inclusive action of God is
expressed. It follows that creation is neither a general principle nor a general description of the
cosmic situation. The intention of the dogma of creation is certainly cosmic: God is "the Creator
of the heavens and the earth." Creation, then, has no other instantiations. Whether there are
remote analogies of it isanice problem for philosophical theology. But, to repeat it, creation as
dogma does not contain or entail a description of the cosmos.

So Christian dogma begins metaphysically with creation. But historically, Christian dogma
begins with Jesus Christ, the actual historical being in whom beginning and end are shown forth.

Thereisareal and momentous tension between these two points of commencement of Christian
dogmatic theology. Elaboration and justification of thistension lie beyond the perimeters of this

€ssay.
Footnotes

1. Such asR. E. Palmer's Hermeneutics (Evanston, 111.: Northwestern University Press, 1969).

2. | do not want here to press the difference between "bearing on" and "exhibiting " Viewed one
way, Tillich has taken the hermeneutical route: he is out to construe tradition and religious
experience in the way which makes most sense to what and who we are at this historical
moment.

3. Not that the Lord's self-naming as |-am-that-which-I1-am hasn't kept exegetes and theol ogians
busy enough asit is.

4. 1 do not intend thisway of putting it to pass as an underhanded way of answering the question
whether faith itself is purely and absolutely God's gift.

5. In Matthew 25:14-30 (esp. v. 25) the lord of the establishment does not deny the charge. He
turns it around on the unworthy steward thus: Since you knew | was a severe master why didn't
you act more prudently, that is, do exactly as you were bidden?
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6. Hegel was the first philosopher to propose and execute this categorical shift. But subsequent
theological appropriations of this ought not to be debited entirely to his account.

7. Such conclusions pertain so far only to the representation of the Gospel as areport of facts,
that is, of eventsin which the purpose and power of God are registrations of God's presence.
Thisis not to throw the game over to theol ogians who say that such events have the value of
God's presence; that is, they are ways in which Christian people interpret reports whose factual
basis or elements are forever past reliable ascertainment. These issues are addressed more
directly in Chapter Eight.

16
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Chapter 4. Concerning Faith and Hope

Hardly anything better illustrates the internal circularities and external relations of outlooks,
commitments, and patterns of action than theological discoveries of hope. In the contemporary
scene this repristinizing of hopeistied in with areappraisal of the reality of time. Traditional
Christian thought immunized God from temporality: He who created time cannot be supposed
to be in any manner or degree tinctured by it. Here the powerful influence of a Greek
metaphysical bias against time is unmistakable. The traditional Christian view isthat timeis
real after afashion; it iscertainly not amereillusion, but neither isit an ultimate. The theology
of hopel moves against metaphysical bias by asserting that both God and man are oriented
toward the future. Apparently this does not mean that God has a future in the sense in which
man does -- or hopes now he has. Rather, God is the future; the future is altogether within his
command who islife everlasting rather than static eternal substance.

Such propositions are represented in the theology of hope as expressions of faith and not as
deliverances of metaphysics. Yet their import is clearly metaphysical in that they bear on what
iIsand what is to be. But the case for these expressions of faith is not to be confused with the
case-making of systematic metaphysics. Thus a methodological issue emerges: What in the
Christian context is the proper relation of faith and hope to each other? So be it noted that we
are indebted to the theology of hope for calling attention to the importance hope ought to enjoy
in Christian experience and reflection. Very likely it is true that hope in the modern world has
been overshadowed in the triad of supernatural virtues by faith and love. Or isit the virtue
rendered most tenuous, least plausible, in our civilization? | intend here to treat the

methodol ogical issues raised in the theology of hope rather than substantive views on the
metaphysical issues of time and eternity or on the reality of the resurrection of Jesus Christ.

So again we have to press for clarity about methodological issues. What more is there to
methodol ogy than determining the possibility of akind of discourse independently of
employing that discourse? That is, the use of that "language" is presupposed by any "meta’

file:///D:/rb/relsearchd.dll-action=showitem&gotochapter=5&id=414.htm (1 of 20) [2/4/03 1:51:07 PM]



Theological Method and Imagination

enquiry into its "possibility." The philosopher of science does not create physics or geology.
The philosopher of religion does not create religion -- there are philosophers who would like to
put religion out of business, but that is a different matter. So the methodological theologian
does not create the Gospel; though since early Christian times there have been theol ogians who
believed it was up to them to re-create it.

It appears then that methodology is not a course of instruction in how to use alanguage. But
perhapsits real businessis at once more ambitious and more abstract than that; if, that is, the
primary focus of methodology is on the conditions of intelligibility for a given kind of discourse
or language. Very well, but what does this rotund phrase, "the conditions of intelligibility"
mean?

The most obvious answer to this question is also the most useful one in this context. The
conditions of intelligibility signify that which renders alanguage understandable. But the
primary function of any primary language is not itself to be understood. It is, rather, to make
sense out of akind or range of experience. A primary language is an instrument of
understanding rather than an object of understanding.

Whether or not there are universal and constant conditions of intelligibility depends on whether
there is one kind of discourse somehow empowered and licensed to monitor all other kinds and
to adjudicate all disputes over meaning and truth arising in and among them. On the
methodological side, thisisthe grandest claim in and for philosophy. But what about the
conditions of intelligibility of philosophy itself? Does it have alanguage of its own? Or does it
elevate some other language to be the paradigm of sense-making and rational order over all the
others?

| do not promise serious consideration of such questions. But there is an anterior issue that must
be addressed. That is the question of the chief components to be identified as the logical
conditions of intelligibility, whether or not any of these components can be legitimately
universalized in anything but abstract form.

There are at |east two such components: (1) axiomatic principles and (2) routes and rules of
inference. These are the main instruments by which discourse is rendered intelligible. Thisisto
say that if there are profound failures at either of these points, that part of experience and the
world within the jurisdiction of alanguage will be darkened and confused. And surely the
profoundest failures of al would be the falsification of the axioms of alanguage and the arrival
of all itsroutes of inference at dead ends.

But what does it mean to ask whether an axiom is or might be false? For what is an axiom but a
primary definition, a conceptual decision, so to speak? Axioms assert nothing; but only of
assertions can we ask: True or false? On the other hand the axioms of the "thick" languages,
those in which, for good or evil, the great business with the world is done, can hardly be
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arbitrary stipulations. Such axioms are propositional reductions of intuitions, of primordial
apprehensions of "what is." If as such they have atruth-rendering capability, why should we
hesitate to call them true? Can we really believe that the source of light isitself dark? The
situation, therefore, is quite unlike that in which we say that sound nourishment is a necessary
condition of health, and health is an important condition of sound thought. It little matters to the
results of my thinking whether | eat bologna or bullheads. But the relation of axiom to discourse
surely does not display asimilar indifference.

So it would seem. But to be thoroughly at home in the spirit of the age is to have a powerful
sense of the adventitious and contingent character of all axioms; especially in the thick
languages. The provenance of such axiomsis mysterious; perhaps some kind of science, itself
not axiom-free, might clear it up. But we are not supposed to have any serious doubts about the
irredeemably provincial character of all axiom-derived systems. Hence the skeptical question:
Where is the principle worthy of all acceptation? Such a"truth" must be as vacuous asit is
putatively sublime. So the legitimate children of modernity sense nothing odd in holding the
principle of historical-cultural relativity to be axiomatic, which means that the axiom cannot be
known to hold for any but this age. Individualized, this means that "Nothing is good or bad but
thinking makesit so" istrue only for those who think it so. And that "Man is the measure of all
things" istrue only for Protagoras.

It must be the case, then, that a person who believes that there are some genuinely universal
principles, some axioms of universal import, is living in the wrong world. Which goes to show
that when aview cannot be refuted, the next best thing isto give it asociological classification
and hope the difference will be overlooked.

To give the Devil his due, however, it isonly fair to say that the intention of the relativistsis not
to confuse the question of the intelligibility of a conceptual system with the question of the
persuasiveness of aworldview. The intelligibility of a conceptual system derivesin part from
axiomsthat are clear and are consistently employed. Whether an axiom or a set of axioms
stipulates or expresses something that the spirit of the age will have difficulty digesting isan
empirical question. So it is up to the church to figure out what to do when worldly wisdom
(now appropriately identified as "conventiona) is light years away from the Gospel and is
moving steadily farther out. Thiswould be a fine chore for practical theology.

I
(2) Routes and rules of inference.

It is customary in modern logic to distinguish inference from implication. Something of the
sense of the distinction is suggested in the following dialogue:

P: In something you said yesterday you implied that Smithfield is a crook.
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Q: I did not imply that. You inferred it. What | said was that Smithfield's behavior would bear
looking into. That does not imply "Smithfield is a crook."

P: Well, perhaps not strictly. But what you left out just now was the way you said yesterday,
"Smithfield's behavior would bear looking into."

Q: O come now! What do you mean by theway | said it yesterday?

P: | mean the sardonic raising of that left eyebrow and the dropping of the corner of your
mouth.

Q: | see. So now you're trying to hang me for the way my facial muscles work.

P: Ahal Now who is confusing inference with implication? Y ou infer that | think saying
"Smithfield isacrook" isaterrible thing to say. | did not imply that.

Q: Damnation! | did not say "Smithfield isa crook"!

P: Not in so many words. But you meant it all along.

Q: How can you be so sure about what | meant since | didn't say it?
P: That's easy. |'ve had |ots of experience in dealing with you.

The main force of P's summation isthat he isan old hand at putting various items of experience
together in such away that the resultant pattern isvalid for reality. That pattern is not so tight as
amathematical proof, obviously, but it is-- or it aimsto be -- empirically instructive in away
that purely formal proofs dealing only in implication cannot possibly be. The business of
weaving such patternsis what isintended by "routes of inference." So understood, inferenceisa
rational method for establishing or exhibiting connections among different kinds of realities. It
is not the route of formal deduction, because the conclusions of an act of inferring are not
contained in the premisses; the result, in fact, isricher than any of the premisses. That is, the
result is richer than any one of the items or strands of evidence woven into it. Thus, how can P
rationally proceed from (i) raised eyebrow, (ii) dropped mouth-corner, (iii) tone of voiceto: "Q
Thinks, or Q Wants usto think, 'Smithfield is a crook™? What is P's proper answer? Y ou have
to learn how to put such fugitive items together to constitute Q in this situation; and then infer,
"Smithfield isacrook." And, P should add, learning something like that is nothing like learning
amathematical-logical true-false table.

So Pisnot "leaping to a conclusion." He has walked to a conclusion over an inferential bridge.
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No doubt there are intuitive elements in the process, but the process itself is not intuitional.

How does this compare with the connections of which the poet is a master? Here is Jahweh
speaking through Hosea:

So now | will be like a panther to them,

| will prowl like a leopard by

the wayside;

| will meet them like a she-bear

robbed of her cubs

and tear their ribs apart,

like alioness | will devour them

on the spot,

| will rip them up like awild beast (Hos 13:7,8 NEB).

On the surface the mighty poet-prophet has ssmply used metaphor to make a daring connection
of digparate realms:. the animal kingdom and the Lord God of Isragl. Thereis more to it than
that, however. This becomes apparent when we ask what the poet intends to achieve through his
conjunctive metaphor. Surely his objective is not just to represent God's righteous indignation
asvividly as possible. His use of the terrible images exposes a double inferential route: (a)
moving from an antecedent anticipation of being blessed to a present certainty of being cursed;
(b) moving from an antecedent historical situation ("l cared for you in the wilderness, in aland
of burning heat, asif you werein apasture") to a present dire situation ("I have destroyed you,
O Isradl; who isthere to help you?').

Moreover the two sets -- a) psychologica and (b) historical-situational -- are conjoined by the
prophet, though neither (a) nor (b) can properly be said to imply the other. In other words, (a)
might be unrealistic, perhaps quite neurotically so. And (b) might occur independently of (a). In
fact we are likely to suppose that historical situations are not altered significantly by personal
dispositions. (Thisisavulgar and profoundly misleading supposition; | addressit further on.)

So Hosea establishes an inferential route between (a) and (b) that is worlds away from any
formal: If x then y. But this does not mean that the inferential routeisless rational. For the route
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isnot (a) If Israel isfearful enough, then (b) the predicted situation will not materialize. What
Hosea proposesis () If Israel, being fearful of the Lord, truly repents (turns again), then (b) an
otherwise certain doom will be averted by God's mercy ("1 will not turn round and destroy
Ephraim; for | am God and not aman.").

The prophet has made a bold inferential venture. It is avexatious one for many Christian
theologians. He does not argue that the sinner's gestures of contrition induce a change in God
provided that they spring from a heart sufficiently wounded. He does argue that God's
disposition to be merciful to the sin-wounded creature is reinforced by a voluntary and agonized
exposure of the wounds.

Of course it can be supposed that Hosea works with the model of along-suffering, benign
human father who is sorely tempted to become the father alienated once and for all from his son
by the latter's unrelenting mischief. This supposition begs most of the really interesting and
important questions. Why do we so readily suppose that Hosea is trying to render belief in God
intelligible to a people battered ferocioudly by the tides of history? Perhaps because we are
reminded of the plight of the church in the modern world. Old-style oppressors of the People of
God said, "Where now is your God?' Nowadays, theologians are harassed by "What! Y ou are
still fiddling with 'God talk' at this point in philosophic history?' Hosea s playing a much
bigger game: how to bring Isragl to lay hold faithfully on her historical situation. In hisview this
iswhat God himself is doing through the visions and parables of his prophets (Hos 12:10).

Hosea, then, stakes out an inferential route. He moves from an antecedent grasp of redlitiesto a
consequent grasp of other redlities. This antecedent-consequent pattern comesto light in a
fertile metaphor connecting anterior and subsequent historical situations.

Metaphor, yes; but why fertile? Because it enables us to see that God is the supreme historical
agent. Supreme, but neither absolute nor solitary. God's power and wisdom are adequate in any
and every situation. But God is not the sole active power in any situation -- except creation, if
that can be called a situation. Too, the metaphor is fertile because it enables a faithful person to
make evil times yield good. Good is more than holding fast to one's beliefs and intrachurch
functions despite soul-shattering adversity. The good which God demands through the prophet
includes mending one's ways ("'refrain from doing evil™), and thereafter being just, loving
kindness, and walking humbly with God. ". . . to do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk
humbly with your God" (Mic 6:8).

Thisisalot of traffic for so delicate a bridge of metaphor. There are routes of inference that do
not specialize in metaphor. There is none that reaches home with apodictic certainty. From the
axiom of God's everlasting and all-provident caring, peace and prosperity here and now cannot
be deduced. That is, or should be, obvious. From the magnitude of the suffering of this present
hour, God's everlasting and all-provident caring cannot be deduced. That is part of the suffering
of the faithful. If yet the faithful persist in the life policies which God ordains, though they see
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him not, what -- besides sheer doggedness, personal and institutional -- accounts for this?
Surely there is some kind of patterned connection between divine promise and earthly
vicissitude, a connection that is both rational and existential. In the language of piety, thereis
aways aroad leading from any situation, no matter how terrible, to God. There is no certainty
that multitudes will find it and take it, especially when they realize that it does not detour
around "the valley of the shadow of death."

It is part of the conventional distinction between implication and inference to assign some
degree of probability to inference and to reserve certainty, rational-logical, to implication. From
this we often are led to infer that probability is aweak second best for which the thick practical
concerns of life must wistfully settle while the noble craft of truth floats overhead in the
beautiful unattainable empyrean of certainty. Moral certainty is not thus best understood and
coveted. It israther afirm and clear grasp of routes of access to realitiesthat gratify the hunger
for the good.

Therefore, the prime function of axioms in the density of actuality is to adumbrate that situation
in which the appetite for good is both satisfied and stimulated. It is up to practical reason to
devise or to apprehend, whichever is necessary, the routes of accessto that situation.

Consideration of the conditions of intelligibility does not exhaust the agenda of theological
methodology. Somewhere along the line theol ogians ought to show that the axioms and
inferences of faith are plausible aswell asintelligible. Thereby theologians are ushered into the
misty realm of contemporary sensibilities, religious and other.

| intend to canvass only a small sector of that vast intriguing realm: the sector of hope, hope as
defined and restricted by the reigning lords of sensibility.2

One of the signal achievements of these lordsis the confusing of plausibility and intelligibility
at acrucia point: hope as transcendently eschatological. Thus the very distinction between
Immanent and transcendent modes of hope is jeopardized. The distinction is an important one
whatever the theological or metaphysical outcome may be; whether or not, that is, one believes
there are sufficient grounds for holding to a transcendent hope.

The immanental mode is hope for good in and from the visible world, the structures and powers
of the here-and-now. One hopes that the stock market will rally. One hopes for health whenill
or anxious. One hopes that the nation will be secure and prosperous. In all such caseswe
ordinarily look to easily identifiable but largely unpredictable powers. In respect to the
economic order, for example, we look to such things as buying power, industrial and
agricultural production, favorable trade balances. But in all these things the margins of
unpredictability are considerable. Economicsis an exact science only in its retrodictive modes.
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Since al the powers of thisworld are largely unpredictable, our actual situation is commonly
cloaked with obscurity -- obscurity but not mystery. Thereislittle or no sense of mystery about
the situations in which immanental hopes arise and to which they are addressed, or about the
powers to which we look with such hopes. For the goods at stake | need not look beyond this

world, this actual scene.3

Transcendental hope relates a good of surpassing value to structures and powers behind or
beyond the visible world. Thus we hope for eternal life and for the perfection of human
community.

Such hopes may well assume conceptual specificity. In Christianity, for example, eterna lifeis
the concept of a good that surpasses any and all of the goods of the actual world. But thisistrue
also in very different worldviews. It istrue for the unalloyed and interminable pleasure of the
hedonist. It istrue for the world-consuming ecstatic union of the mystic with the Ultimate One.
And of courseit istrue for the unending "length of days' of popular piety. But whatever content
Isgiven to eternal life as the world-surpassing good, an overweening passion for it is a potent
threat to the goods of the here-and-now world. Such a passion can convert the standardized
"good citizen" into amonocular pilgrim relentlessly seeking a home far removed from the
tinsal, trammel, and turpitude of Everyday -- that world that is "too much with us."

Soitisfair to say that hope for eternal lifeislikely to display at least one other transcendental
dimension: It banks on powers behind or beyond the present constitution of the actual world to
ater radically that world. In fact such ahope may itself be a power making for alienation from
the actual scene.4 But thisis not the whole story by any means. In the hope for eternal life there
IS sustenance to make the spirit strong and resolute in all of the vicissitudes of the mortal and
corrupt world. We may call these sustaining powers psychological or sociological. That merely
identifies the beneficiary -- the psyche, the socius -- not the benefactor, the effect, not the cause.
What then, or who, sustains the faithful pilgrim when he traverses a dry and thirsty land? Surely
not just a sense of his own rectitude; one can starve to death on that. Nor isit just the objective
lure of afertileideal. The pilgrim is sustained by a sense of walking an appointed routein a
company essentially divine. A "cloud of witnesses" accompanies him, discernible only to the
eyes of faith, and by saints disguised as rejects and reprobates.

We cannot say less of the perfected human community, the ordained and ultimate home of the
human spirit. As atranscendental hope thisis agood that the actual world does not give and
cannot take away. And again thisis a hope that may well alienate one from the here-and-now,
because "the beloved community" rebukes the arrogant and mordant exclusions of Everyday,
thisworld in which we are bound and determined to love only "like" and regject "unlike." And
again, this beyond-world of transcendent beauty and richness we can have now only in and as
hope. We can live everlastingly toward it; we cannot now live within it. The powers making for
that kingdom cannot be domesticated in Everyday. Judged by worldly standards, thus, this hope
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iswildly impractical. Y es, but even without that hope we often wonder why we ever dreamed
that this practical world would or could work for the blessing of humankind.

So the beloved community, as well as the pilgrims sustained in its hope, belong to powers that
transcend the actual scene. Nonethel ess, these powers can be tracked into as well as beyond
Everyday. They are vector forces arising in the mysterious depths of being and flashing through
Everyday in "majestic instancy," then bearing off toward a global future, all the while knowing
exactly where and when all things creaturely will finally arise and converge. In the meantime,
authentically spiritual creatures are able through faith to discern that trajectory and, in hope, to
envision that glory.

Vv

On the murky miasmal flats of contemporary sensibility, immanental and transcendental modes
of hope are profoundly confused. An obscure but prepotent sense of immense cognitional
achievement dictates the criteria of eschatological intelligibility. Thisis aterrible triumph of
plausibility.

The triumph isterrible because it is so inclusive. It embraces at once the situation, the objective,
and the power of hope. The situation of hope is exhaustively described in immanental terms. It
Is assumed that man is the only self-propelled and self-critical being in the realm of sentience;
for what scientific assurance do we have of a caring other than our own? None, says worldly
wisdom. Accordingly, the spirit of Everyday, for which there is no distinction between
plausibility and truth, must proceed to reduce the objectives of hope to a suitably realistic,
which isto say practical, shape and level.

So aso for the power of hope. From what quarter should we look in good faith for power to lift
human life into its fulfillment? Only to man himself, only to his own powers. But, says worldly
wisdom, these powers are the benefactions -- a mixed lot -- of chance throws of the genetic
dice, randomly coded by an uncaring, witless cosmos.

Thus the situation, objective, and power of hope are al profoundly affected by worldviews. In
fact they express thetilt of worldview toward the cosmic future and human destiny. This does
not mean that hope is deprived of transcendental dimensions simply because the great
achievements of scientific knowledge so legidate. What in those cognitional gainsinforms us
that the transcendental objectives of hope will never be forthcoming? What assured finding of
science implies or warrants the inference that "what we see is what we get" and nothing more?
The Everyday appropriation of scientific lore is much nearer the heart of such mischief; more
particularly, the acceptance of aworldview called scientific, since science per seisnot in the
worldviewing business. So on the strength of aworldview putatively scientific it is said: If you
do not accept this outlook you are out of touch with reality. That isaterrific price to pay for
holding on to ancient creed and passé metaphysics.
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But what are the benefits of alife thoroughly imbued with the spirit of the age presumptively
instructed by science? A sanforized hope, for one thing -- hope systematically preshrunk in the
interest of being respectably realistic. Thanks to science, it isrealistic to hope that ere long
cancer in al itsformswill go the way of diphtheria. With what wonderful -- why not simply say
miraculous? -- rapidity is science reducing the weaponry of that Horseman of the Apocalypse
named Pestilence! The spirit of the age is having somewhat smaller success with that Horseman
named War; he has enjoyed his greatest triumphs in this century.

On the other hand it is unrealistic, perhaps superstitious, to hope for an old-style miracle to cure
ametastasized inoperable cancer. Strange things in the line of healing happen occasionally, no
doubt of that, but these ostensibly mysterious salvagings of the body are to be understood as
challenges to science and not as paradigms of transcendental caring.

And how does it fare with the hope for life beyond death? The spirit of the age permits usto
hope for something immanently manageable, not for something transcendently desirable. So it
Is plausible to hope for a humanization of death. This includes dying made personally
manageabl e, a process and culmination accepted with dignity and allowing suitable expressions
of caring from those who are not yet to die. The humanization of death also means that it would
be denied access to socia policy: we hope for the elimination of war, capital punishment, and
genocide. On the other hand, it is not creditable to hope for areal and blessed life of one's own
beyond one's own death. This traditional transcendental hope is discredited by the alogical
convergence of two read-outs of science: (i) Consciousness (and therefore the self?) isentirely
dependent upon the brain construed as a bioel ectronic system. (ii) Unrecognized and unslaked
ego-needs dictate the hope for immortality. So if the real needs of the ego can be gratified
immanently, the hope for personal immortality will wither away. And given (i) a human self
would need abody in order to enjoy immortality. Contemporary sensibility isworlds away from
finding plausibility or any other spiritual comfort in that ancient and hybrid piece of
metaphysics, the resurrection of the body.

If now we pause to ask why hope should be modified by any form of the concept real, except
the most obvious one -- "Do you really hope for that?' -- we shall probably discover that hopes
are said to berealistic just so far as they are in accord with the environing social actuality. That
IS, "realistic" is not supposed to put us into metaphysical overdrive, it isnot an appeal or route
to "what is." Quite to the contrary, "redlistic" isintended to put one in touch with a dominant
worldview by which attitudes and sentiments are supposed to be structured, and with social
expectations by which life in Everyday is supposed to be guided and appraised.

"Realistic," accordingly, presupposes that possibility is purely afunction of actuality, and
actuality embraces both "then and now." So understood, possibility, human possibility, is not
affected by powers of being that range at will across time and the cosmos. The possible is what
the faceless lords and masters of Everyday would approve or -- O precious thought! -- applaud.
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It istrue that "realistic” artists sometimes posture as prophetic spirits whose powers of
perception and intensity of passion have enabled them to break through the crust of
conventionality and grasp the harsh realities of the human condition. So an artist isrealisticif in
his story chamberpots are used entirely for their original, and therefore real, purpose rather than
to house geraniums. And if he claims that that archaic vessel, and its original contents, are
really the ultimately meaningful symbols of the human condition, critics will rate him
philosophical aswell as prophetic.

Somewhat more seriously: Why should hope not do its best to catch and be caught by the stride
and rhythm of the truly ultimate powers? Why should it fall back from the boundaries of
Everyday with moans of contrition for daring, if but in prayer and dream, to pass beyond them?

Everyday, of course, has plausible answers to such outrageous questions. "What's the good in
al that?' "Where's the pay-off?"

Vv

A proper respect for the realities of hope obliges us to distinguish the credible from the
creditable. Credibleiswhat oneis prepared to believe, that is, to accept as being the case.
Creditable awards an honor-point for believing and/or doing the right thing. Suppose, then, that
| am prepared to believe the resurrection stories in the New Testament, but | am depressed to
learn that the cognoscenti, my intellectual peer group, will not give me any honor-points for
that. In fact what | profess as credible threatens the validity of my candidacy for membership in
that group.

Now what does this common but curious phrase, "I am prepared to believe," mean? | suggest
that it illustrates the distinction between credible and creditable. In the example of the
resurrection, | have access to the reports and claims of New Testament writers, to say nothing of
theological interpretations and arguments down the ages since New Testament times. Very well.
Suppose | say to myself, "Those stories are true, | believe them," rather than, "l think thereis
some kind of truth somewhere in those reports and claims; the problem is how to get at it."
Nonetheless, in reporting my discovery (which at that moment | am not at all inclined to
conceive of as a self-discovery, as adiscovery of my own existence. authentic or otherwise) |
doinfact say, "l am prepared to believe." Does not this suggest that sometimes one must put
considerable effort into believing something, as though the matter believed in were pretty hard
to acquire and sustain in its truth-candidacy? So it surely seems.

But what sort of things so complicate believing? A considerable variety. For example -- familiar
enough by now -- the ethos of one's world or of that sector of Everyday in which one lives and
moves and has one's quasi-being. To believe against the running tide is costly and chancy.
Socia scientists have recently proved what we have known all along, namely, that very few of
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us will buy the risks of atruth that islikely to alienate us from the particular herd whose
approval isour light by night and our sedative by day.

Another kind of consideration is more respectable, it flatters an image of self as more
persistently rational than the person who worries about his statusin a peer group or about being
thoroughly au courant. That is, it isvery hard really to believe something for which thereis
little or no clearly supporting evidence. We are entitled to wonder whether the gross weight of
this belief-inhibitor is not much greater than it has ever been in Western civilization. For the
imperialism of methodology is such that evidence is presupposed to mean data specifiable and
guantifiable at the going ratesin science. So it isonly in the most grossly retarded or regressive
religious contexts that we should expect to hear such things as, "I know God is real because |
feel himin my heart" and similar appeals to the ineffabilities of personal experience.

It might, therefore, occur to us to discover in William James aremarkably prescient thinker. It
is not extremely difficult to find holes in his account of the relation of willing to believing, but
that is not the heart of the matter. James saw that modern man must draw deeply and heavily
upon the wells of resolution in order to embrace the outlook which alone can illumine,
reinforce, and justify the richest moral life. So he summons usto create the vital connection
between perception and action. The decisive evidence counting for that outlook has to be
generated by the agent-self, it cannot be read off the face of the putatively objective world.

Thisisafar cry from make-believe; surely that is James's earnest hope. Isit a hope well-
grounded? Only if hisworldview isright. But that judgment is suspiciously akin to the
proposition that one must believe there is atrue account of the situation of the believer, that is,
of the metaphysical-ontological situation. What sort of evidence counts for that belief?

| do not suppose that that question lights up an impasse. But | waive it for the moment in order
to address and perhaps resolve arather different question. Have we not been confusing
believing with professing what one believes? As we commonly think of it, believing is an
interior mental act. To profess the content of that act isto expressit in and to some sort of
public. Thus "l am prepared to believe x" may be the equivalent of "I ventureto tell you that |
believe x."

Isit so clear, however, that professing one's beliefs presupposes and in part replicates an interior
mental act? And isit so clear that that interior mental act (believing) is much harder to make go
in this unbelieving age when its objective (content) is some item of traditional religious
teaching?

It is not hard to construct a situation in which one says, "1 am prepared to believe." without
intending to call attention to an interior mental act, arduous or otherwise. Think of a society that
advertises the likemindedness of its important constituents as one of its most attractive features:
Let that mind be in you which is also and preeminently the spirit of the age. So, in order to
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display the right tribal features, | say, "I am prepared to believe what the peer society believes.”
That ought to satisfy the keepers of the gate; they are not likely to press on into my interior
mind so long as they are sure that | do, or intend to do, the right things as well make the right
professions. But if subsequently | make trouble, or am significantly ambiguous about other
troublemakers, truth technicians can use a polygraph on me. Thereby they obtain data as
objective as those of meteorology, and they infer my salvation or damnation from pointer
readings. Let us thank God for machines and their humanoid partners who care not one fig for
interior mental acts! (How does the world appear to those for whom "truth" stands for a
flattened line? Do they hold high converse with the watchers in intensive care for whom a
flattened line means death?)

Consider arather different case: | am convinced that x -- "Caring is the name of the cosmic
game" -- istrue. So | say that | believe it with all my heart. But the weight of contemporary
sensibility lies against x as anything more than a cloistered privatized sentiment. To the extent
that | really believe x with all my heart, | hold in this belief awarrant, and perhaps also a
sketch, for life-policies that go against the grain of aworld some of whose benefits | greatly
want to enjoy. If | also accept as a divine paradigm of such alife abeing who radiates threats
against Everyday ("l have come with a sword rather than with peace") | place myself even
farther beyond the pale of plausibility-intelligibility. In such situations | do indeed have to make
some preparation to confess x.

What isthat preparation? It is not likely to be arepetition of that interior mental act which
brought me to x, or, more accurately, brought x to me. True, | may have to ask myself, under
the pressure of new evidence or of new light on old evidence: "Do you redlly think x istrue, is
really the case?' Thereis no automatic yea or nay to such questions.

Thereisadifferent sensein which | may have to make preparation for believing. That iswhen |
try to count the cost of professing x in a situation laced with threats of various sorts against the
credibility -- if not the prosperity, liberty, and life -- of anyone who professes x. Comfortable
Americansfind it hard to picture themselvesin situations so grave. What century do they think
they are living in? There are situations galore -- historical, imaginable -- when "l am prepared to
believe x" isvirtually identical with "l am prepared if need be to die for x." There are heroes,
saints, and avatars of faith only if x isworth the cost; only if x istrue.

So one should hope and pray to be able to meet the price of such an x. One should pray for
forbearance, courage, patience, and, if necessary, for oblivion in order to prevent betrayal of
others. In such dire situations it is not likely that one would hope for a transcendental
demonstration that x istrue, so that the visible cloud of witnesses would see one's vindication.
But perhaps an increment of resolution wherewith to keep faith to the bitter end would be akind
of demonstration. Not more geometrico, but who really believes that a demonstration of that
order has any bearing on, offers any sustenance for, our native hunger for being-in-truth?
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VI

Nothing so far adduced or inferred requires us to jettison the notion that believing is an interior

mental act, if "interior" is understood to reinforce "mental" rather than to specify a place where
such an act occurs. Thisis not, so far, to move against the application of the distinction interior-
exterior to the life of the mind.

Then what is going on when one believes something? Believing is an inward preparation or
disposition of the self to enact something bodily, that is, in the external world. So when | say, "I
believe x istrue" | am intending whatever x is; but | am thereby also disposing myself to enact
it, to solidify and objectify it, to realize its meaning. Indeed as far as x does not tug, however
weakly or dimly, at my powers of self-activation, x is (intends) a pure aesthetic object:
something that conjures feelings of such high intrinsic value that the self as a mind-body system
Is content to set the clutch at "Idl€" for all other conscious business for the time being. So, about
X in that mode, | do not properly say "I believeit" but rather "I enjoy it." Accordingly, the
pietist is not necessarily making a metaphysical truth-claim when he says, "Christ isin my
heart." He may mean that he is enjoying, or is remembering how he enjoyed, certain feelings of
peace, communion, and freedom, of which he posits Christ as the true (real) cause.

On the other hand, pietist or not, when | say "I redly believe x, " | do mean to claim that x has
activated my life-system. Not that the words as so many inwardly sounding vocables have that
agency -- they are but amedium -- but that the inner springs of self-existence thus tap into the
power of "what is"; or are drawn by it, lured from latency into act.

The meaning of x istherefore a disposition to enact the clues, to fill in the sketch x provides. It
would be legitimate up to a point to say that x implies alife-policy, a pattern of commitments
and enactment's. Thus, "Caring is the name of the cosmic game" implies "l ought to care." But
the legitimate appropriation of thisformal implication connection can be overdrawn. The heavy
traffic ought to flow through a material-inferential connection. This comesto light in so
commonplace a charge as"If you really believed x you would do thus-and-so. Y our failure or
refusal to do thus-and-so is weighty evidence that you do not really believe x. Y ou merely say
you do -- probably for ulterior reasons.”

What should one say in response to that charge if one really does believe x? Surely not: "O yes|
do, but you have to take my word for it because you do not have access to my interior mental
acts." That istrue enough. The crippling difficulty initisthat it blocks the professed believer's
own access to the material inferential route by which one's bid for vindication as a believer can
be attained. The false move to interiority reduces x to an aesthetic object. When | do that | can
therefore have x but | cannot enact it. It a'so means that the evidence of my having x will be
systematically ambiguous. My pulseis racing, my nostrils are dilating, my cheeks are flushed.
But it could be that | have emphysema rather than faith. | may say "In my heart | know | am
right," but the world does not know from that how right my heart is. ("The heart hasits reasons .
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.." Yes, Blaise, but if minds can be crooked, hearts can be corrupt.)

Or suppose someone says, | appeal to God to vindicate my claim that | really believe despite
my ambiguous conduct." Then it is proper to ask such a person about that God; specifically
whether that God is related to the being who says, "Why do you call me'Lord, Lord," and not do
what | tell you?' (Lk 6:46).

"Aesthetic object” is used in this connection to call attention to the affective factor in believing.
Ordinary language often renders believing equivalent to feeling. For example: "l fedl that it is
going torain." We have to learn from the context whether "feel" isintended cognitively ("the
signs certainly indicate rain") or affectively ("whenever | feel depressed the weather takes aturn
for the worse"). The ordinary cognitive "feel" refers to things you can see for yourself. On the
other hand, you have to take my word for it that | am depressed. Indeed it is concelvable that
you may simply have to take my word for it, because | may rigorously eschew hangdog facial
expressionsin favor of an unrelentingly cheerful countenance, and as carefully avoid quoting
pessimistic poets. For, you see, | do not want pity, | want only for the sun to shine soon.

The affectivities of Christian belief are supposed to modify the public self rather than the
interior one. This means that the situation of the authentic Christian believer is very strange
indeed. Heisfaithful only insofar as he admits a public norm into the nuances of hisinterior
life. He must not only act as a believer, he must also feel as abeliever ought to feel. Hiswhole
being has been interiorized by the Christ who belongs to God. So the true believer ought to feel
the peace and joy which are the affective components of the new metaphysical situation, "being
in Christ."

Isthisreally different from claiming that a Christian ought to say that hisinner lifeis flooded
with peace and joy? Is this not on all fours with your having to accept my testimony about my
depression? What more than averbal performance can be asked of us creaturesin whom feeling
Is the element least susceptible to normative allocations and assessments?

The two situations are not the same. When St. Paul says that the person of true faith ought to
feel asupernatural peace and joy, heis calling attention to an inverse material inference, to wit:
If you really seetheriches of thelifein Christ, you are bound to feel its peace and joy. Thus the
existential connection is made from the objective side. It derives from "what is," not from
subjectivity.

So Paul's counsel is not that one ought to make a heroic effort to feel peace and joy, come hell
or high water. The proper affective features of the life in Christ are not available through private
effort. On the other hand they are not passions, that is, subjective effects of external causes. The
appropriate affects, "peace and joy," are the emotive concomitants of the expression, the
enactment of faith-as-belief. So however majestic doctrines about the absolute priority of Grace
in faith may be, the existential appropriation of belief ("x istrue") isaprofoundly personal act.
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It manifests the agent-self laying hands on its own situation to effectuate its own destiny.

"Profoundly personal” does not mean a solo, purely self-originative performance. A social
context is presupposed, a community in which the self comesinto its own as a full-fledged
participant in acommon destiny, but not as a product of social forces that relentlessly spell out
one'sfate.

Peace and joy, then, as normative in their own way as moral precepts, are affective
concomitants of being related authentically to the beloved community. | cannot feel the peace
of God unless | am at peace with my brothers and sistersin the faith. I cannot feel the highest
joy unless| rejoicein the being of others. | must learn to rgjoice in their being, not merely in
their achievements. So to consent to the being of others pertains to the chateaux of divine love.

So the norms of feeling are most intimately related to objective-situational realities. Being at
peace and expressions of joy are public facts rather than ineffable qualities of a private self; as
public as barograph and polygraph spider tracks signifying, to the trained eye and properly
programmed mind, a change in the weather and truth-or-lie. But if | am a mischief-worker, a
dynamo of hostility effects, these too are as much observable facts as the rising and setting of
the sun. If | cast apall of gloom over the lives of others, thereby lowering their vitality and thus
diminishing their appetite for being, that is as much a public fact as the impact of billiard ball A
on billiard ball B.

The affective demands of the Gospel, in St. Paul's view, are a Christian version of a
phenomenon virtually universal in religion. Some religions accept postponement of the highest
and purest peace and joy until another world, aworld whose perfections reduce the scene here
below to the status of a diseased and ephemeral fantasy. Other religions maximize human
resources for the best peace and joy this world affords under the metaphysical conviction that
there is no other living world.

The religions of the world can be arranged in arather different spectrum, that of community in
relation to self-perfection. And those that place an accent on community form a subspectrum on
the issue of the voluntaristic principle. Does the route to salvation -- the highest and most
enduring peace and joy -- require the self to create its own place in the ultimate community? Or
Isthat place defined and ordained from eternity?

Traditional Christianity occupies a position well toward the latter end of this subspectrum. This
Isanotorious feature of it, in the eyes of contemporary sensibility. It isan integral part of that
melancholy outlook and social system identified as Calvinism. It is unfortunate that we are so
commonly unaware of the extent to which that outlook and system live on in a society
intellectually hostile to it. Our world has immense confidence in scientific ways of determining
what nichein it people ought to occupy. These secular forms of foreordination are accompanied
by avery weak doctrine of salvation. Filling one's niche, faithfully discharging the duties of
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one'srole: these qualify one for a Useful Citizen Award -- often a watch with which to keep
track of the empty time of retirement, that is, of uselessness. But whether one ever attains, in
this here-and-now, real peace and triumphant joy is generally regarded as a personal -- private --
problem. Nonethel ess the mass media are busy nonstop assuring us that there are all sorts of fun
and games to be had in exchange for our inheritance: pottage highly spiced and devoid of
nutriment. Esau got a better deal.

It ispossible, and hereit is useful, to use foreordination without taking on board metaphysical
stowaways or degenerate sociocultural residues. The concept can be used, that is, to signify the
sense (the "fedl") of being at last and truly in one's rightful place in the human enterprise, the
awareness of being now and really at home. Traditional theology adds: insofar as God intends
that for the faithful in time and the creaturely fallen world. In the traditional view the true
church is the community in which “the foretaste of glory divine" is an objective, not a private,
actuality. So though the homeland of the pilgrim is not the fallen world, he is given a goodly
company with which to traverse the wilderness.

Traditiona theology itself exhibits a significant subspectrum on the issue of the boundaries of
alienation from the everyday world. In general, the theologians who do not acknowledge any
legitimate and significant civil managerial functions for church and believer are the ones who
press world-alienation to its outermost and innermost limits. But the traditionalist theol ogian
cannot drive alienation al the way without falling into Manicheanism -- the view that actuality
Is the ultimate (or, more correctly, primordial) metaphysical catastrophe.

The sense of being in one's divinely appointed place requires both an interior and a public
confirmation. The public confirmation is being accepted by a Christian community as alover
and maker of peace, and thus as afaithful child of God ("Blessed are the peacemakers, for they
shall be called sons of God" Mt 5:9) and as abringer of joy to others. The interior confirmation
Is peace and joy as normative affects of God's approval.

Confirmation of that peculiar and powerful sense of being foreordained elicits (infers) an
equally powerful sense of being ableto live at last as much from the outside as from the inside.
That isto say, the surety of the Christian life is grounded in the perception of objective callings,
summonses, solicitations, and provocations clear enough, and potent withal, to restructure
infertile or unhealthy situations. The aim is not to make that part of the world conform to one's
ego-needs but, rather, to maximize in it the options and resources for human growth. All of this,
moreover, in the faith that such is the manifest and perfect will of God. That is the only sure and
authentic hope of glory.

So the justification of the believer is entirely different than having a seal of approval stamped
upon the interior self. "Justification by faith alone" signifies that the interior self isat last
reconciled with the public self, the word and the act are at last living with each other in peace,
power, and joy. The present indicative is intentional; up to apoint it is legitimate to say both
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"ought to be" and "shall be," but that means that there are logical-existential tensions here very
similar to those of moral experience. "I am doing what | ought" does not mean "l am doing it
correctly and thoroughly." But it is also the case that "'l am doing what | ought" does not ssimply
mean "l am trying to do what | ought." For the ought names (indicates) an activity and not the
objective or end-state of that activity. So justification names away of intending-acting. The
faith by which one walksis not perfectly enacted in anything one does ("I do not perfectly obey
God"). But at the same time intending so to walk is an enactment and not just a case of citing a
motive or looking in loving despair at a paradigm of perfection.

VIl

Hope, in the Christian outlook, is transcendental. This does not mean that agreat virtueisto be
made of discontinuity between avision of the great divine future and the actual here-and-now
world, as though the kingdom of God and the kingdom of man were mutually repellant
substances. Undue stress on that discontinuity is a symptom of afalse sense of transcendence.
Christian hope is properly transcendental when one apprehends in faith the end toward which
the whole of creation is being moved as the very thing in which one'sown being isto be, is
being, perfected. Christian hope thereby relates the actualities of self, society, and cosmos to an
unseen reality. Unseen but present for that reality is the mysterious, infinitely potent, life of God
within the world. But thisis the same world shared with every variety of unbeliever, the world
in which "hopes deceive and fears annoy." So we can hardly fail to ask what assurance thereis
that this transcendental hope does not deceive. Let the faithful person act on the conviction that
he must not be conformed to this world and its righteousness. How can he be sure that the
higher principle to which he professes allegiance, the righteousness of God's kingdom, is truly
transcendental rather than the forward throw of his own ego-needs? Might it not be the
summons of that dimension of self-existence writ large in Freudian theology as Superego?

Thisis but one reminder among many that there are many situations in which we have to decide
between an intuitive certainty and a certainty available only at the end of an inferential route.
The testing of hope's surety is such asituation. For instance, an appropriate expression of
Christian hopeis, "l believe that the souls of the faithful live forever in the presence of God."
For the faithful in the land of the living here-and-now it isintuitively certain that nothing can
happen in this world to disconfirm or even to cast a shadow upon that glorious vision. The
abstract ground for thisis very simple: Hope looks always to a future that cannot disappoint or
deceive. According to that, whatever deceives and disappointsis local, finite, mortal,
incomplete, imperfect, and is exposed as such by the vision of glory.

But the believer isunder orders he takes to be divine to test all visions. He must, that is, track
them to see what comes of them in the actual world. For only those visions are of God and from
God which draw the self-as-ego up into a public self foreordained to bespeak peace and bring
joy. So it istrue that the proper hope of the Christian is surely to participate in the glories of the
eternal kingdom, to "see God and enjoy him forever." But hopeis also ordained to relate the
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faithful perspicuoudly to the life of God now and everlastingly committed to the transformation
of fallen worlds.

Therefore, hope has an active as well as a passive modality. One must wait for the ultimate
transformation, the creation of "the new heavens and the new earth." So to wait, so to hope, isto
hold resolutely to an envisagement of self- and world-perfection. But that envisagement is not a
pure aesthetic perception. Rather, it is the forward throw of alife-policy for here-and-now
oriented upon the peace of God and boundless joy.

VIl

One of the prime functions of faith isto grasp and formulate the grounds of hope. From faith
come the axioms which charter particular routes of inference, at the conclusion of which, if they
are properly run, lies practical certainty. "If Christ has risen from the dead, then . . ." The central
problem of the Christian life, and therefore of Christian reflection, is not to devise some all-
winning way to obviate or defang that "1f." Indeed, preoccupation with anterior and interior
certainty can be profoundly mischievous. Moreover, that "If . . ." is not intended to launch an
hypothesis or a pious surmise. Its purposeisto open up (in that sense to demonstrate) the
connection between the ground of hope and the superstructure of Christian existence: alife-

policy.

How then are we to reconcile the inescapabl e |ooseness of inferential routes with the divine
demand for radical obedience? The theological task thus disclosed isto track down the
appropriate material inferences from, for example, "If Christ hasrisen fromthedead . . ." In St.
Paul's terms, what does it mean to care about Christ's dying and rising again to God for us
sinners?

Much experience and many voices testify that the believer must wait and listen for divine
Instruction about that. There is much to ponder and something to accept in that counsel, but not
everything. The Christian life is aresolute pursuit of waysin which to glorify God. For that,
faith furnishes clues -- not, certainly not, a detailed map. Intuitive certainty is properly lodged in
that moment of faith in which one says, "I know that | must start from x. " Thereby, the
projectile called Christian existence is aimed and launched. But its trgjectory is not
predetermined. The determination of that is afunction of a complex series of contingent
choices.

In faith, therefore, one takes bearings by looking back to the starting point. Through hope one
takes another reckoning: from the envisaged end and longed-for arrival. Love holds the
antecedent and interior self to the foreordained public self.

The divine concert of these virtues -- faith, hope, and love -- comes to light when the public self
becomes the substance rather than the adumbration of things hoped for. Then the interior self --
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that old Adam, the ego -- will have blissfully surrendered the last vestige of its
pseudohegemony. Then indeed, as St. Paul says, all things will have become new.

Footnotes

1. Littleis now being written under the heading of theology of hope. There was aflurry of
discussion of Moltmann's essay, The Theology of Hope (London: SCM, 1967); but since then
attention has moved on to other things, such as political theology, a novelty in western culture,
at least asold as Plato's Laws. But it isworthy of passing note that part of the explanation of the
recrudescence of hope as a systematic theological concern was the tilt given to Marxian
eschatology by the philosopher Ernst Bloch, and by other thinkers who wanted to show that true
Marxism was a true humanism, in distinction from the brutalities of Stalinist totalitarianism.

2. Here"lords" refersto social forces, not to specific persons.

3. This may be as good a place as any to take note of the standard distinction between wish and
hope -- standard rather than systematic. It is not always important to honor the distinction.
When we do, the results are something like this:

(i) To wish for something isto shift into the subjunctive -- "I wish | would/ | wish | might."
"Would that it were s0."

(i1) To hope for something is still to move in the indicative. One's hopes may be unrealistic, but
we do not ordinarily write drafts on the fantastic in our hopes. In respect to what we hope for
the actual world may be counterindicative; but the hoped-for does not float free and clear in
never-never.

(iii) But thereisnothing at al odd in: "O | wish | had never written that letter!" Imagine
substituting hope for wish in that sentence. True, we can imagine or remember: "O | hope | only
dreamed writing that letter!" There is nothing fantastic about that, since one is counting on a
future development to ease or erase a present distress. In the meantime one can only wait.

4. Marxian orthodoxy confirms this in its own wooden way. In that view, the Christian hopeisa
demonic distraction of human energies away from the actualities in which alone human
fulfillment is possible. Marx himself was much too sober a revolutionary thinker to have wasted
ammunition on atrivia social force. He knew that the Christian hope was anything but that,
even in hismisreading of it. Popular Christian piety taught him to misread the Christian hope.

0
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Chapter 5: Sola Scriptura: Problems About
Authority

Theologians rarely deny that Christianity isareligion of the book. For modern theologians "the
book" is acongeries of intellectual problems; thisis the source of a special anxiety called
hermeneutics. We have the book, yes; but it is either silent or hopelessly mystifying in respect to
existential concerns, as these are voiced by contemporary sensibility, unless the book is properly
interpreted. The Bible speaks, but its utterances must be tranglated into signs, symbols, and
concepts that make sense within the parameters of modernity.

There are other dimensions of the problem of authority in modern theology, but the bible
occupies a unique place in that complex; perhaps still acommanding place. At any rate, it isthe
focus of this disquisition because both the practical Christian and the theologian appeal to the
bible either as the principal inspiration of their several and, one hopes, common interests, or as a
warrant for their convictions. Both the practical Christian and the theologian assume that from
Scripture emanates indispensable light on and for the understanding and guidance of human life.

So we have at once two problems:

(1) How istherea and essential teaching of the bible to be distinguished and separated from its
useless information, its archaic cosmology, and its nonrelevant prescriptions?

(2) Since the bible does not contain all that we know and need to know about human redlity,
how should the truth of Scripture be related to truth otherwise ascertained and aready absorbed
into the fabric of lifein Everyday?

Assumptions lurk behind these questions. They ought to be considered before we take the
plunge into the questions themselves.
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Why does (1) seem to be as difficult asit isimportant? A very important part of the faith of the
practical Christian has been the assumption that the bible really means what it says and all that it
says. On the witness stand in the courts of law the Christian is expected to swear on the Bible
that histestimony is the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. Why should he expect
less from the book by which so mighty an oath is exacted from him? Y et has any Christianin
almost two thousand years tried to execute all the requirements of the Old Testament law? Do
many of the pious now claim to be profoundly illuminated, edified, or instructed by the Book of
Numbers? Does it pertain to the living mind and heart of the Gospel to believe that the
wonderful and terrible moral density of human existence all descends from the oddly felonious
behavior of a primitive human pair in a Mesopotomian valley irrecoverably divine?

These are not purely rhetorical questions; in amost any congregation some affirmative
responses to them would be forthcoming. But for the time being | shall treat that fact as evidence
of a deep and anxiety-tinctured desire to hold some authority in faith to be exempt from erosion.
Thereislittle or no evidence that even the earliest Christian community, or the most primitive
since then, ever felt bound to obey the Levitical law stipulating that a woman who grabs the
genitals of her husband's antagonist when he and another man are fighting must suffer the
amputation of the offending member, her hand. The church in history hasin fact produced a
splendid variety of explanations and justifications for a selective reading of Old Testament law,
and of Old Testament history as well.

Does this mean that theology, as far asit evinces a sense of responsibility to and for the Bible,
continues to be, promisesto be, a series of strategic retreats from any view of Scripture asa
global truth, an inclusive and decisively important "world"? Evidence for this interpretation of
theology can be marshaled in the following way:

(i) A considerable part of the Bibleis historical narrative. What does that history have to do with
us, religiously? Why is it more important than the history of the Hittites or the Mayans?

Here we are sure to hear aflourish of theological trumpets on the salvation history theme. But
we have to be sure that behind that fanfare there is more than away of extracting from ordinary
history an extraordinary import, or of imposing such import upon ordinary history. Later on we
shall have to ask whether the proponents of salvation history mean to say that there is a series of
real events -- asreal as anything that happened to the Hittites or the Mayans -- that nonetheless
really happened only to and for the faithful; a series concurrent with ordinary events but neither
contained in them nor implied by them.

(if) An important part of the Bibleisliturgical. What sorts of theological presumption underlie
the conviction that some, but not all, of the liturgical precepts and structures of Scripture are still
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and forever normative?

(iii) Ritualistic rules are a prominent element of the Old Testament. There are ethical elementsin
thislegalistic mass. As already noted, Christian theologians have long practiced extracting these
ethical elements from that mass; often enough they have encouraged legalistic attitudes to grow
luxuriantly around the ethical. Moreover, the extracts are presumed to have as much authority
for Christians as the "whole Bible."

(iv) The Bibleis a seedbed of once powerful symbols portraying the human situation. Are those
symbols still vivid and potent? If so, is not that the real authority of the Bible? But if this be
allowed, then whatever grips and structures the imagination with comparable power has
comparable authority, whether it is Shakespeare or Salinger. Moreover, what would "authority"
then mean? Something that commands obedience, such as alaw or a magistrate? Or that which
pertains to the commands of God transcendent?

(v) Even acursory reading of the Bible makes it abundantly plain that there are many
cosmological outcroppingsin it that now can speak only to antiquarian interests. Why then
should we suppose that the Bible is full of instruction for us on the weighty theme of human life
in the cosmic scheme, the latter being infinitely more complex than ancient cosmologists
dreamed? Theologians old and new reply that man is not saved by adherence to cosmological
theories, old or new. But modern theologians cannot easily forget that modern cosmologies
render man an unaccountably intelligent upstart in a cosmos too vast and complex to be
understood except by the cosmol ogists.

These are hints of the racking vicissitudes scriptural authority is having to endure in the modern
world. Through al of them, theologians have persisted in asking the question identified as (1)
above: How isthe real and essential teaching of the Bible to be distinguished and separated from
its useless and wrong information and its nonrelevant prescriptions? The question argues an
assumption: Somewhere in the Bible inextinguishable and vital truth lurks; so it pertains to the
high calling of theology to fan that spark into flames of consuming interest.

That double-jointed assumption has athick connection with an intuitive certainty: We cannot
expect Scripture to deliver a perspicuous word until we are sure what it meansto live in the
modern world. For we are sure that our world differs considerably from its predecessor. Perhaps,
indeed, oursisaunique historical situation; unique -- let us venture to say it -- in a unique way.
We are in some ways new creatures, or we know how to become such, though hardly in the
Pauline sense. But there's the rub -- who or what are we, really? What might we make of the
human stuff? Are we the creatures of sheer possibility, untutored, finally, by anything genuinely
and demonstratively normative?
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It is hardly surprising, given such readings of the historical situation, that so much of
contemporary theology is an anthropological quest. Some theologians look to philosophy for the
right method of conducting the search. Others turn to the creative arts; still others to social
science. But, again, whether or not an intuitive certainty underlies this anthropological quest and
determinesiits results, thereis a great consensus in the reports from every sector: The historical
situation of scientific-technological man is unique, and the full measure of his uniqueness has
not yet dawned on us. And here there may be a clue for understanding the generation gap both
deplored and celebrated, namely, that the adult and senior generations simply fail to perceive
that the contemporary world is radically different from the world they started with and cling to
so hungrily and so vainly. In that dear dead world, living now only in the unreality of nostalgia,
many people, perhaps a majority, believed they lived under the canopy of Scriptural authority.
The noblest and most poignant sentiments were expressed in biblical language. The national life
and destiny were grasped in biblical metaphor: the Chosen People; the assured end of life "for
which the first was planned" (Browning, to be sure, but often taken to be scriptural by people
used to hearing their preachers quote Scripture and Browning in successive, if not the same,
breaths) is an eternal happiness beyond the grave.

So -- "things learned on earth we shall practice in heaven" (Browning again; practically
canonical, nonetheless). But the world now around us, and within, is very very different from all
of that. Most people nowadays do not and cannot believe much of the Bible, or enjoy or useit,
even if they wanted to. The pious may suppose that they take their bearings from the Bible. If
they really do, they are an endangered species left behind by aworld lost to sight and sound.

Y et the great majority of theologians remain committed to showing that the Bible is uniquely
authoritative in and for a historical situation which isitself unique. An authority dimly
acknowledged and poorly served by the conventional gestures of biblicist piety, to be sure. But
can the proper quality and magnitude of that authority be more easily descried on the
assumption that the Bible is a massively important message coded so obscurely that only a
highly trained specialist can decipher it, and only if he brings the right tools to it? How can
Scripture speak authoritatively when its perspicuous and decisive word has to be filtered through
grids of attitudes, logico-linguistic rules, and conceptual systems imported for this holy exercise
from science and philosophy?

It may make a difference whether the key to Scripture is derived from science and/or

philosophy. Let us suppose, that is, that a complex of scientific investigations, such as
archaeology, linguistics, history of various sorts, is trained on the Bible. Ought we to expect
from this a printout of some importance for the question of biblical authority? At first glance this
Isunlikely because there is no science of norms as such. Perhaps some complex of science can
explain why (show how) we accept some norms and reject others. But no science and no
complex (collegium) of sciences can prove that x isareal norm for y. By what scientific norm
might we be able to show that modern science is a better way of organizing the study of nature --
to say nothing of directing human affairs -- than ancient astronomy or mediaeval achemy? We
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have long since put our money down; now we are inclined to say that an electric can opener is
proof the wager iswon.

But back to the Bible. Suppose a scientific complex shows that Joshua (if he ever lived except as
a character in splendid folklore narratives) was a bloodthirsty and cunning brigand better suited
to amanual of guerrillawarfare than to any high and holy purpose; and that the walls of Jericho
fell under the onslaught of an earthquake anyway, and not from the toot of a trumpet in the
hands of a brigand. What then can properly dispose us to find something normative for usin any
of hisreal deeds and words? Joshua 24:15 has inspired many a Christian sermon: ". . . but as for
me and my house, we will servethe Lord.” But the context effectively celebrates, through
simple narration, the drive and dedicated rapacity of a desert brigand. In his splendid valedictory
to his people Joshua says:

| gave you aland on which you had not labored, and cities which you had not built, and
you dwell therein; you eat the fruit of vineyeards and oliveyards which you did not plant
(24 13).

True, Joshuais not one of the loftiest saints of Israel, Old or New. But does Scripture boast
human figures impenetrably divine against the artillery of scientific biblical criticism?

Perhaps authority, after all, is something faith vestsin the Bible rather than something
discovered there.

But we may be covering difficult territory too rapidly and too recklessly. Would it not be absurd
to say that scientific explanations of how the exercise of parental authority worksin agiven
culture, and thus of what "it really is," logically undermined that indispensable social force?

The analogy is crippled by a capital difference. Parental authority is atime-termina
phenomenon. A parent makes binding decisions for a child only so long as heisachild. In
modern Western society one is not judged to be mature if one has not learned to make one's own
decisions. To honor father and mother does not mean to obey them in all things forever. On the
other hand, traditional Christianity has always looked to the Bible as to an authority never to be
dismissed or transcended as long as time and the human world endure. If such an authority were
real, it would have to be obeyed and not merely respected; whereas in intrahuman affairsit is
common and proper for one to say to a parent, "I respect your wishes but | do not intend to
accede to them." But we seem to have learned from some kind of science that no norms are
culture-universal. We seem to have learned from some kind of philosophy that to come of age
we must answer to and for ourselves alone. So even if there is God we ought to think twice
before addressing him, Scripture-wise, as Father.

So whether or not theologians like it, the authority of Scripture is exposed to demands for
scientific validation-invalidation. Nonetheless there are some theol ogical questionsto be asked
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about this situation. For example, if the authority of Scripture is exposed to this demand, what
criteriaare appropriate for its prosecution? It will not do to trot out specific scientific theories,
whether cosmological or anthropological, that are widely accepted at the moment astrue. Yet it
might be legitimate to proceed in the investigation with such contingent propositions as, "If
evolution isright, some parts of the Bible must be wrong; notably, the first human being was not
created in atwinkling of God'seye." It is not entirely clear that thereisalogical collision, head-
on and catastrophic (on the religious side), between the biblical view of man's origin (if we
assume that the Bible evinces any interest in that as a cosmological issue) and evolutionary
theory. But we can be reasonably sure that somebody in the Christian camp feels threatened
when he urges us to remember that a moment for God, a twinkling of his eye, might well
embrace ten thousand millennia of creaturely time ("For athousand yearsin thy sight are but as
yesterday when it is past,” Ps 90:4).

Of late we have not heard as much about the deadly threats to the tradition embedded in
scientific biblical criticism, or about the promise of the latter for spiritual liberation, as several
late theological generations had to endure. Theories about cataclysmic shifts of consciousness, at
least in Western society, seem to pose a new threat to any principle of universal authority and to
offer fresh promises of spiritual liberation from such ancient tyrannies. For now we hear that
contemporary consciousness is radically different from consciousness in any other era. More
specifically, outlooks and value-systems of earlier stages of consciousness are now as impotent
and meaningless as the pressed forget-me-not found in a book picked up at randomin a
secondhand shop.

A variety of observations and guestions throng the mind when one attends to such theories of
consciousness. For example, have they been influenced by evolutionary doctrine despite vivid
disclaimers of that from their proponents? Are these theories and concepts so many Hegelian
residues -- chips of Hegel liberated from his rationalism? Are they simply the |atest evolutionary
stage of historicism?

| do not intend to press these questions here because there are some logical issues of antecedent
importance, however devoid of engrossing interest they may be. | grant that posting this sort of
priority involves the risk of trying to impose attitudes and methods simply out of touch with the
latest stage of consciousness; and to no avail but thus to be exposed as a "backworldsman.”
Would that one could here successfully misappropriate Hegel and grandly say, "To be conscious
of risksisin principle to avoid them™!

Y

The general view, that consciousnessis areality subject to quantum leaps, cannot be entirely
reduced to that old affliction, historical relativism. There is a metaphysical sweep in the new
view; it isatheory about reality and not merely about history and culture. But like some other
metaphysical theories this one also contains some epistemol ogical-logical puzzles. It may be
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that these puzzles are real and important only for people who do not share the view, or who have
been left behind by evolving consciousness. These are risks to be embraced as cheerfully as
possible.

Here, then, is one of these puzzles: How could a person caught up in a higher (or at any rate
radically novel) level of consciousness know what a lower level really was? Suppose one now
stands within C3 (consciousness, third level). How can that person say, meaningfully, "Ah, but |
remember when | had, or was had by, C2?" The "remembering" that person now doesis dictated
by C3. He can (or should be able to) recall that as a C2-er he was, say, aracist, asexist, a
Fundamentalist, and a Republican. But now as a C3-er he no longer grasps what these things
meant, he only recalls that he was then so constituted. He no longer aspires for those false
values, known now, not then, to be false.

Thus the C3-er who has mutated from C2 (one must allow, | suppose, for the native-born C3-er)
can say, as a historian, that he has designed a construct he calls C2, but the design must meet the
requirements of C3. He can impute the construct to an alien people, living or dead, whom he
does not, indeed he cannot, really understand. He has no way of knowing that the imputation,
the projection of the construct, hits anything. Moreover his reasons for the whole business are by
definition afunction of C3 rather than of C2 or Cn.

So the C3-er speaks and thinks with his own stage of consciousness about the memories,
records, and kindred artifacts of another and lost world. But what metaphysical presumption he
exhibits when he avers that his constructs and theories are really about the life and world long
gone, of which the evidences are cryptic and random (for all he knows) leftovers! It is one thing
for the poet to declaim about Homer's Greece:

Y et never did | breathe its pure serene

Till I heard Chapman speak

out loud and bold: . . .
Happily for all concerned, Keats' greatness as a poet has nothing to do with the semantic
accuracy of Chapman's translation of Homer; or Homer's with the historical accuracy of his
account of the Trojan War.1 It is quite adifferent one for the C3-er to pretend to have given usa
literally true and faithful account of any other level or kind of consciousness.
Thisissue can be put in abstract form. If the theory is self-referentia, it admits only of intuitive
certainty; it istrue only for those gripped by it. If the theory isworld-referential, it must be

tested fairly against evidence not preselected by it. The same sort of issue haunts doctrines of
election and every other systematic deterministic theory.
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Some elements of this epistemological-logical puzzle harass the doctrines of historical
relativism. Y et they avoided, or could have, some of the most punishing harassment by being
related to afew nonrelativistic principles; for instance, that thereisalogic of inquiry universally
applicable though not universally applied. Which isto say that judgments of validity in principle
are different from reported ascertainment of such facts that people now believe -- or eat, drink,
wear, or say.

But the general theory of stages of consciousness ought to give no quarter to such principles.
Reason herself is a servant of a particular stage of consciousness; she wears the garb and does
the chores assigned to her by the ethos. Thus one age turns Reason into an abstract mathematical
genius, another into amoral genius, perhaps a casuist Uberhaupt. Still another turns her into the
fantastic wanton of the world-historical-dialectical process, |eaving her bloody footprints all
over the place. But whatever Reason is constrained by the spirit of the age to be, and wholly to
be, she has no prospects of surviving in that role, under that guise, under the unrelenting
pressure of the oncoming stage of consciousness. So where a master of the old school; such as
Hegel, clearly supposed that reason is atime- and culture-embracing reality rather than atime-
and culture-bound one, the heralds of evolving consciousness feel no such constraints. They
may concede that Hegel was right in declaring that consciousness is self-grounded; it isnot a
product of anything else. But how could a hostage of rationalism have grasped the depth
dimension of consciousness or understood that intellect is the great falsifier of consciousness?

Some kind of distinction between the surface and the depths of consciousness appearsto be a
defining characteristic of the outlook under consideration here. Here it isachild of the age, the
Freudian age. Moreover the distinction has a valuational correlate: The depths are the home of
the great powers of human life. The deep self isaone truly creative aswell asirrepressibly
vital .2

Here Hegel, aswell as many aclassical thinker, exacts akind of revenge. For it appears that
consciousness is always structured; theoreticians may disagree among themselves over the
nature of the structure and its derivation, but they cannot blink away the reality of structure.
Which isto say, minimally, that consciousnessis not, it is never, amere metaphysical blob. Itis
aways, it is essentially, a structured many-in-one, a dominant one-in-many. Thus consciousness
Is more than the affective ambience of perceptions, conceptualities, aspirations, and anxieties.
The many are ordered: Consciousnessis an order of superordination and subordination.
Something rules and all elseisruled. We shall hold in reserve the question whether at any given

moment the monarchical principle de facto isthe monarch de jure.3

If we say, then, that in consciousness something rules, something imposes order, are we not
thereby committed to saying that in any stage of consciousness something rules absolutely, that
Is, that it alwaysrulesand is never itself ruled? (It is assumed throughout that consciousnessis
not available to babes and sucklings; they are candidates or postulants for it.) If thisisthe case, a
radical shift of consciousness, a quantum leap, would mean that the displacement of a
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monarchical principle has occurred and another one has assumed authority. "The King is dead,;
long live the King!" But now the principle of continuity, that grand metaphysical mystery, has
been itself replaced by a principle of discontinuity. The replacement is no less metaphysical.
Evolving consciousness is thus heavy metaphysical global business. It is, it intendsto be, far
more significant than dislocations in perception and feeling caused by the appearance of great
novelties on the plains of history. With its king aworld dies. The new world has, must have, a
new king.

Applied to what we may plausibly call the democratic consciousness, these notions reap an
interesting bundle of inferences. For example, suppose that by "democratic consciousness' we
mean a psychic constitution rather than a political orientation; that is, any impulse, perception,
or aspiration is as good as and no better than any other. Thisis surely a strong contender for

" Supreme Nonsense Champion.” But for the moment let us blithely suppress the dictates of
commonsense -- alot of philosophy and theology can be written and enjoyed without them. So
we have a situation in which any inclination to suppress impulse a in favor of impulse b ought
itself to be suppressed since a, by definition, is as good as b. But what psychic agent has the
authority -- not to be confused with the power -- to order the suppression of that antidemocratic
inclination? Whence that mysterious authority?

The answer to the first question is not very mysterious. In a democratic consciousness apolicy is
set to prevail over imperialistic impulse, that is the announced democratic policy. If this policy
is properly enforced there will be no successful coup de corps There may be rebellions but there
will not be arevolution until the policy and the policy enforcer die and a new consciousness
emerges.

It would seem, then, that the popular slogan, "Down with repression!” can hardly mean what it
says. Though we have begun with the assumption that any impulse is as good as any other, any
plain and honest account of human life will show that any policy whatever requires enforcement.
Even if | admit that one of the most remarkable, though not one of the most uncommon,
impulses of al, to jump off acliff, isas good as any other, | have to compel it to recede for the
time being; otherwise it isall over for every other impulse; and the structure of the democratic
consciousness will have been destroyed. So policy cues such as "appropriateness,” "reality,"
"fittingness" pop up all over the place. Primitively speaking | should say that impulse a (" Throw
yourself over the cliff!") is as good but no better than impulse b ("No, wait a minute: yonder is
an unwitting child running toward the cliff -- stop her!"). But we are not in that primordial
situation, and never were. Any consciousness we know and are, or have ever known and been, is
structured both ontologically and valuationally. Every one of them has instated and honored
some sort of distinction between ruler and ruled, between superordination and subordination.

So the slogan, "Down with repression!” is a piece of rhetorical license. It does not specify, it
does not even hint of, aviable life-policy. It does express a conviction that in the dominant
societal and psychical structures the wrong things are "in the driver's seat." It does not mean that
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the steering wheel is the perfect symbol of original evil.

What then is the mysterious source of that indispensable authority without which policy, both
societal and psychical, is bootless?

Perhaps it seems most mysterious in and for the democratic consciousness, if, that is, in that
context any and every impulse instinctively grasps the wisdom of the democratic principle, and
Is thus prepared to sacrifice the value of its own immediacy to protect the value of intrinsic
goodness. We should have every right to be proud of an impulse capable of such aremarkable
achievement. Heretofore, such discernment and decision have generally been ascribed to reason
rather than to native impulse and untutored feeling. But that is an image of human life presumed
now to bein full retreat, if not panic rout, before the irresistible forces of gut reaction, the
primacy of the sensuous, and kindred allies of immediacy. Not that any of these thrivesin an
unstructured life. Each, in fact, is a postulant for supremacy. Each claims for itself authority de
jure.

But elements of mystery remain. If authority is vested in the ruler -- whether that be aregimein
the political realm, some element in avalue system, an intuition, or afaith -- isit not the case
that that from which authority derives and descends isitself the ultimate authority? Consider that
in this nation the rulers govern in principle only by the consent of the governed. A regime
accorded that consent thus rules with proper authority; but the sovereignty of the peopleisin no
way abridged or diminished by that. To the contrary, only the people have the right of
investiture. Accordingly, to act without or beyond authority is possible for all political agents --
except for the people; but the people are self-committed always to act through one crew of
agents or another, and by due process.

Now we seem to be threatened by atowering paradox. This absolute and empirically
nonderivable right to rule must be both exhibited and validated in the forms of life over which it
presides. It is not supposed to be validated by afinal unilateral appeal to a presumptively
absolute and universal standard whose eminence, majesty, and power defeat any creaturely
challenge.

Here the voices of piety and theological tradition may be heard in chorus. "Y ou have left out
God! He truly isthe ultimate sovereignty behind and beyond al rightful human exercise of
authority."

The great biblical inspiration of this conviction is the teaching of St. Paul. "L et every person be
subject to the governing authorities. For there is no authority except from God, and those that
exist have been ingtituted by God" (Rom 13:1).

But suppose that we have not at all intended to leave God out of this puzzling business of
authority. Suppose, indeed, we have had in mind all along that God who himself orders the
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faithful to test every prophet -- that is, everyone who claimsto speak for God -- and who orders
the faithful to test all forms and exercises of authority by that standard which is Immanuel, God-
with-us.

Asfor the Pauline teaching, it takes a mentality already attuned to the vile hubris of autocracy to
discover arationale for it in the injunction: "L et every person be subject to the governing
authorities." Thereis nothing in Romans that suggests that this means servile obeisance, silent or
expressed acquiescence in oppression, or any sort of gesture of approval of either random or
systematic cruelty. God knows, and we must not forget, that Christian people have not always
lifted their voices or their hands against murderous and blasphemous despots. Thisillustrates a
fundamental theological proposition: It isfar easier to give intellectual assent and pious
approbation to the doctrine of original sin than it isto discern and confessitsreality in the
multitudinous unoriginal sins of our very own.

Moreover, given the God of Christian faith, the derivation of all authority from the Almighty,
All-Wise, All-Just being can never be executed in the modalities of self-righteousness, self-
excul pation, and self-aggrandizement. For that being can dispose as well asinvest, and thereis
no court of appeal from his decrees. Who knows how many despots have trembled when that has
occurred to them, when it has been thundered at them by prophets of the Lord God? That isa
historical-psychological question. What counts and ought to count as the evidencing of God's
awful consuming wrath against the monsters of perfidy, cruelty, and egomania? That isa
theological question. This essay is not devoted to answering it; such is the ascesis of
methodology. Even so, one may hope to be pardoned for noting that the God of New Testament
faith is certainly the concept of a being related, self-related, to the contingencies of history and
to the relativities of all human judgments; related to these pal pable actualities as a concrete
absolute norm. A living norm, a standard embodied in alife, alife that is the paradigm worthy
of al emulation. Such is the confession of faith.4

Y et there are many faiths and many lords. There are multitudes of monarchical axioms presiding
in and over many forms of life. Moreover, despite the tensions and overt conflicts among
contemporaneous forms of life, their respective monarchical axioms are not locked in dialectical
struggles with one another. As monarchs, these principles and principalities have no "give" to
them. They areincorrigible. It does not follow that any of them isinfallible; an inference to that
effect isanatural and self-serving error.

Thisis but to say again that the first principles -- however constituted or derived -- of alife-
system areitsfinal authority. But this does not make each such lord absolute de jure, even if the
adherents and protagonists of alife-system do not see how a genuinely human existence would
be possible on any other terms. In advanced civilizations the wise and the learned know there are
other ways of putting things together; as St. Paul says, "there are many gods and lords aplenty."
The realy wise do not permit this piece of religiousintelligence to license disdain or
indifference to that being under whose tutel age the nation (or the people) has endured and hopes
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to prevail.

Here another piece of religious intelligence bids for attention. Lords, both visible and invisible,
are served because it is profitable so to do. Monarchical axioms are embraced because the life
systems they authorize are judged to be good, fair, and worthy of all acceptation. Thisisto say
that a monarchical axiom, if it really rules, does something far more meaty and interesting than
generating a set of definitions or a conceptual scheme. These lords all claim to provide vistas of
the ultimate management of cosmic as well as human affairs. Thereby an indispensable
opportunity for justification and correction is offered to alife-system; though thisis not
necessarily the intent of any of the "lords many." Think here of the ancient military-political-
religious practice of taking captive the gods of the enemy: they too shall serve thereal (winning)
God. But think also of Amos's Jahweh who punishes the injustices of the goyim as severely as
the sins of his people -- and let the Syrians learn how impotent their gods are to fend off that
truly divine assault! Who cares afig for their "redlity” if, like mere mortals, the heathen gods
scurry for cover when the Lord thunders out of Zion? Think also of the more urbane views of
such a cosmopolitan figure as Apuleius, who, in the midst of the wonderful ribaldry of The
Golden Ass, launches a philosophic invocation of the one deity of whose splendor all the

maj estic members of the pantheon, all the household deities of the empire, and al the lords of
alien empires are ciphers pointing to that One. To sum it up: it isarare, indeed abizarre,
tribalism that does not know, even in its sacred bones, that Cosmos will persist, undiminished
and undismayed, after the tribe and its familiar gods have vanished into the dust. The |oftiest
pinnacles of religious presumption are built directly over invincible intimations of mortality and
corruptibility.®

Here one is prompted to insist that what the "lords many," and the One as well, purporttodois
not good enough. There must be away of determining whether that noble purpose -- to provide a
vista of the ultimate governance and its sovereignty in our lives -- isreally consummated. If a
monarchical axiom says, "Here isthe way to discern and respond to the ultimate governance of
things cosmic and human," there must be away to find out whether anything "out there" of that
magnitude is perceived asit redly is.

What sorts of tests are available? One possibility isto adopt an axiomatically controlled life-
system. This does not mean that life-systems, whether or not they are religiously inspired and
sustained, are often adopted experimentally. Indeed this possibility is so abhorrent to some
theologians that they deny it categorically. In their view, commitment to alife-system isflatly
irreconcilable with any hint of tentativeness about it, such as "try it, you'll likeit," or "your
money refunded.” But what justifies this all-or-nothing view? A close and exhaustive
investigation along empirical lines? Or a special ex parte way of shuffling the cards so that
commitment and tentativeness cannot be paired? Or a conviction that God -- and therefore godly
people -- has no patience with reservations:. either you are absolutely for him (and us) or you are
absolutely against him (and us).
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"Experimentally” isvery likely to create the impression that | am trying to smuggle scientific
attitude and method into the tabernacle. That is not my intention. The proper meaning of
"experimentally" isto relate a project of perception- conception-aspiration to concrete
experience. So the psalmist adjures us. "O taste and see that the Lord is good!" (34:8). We ought
to hope devoutly that our understanding of this does not automatically veer off toward "the proof
of the pudding." But we are reminded that the goodness or soundess of a venture can be
discovered only by making it; that is, by a commitment. So one may set sail upon the vasty
deep. But commitment does not mean that | cannot change course without changing goal. Nor
does it mean that | may not come to have great doubts about the soundness of my ship or about
the competence of the helmsman; and yet sail on and on.

Here it must be granted that thisfirst line of testing may yield thin results. Perhaps nothing
noteworthy will transpire; life may go on pretty much the same asit did before the adoption,
experimentally, of alife system. If that happens -- that is, if nothing happens -- something has
misfired. Perhaps the old axioms, yesterday's lords, are still working. Perhaps the convert is not
working very hard or very intelligently at the new life. In other words, the tester may be fouled
up; thus his reports are valuable only for clinical purposes.

Many religions, in fact, and these both sacred and secular, teach that misfiring is the fault of the
practitioner, not of the truth or the community. So if one were to say, "l tasted and found that the
Lord is sour and flat," the pious would surely rejoin, "Y our mouth is still defiled by the dregs of
your old life. So try again and again and . . . And remember that perpetual failure means that
God has rgected you."

But suppose John Doe has given this axiomatically controlled life-system the best he has, again
and again, and now insists that the system has failed, not he. And it has failed so thoroughly that
he has no inclination to assay any other life-system that advertises axiomatic authority. So he
goes off on hisown. He means to find out for himself what life is all about and what the great
world is up to.

What sort of venture is this? What does it involve? The venture is to find out what values there
are to which to pin the varied moments and kinds of his experience. All kinds of values and of
valuational procedures have been pressed upon him. Now he means to see whether this value
distributional scheme is good enough for all the traffic of hislife and the world; good enough as
tested by the light of some novel insights of his own or by theoretical criteriathat are part of the
standard equipment of criticism, such as the principle of coherence.

So John Doe's venture is to fashion afaith of his own and thereafter to test it as he had earlier
tested the faith of the fathers and found it wanting. If the faith of his own stands up, we may
reasonably assume that it offers him aclear and productive way of construing reality. He
appears to have hit upon something that has an axiomlike power, something, that is, that
generates and licenses away of life. John Doe did not actually abandon the quest for a self-
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warranting and self-grounding authority. He found, by taking the turn to self -- but not
necessarily because self is the best thing he knows -- the richest |ode he has ever come upon. He
may have made self the strategic center of his existence and his outreach because it is the only
strategist over which he, John Doe, has direct, though hardly complete, control.

Homecoming to self, in the quest for authority, may be despair's recoil from aworld in which
there is an unrelenting clamor, a soul-deadening din from many gods and lords aplenty. It is
quite possible that John Doe knows that he is but a"thinking reed," aterribly fragile thing. No
world-ranger he, except by dire necessity. He feelsin his gut that the inherited life-systemis
wrong. He feelsits value contradictions as a particularly vivid wrongness. Being thus alienated
in his spiritual homeland he sets off for afar country.

As amatter of geography he does not need to travel far. Right here at home we can offer him a
socia system which isareligious pluralism, one that is a smorgasbord of gods, cults, liturgies,
life-styles. They do not all impose or even offer arigorous regimen for the attainment of salvific
insight or of practical wisdom. If John Doe really seeks such fruits of the Spirit, heislikely to be
disappointed by many of the optionsin American life, or in Western civilization more generally;
if, that is, heislooking for the real thing, the real substance, and is keen enough, and resolute
withal, to rgject plastic simulations. But if his aspirations are more modest, if he seeks alife-
style largely consonant with his own fugitive but vivid intuitions, he may find a company that
allows him to combine privacy of outlook and idiosyncrasy of axiom with a patterned publicity
In everything else. This means -- this arrival in such acompany -- that heislovable aslong as he
embraces that common life-style. It does not mean that his axioms are vindicated.

In such alife, in such a society, who or what is the real monarch, the presiding principle of
being? There is so much in our historical situation that presses the self back upon itself; but only
so that it may find the reflexive spring to thrust itself into the orbit of some greater self, thereto
be safe, if not powerful and fertile, forever. So the self is subtly injected with an elixer of
illusion: You arereally deciding your life and destiny! -- while by day and by night this same
frail and faltering creature is seduced or frightened into surrendering sovereignty to the
demigods of Everyday.

It islittle to be wondered at that in this historical situation theologians, among many other sorts
of thinkers, should have discovered alienation. John Doe is carried from faith to faith, lord to
lord, by alienation. It is almost as though there were more power in the No to one or another
authority than in Y es to any; as though one moves forward into something better by kicking out
against something worse.

In this sort of world, who or what seems to have real authority? Apparently not the
thoroughgoing systematic iconclast. We are guiltily happy when we learn that he, too, loves
fame, money, pomp, sex, booze -- whatever lords happen to hold the rest of usin thrall.
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Could it be that the highest authority is vested in the visionary, in the one in whose imagination
alienation becomes a restlessness geared to an ultimate and divine factor native to our souls? Or
If not native, consenting to be tabernacled there to lure us away from idolatrous exile -- Egypt,
Babylon -- and toward the peace and joy of the ultimate community?

Thisispossible. It is aso discomfiting because as we habitually construe the "real" world, the
visionary isan impractical alien init. The great visionaries know about that habit; they construe
it as a symptom of alienation from reality, which, of course, augments our discomfiture and
induces us to find such heralds of alarger and freer life noncredible. Y et in our better moments
we are likely to acknowledge that there is something intriguing in that possibility. Surely one of
the fondest dreams of humankind is of arealm in which power and authority are perfectly
united. What rules thereisfit to rule, and is so honored by common judgment and consent.
There authority is not won or sustained by deceit or coercion. This vision has a distinguished
religious history. In the Christian tradition, specifically, God is honored as king over all because
in him power and authority are perfectly united. His righteousness is wholly to be trusted. His
purposes are invincibly sublime -- a quality not be confused with sublimely invincible.

A paradox loomsin thisfaith. Its axioms generate an existential tension, not merely a conceptual
or propositional one. For here God is represented as being absolutely inescapable; heisthe
affirmation of all affirmations, the negation of all negations. He is somehow present in, and not
merely signified by, the comings and goings of al things. How, therefore, could we fail to
acknowledge the authority of such a being? How could any denial of him be anything but a
hollow verbal gesture, atragicomic stunt as odd as that of the child who buys around-trip ticket
when he runs away from home? Nonetheless we are asked to consent, to extend credit, to
something putatively representative of all that majesty, al that beauty, all that everlastingness.

Of course theologians insist that God does not have to solicit our consent; he ordersit, or its
refusal. Rut theologians, woefully unlike God, have to make cases for their views. They have to
convince usthat their claims for God's sovereignty are reasonable and true. More particularly, if
they invoke the authority of Scripture, we have aright -- perhaps itself divinely secured -- to ask
whether that authority does not also rest somehow upon our consent. For Scripture, too, uses
over and over again such bidding terms as "come," "seek," "ask," "choose." And it seems also to
acknowledge the reality of contingent promises and commitments:. "If you turn again and do my
will .. ." and"If you keep my commandments. . ."

Perhaps what obtrudes here is atheological version of the determinism paradox. Whatever his
metaphysical colors, we suppose that the philosopher is supremely the mortal mind who believes
only that for which a suitable and convincing case can be made, and believesit for that reason,
whether or not he grew up in afamily habituated to that outlook and attended schools where
nothing else was taught and is now a member of afaculty where nothing else is deemed
respectable. So we suppose that the philosophical thinker is able to stand alone, if necessary,
above or away from all the theoretical options and choose the best of them. But if heis

file:///D:/rb/relsearchd.dll-action=showitem&gotochapter=6&id=414.htm (15 of 21) [2/4/03 1:51:19 PM]



Theological Method and Imagination

compelled, whatever be the agency therein, to accept one of those options, the image of the
option-spread is false. He believes as he must, whatever linguistic spread of "freedom" heisalso
constrained to effect. If he speaks of freedom, it is not because he chose to do so. If he refrains
from speaking of it, it is not because he deemed it wise to refrain from so doing. So the
systematic determinist neither propounds nor defends his system by virtue of having appraised
the option field and the cases. And, of course, in hisview the libertarian isin the same boat. Y et
he consents to argue with the libertarian. Each goes on looking for the best argument for his
views, or at least the most stunning refutation of the other's views. But for the determinist, the
debate as such signifies nothing, that is, it determines or decides nothing. The meaning of the
philosophic exchange is reduced to its function as a necessitating cause.

Early and late in Christian history there have been plenty of theological determinists, though that
view is no longer the dominant one in Protestant circles. It is nhot my purpose to argue that issue
here. | want rather to observe that scriptural views of the relation of God's absolute sovereignty
to human perception and decision do not fit neatly or easily into theories of absolute divine
determinism. For what God demands of mankind ultimately is communion. "Demand” is surely
an odd verb to associate with the supreme mode of spiritual unity. | do not say that Scripture
itself makes that conjunction. The picture is rather more like this: Communion is what God
purposes in his commands, it is their intention. Therefore God intends that human beings should
trust him. But trust cannot be coerced. If, therefore, we are to believe that God is the cause, pure
and simple, of our trust in him, shall we not also and simply believe that he attracts our trust
rather than producesit? Moreover, even if God, as Holy Spirit, is believed to be the immediate
and internal cause of our believing in him, we have aright to ask whether the empirical features
of belief and believing are falsified by that. Piety declares: "Apart from God | can do nothing.
He hasdoneit al!" But piety hasits own stake in distinguishing God's doings from our own.
God aoneiswholly to be praised. But | ought not to blame him for my wretched hymns.

Thus the great distinguishing merit of Christian deterministic language isits promise to refine,
enrich, and refocus existential rather than theoretical discernment. So if we believe properly in
God, we ought to grasp divinity in the quotidian as well as in the marvelous. We ought to
discern the children of God, our real brothers and sisters, behind the appalling disfigurements
and disguises inflicted upon human existence in the Everyday of Western civilization. And we
ought to love all whom thus we discern, without reservation dictated by pride, fear, or envy.

\Y,

Here piety seems to have the better of us. We fall far short of such glory, we have al strayed
fromit. Thisfailure is apparent in the oscillations of the spirit of the age in relation to spiritual
authority. Now authority islodged in an unreal inwardness of self. Then it fleesto an equally
unreal externality that stands over against the cowering ego as an alien and alienating other. To
call thislunatic oscillation a dialectical movement overloads the circuit. Elijah's biting
description of the irresoluteness of Israel does better: ". . . limping with two different opinions’
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(1 Kings 18:21).

Beneath this oscillation powerful intuitions are working. But they generate restlessness and
anxiety rather than light or peace or joy. Nonethel ess there may be something providential in
this picture, there may be some seeds of health in those intuitions. Consider why we are restive
under aregime of purely external authority once we have put away other childish things. Isit not
because we know intuitively that communications from an external authority must be translated
if they are to beintelligible? Not that intelligibility is anecessary condition of al kinds of
obedience; but if acommand is not intelligible at least its sanctions must be. It is not aways
necessary for us to understand the wherefores, but our situation is indeed forlorn if we do not
grasp the whereases. Moreover, we have aright to ask whether trandlations of external
commands are authorized properly. But authorized how? By whom? From this side or the other
side?

There is another intuitively grounded reason for the flight from external authority. The
externalistic modality reduces all encounters to surface-to-surface dealings; it precludes "deep
calling unto deep." We do not naturally or normally expect all encounters to be deep rather than
superficia -- What | want ordinarily from the egg merchant is an honest egg, not arevelation of
his soul; though a society that thinks it remarkable that he has one isin bad shape. (Being a
"character" is not to be confused, though it commonly is, with having asoul.) So | show him the
color of my money, or my credit card, rather than the beauty or the horrors of my soul. But when
such patterns of human rel ationships become standardized and, much worse, normative, we
rightly feel frustrated. Then the face, the talking point of the embodied self, has become a mask
behind which the real person may sink into an incurable addiction: incommunicative privacy. If
oneis buried alive in that unmarked tomb, what can one of the most suggestive of all promises
of Scripture mean? That is, that God is bringing atime when we shall all be fully known, when
we shall be able to see one another in God and therefore rejoice, when we shall see God face to
face. To the self sealed into privacy these are meaningless fantasies, demonically tantalizing
whispers of never-never.

So thereis no salvation in flying from externalistic authority to an unreal inwardness of self-
existence. For then the self endows want, need, or dread with sovereignty. Whatever is thus
elevated to central command will be as little disposed to proffer an intelligible rationale for its
edicts asthe alien Other is. Thisis partly because rationale is commonly taken to be an
abbreviation of rationalization; and one of the most cherished and formidable dogmas of
secularist pop theology holds that rationalization is a matter of giving bad reasons for what one
wants, or isinwardly compelled, to do anyway.

VI

It isvery generally supposed in modern Christian theology that heteronomy and externality, in
respect to authority, are interchangeable concepts. Both, accordingly, are to be spurned for the
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sake of human freedom and dignity. This philosophic conjunction requires at least passing
scrutiny, partly because it is not entirely clear that the territory has been definitively mapped in
the great debate, Kant vs. Kierkegaard.

| take it that the proper force of heteronomy is being subject to determination and thus
domination by the will of another; that will being governed, so to speak, by either secret or
unintelligible motives. But does

the imposition of the will or law of another being necessarily presuppose or entail externality of
relationship between subject and domination? Does heteronomy necessarily entail the
abdication, cheerful or truculent, of one's own will and self? Suppose that the Other isabeing
altogether righteous, wise, and resourceful, so that he purely wills my good as he wills
differentially the good of all. The will of such abeing, and the commands he issues, must appear
to be heteronomous just insofar as they cannot be assimilated to or confused with my own, and
insofar as | judge that | ought to obey him rather than do my own will.

This situation, so far suppositious, is not like being up against an alien power and an ineffable
authority, that is, one whose intentions cannot be scanned. It is not like having to accept blindly
the say-so of one who claimsto know what is really and ultimately good for me when | do not
recognize it as good at all, or not as good as something else. Indeed the claim of the divine good
is altogether different from that. | inwardly acknowledge its goodness, the ultimacy of its
goodness, and thusiits full right to rule in me and over me. But my energies and appetites are
aready deployed along other lines. Naturally, therefore, but not rationally, | am powerfully
inclined to assimilate the divine will to my extant commitments and deployments. That, in a
nutshell, is the true natural history of religion.

The actual situation is more complicated even than that. My extant commitments and
deployments are geared into a social world that maximizes externality whileit loudly and
continuously advertises its supreme devotion to individual freedom. | am supposed to choose
freely aposition in that world on the grand theological assumption that it is a providentia
orchestration of an infinite variety of private interests with competing social expectations. In
fact, thisis a piece of secular mystical theology. Everyday wisdom teaches us that the social
world is an arena in which the big pay-off goes to aggressiveness, ruthless cunning, and
mendacity. But -- and here is the mysticism -- if the arenais allowed to function by its natural
laws, everything will work out well -- for the survivors, that is. Blessed are they; they shall be
called Fittest. One of the more intriguing aspects of this nation's religious history isthe
amalgamation of this grotesque natural theology and conventional church piety. This marriage --
certainly not made in heaven -- rendered plausible and precious a combination of private virtue
with public corruption. He would be a hardy dogmatist who would claim that we have seen the
last of this marriage and its offspring.

Thus freedom, like authority, is made to go "limping with two different opinions.” It is made to
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hurtle from one unreal pole to its equally unreal antipodes.

| do not argue that the divine cure for this madnessis a heavy charge of spiritual heteronomy. It
has to be admitted that the very word conjures images of base surrender of freedom to an alien
inscrutable power. But God in the Christian outlook does not signify an alien power. If it so
appears, it is because the human citadel is now occupied by the spirit of alienation. Nor is God's
design inscrutable; the demons read it and tremble (Jas 2:19). They know that the original and
ultimate design is the coinherence of al life in the enjoyment of the life of God. Nothing is
denied this perfection, except by demonic self-exclusion. | confess that Milton is on the track of
the right questions: What life is more fit-full than that which hates its proper joy? What but the
pride of an unreal self could generate such hate? (Milton is not to be blamed for "fit-full.")

VIl

The problem of religious authority becomes existentially acute when religious institutions claim
hegemony over the whole of life. Scripture then becomes both a symbol and an instrument of
overweening and overbearing social power. | do not believe that thisis an accurate and realistic
description of the actual religious situation. Authority has become so acute as areligious
problem because other institutions and other theol ogies claim hegemony over the whole of life,
and largely make good on their claims. The fear of a specifically Christian heteronomy is
painfully unrealistic.

The actualities can be painted in still harsher tones. Authority is being exercised largely in
subliminal forms. These are overwhelmingly secular. For example, the authority figuresin the
marketplace are people wholly lacking pertinent, to say nothing of commanding, credentials.
Movie stars urge us to buy their brand of margarine. Sports heroes promise us a variety of long-
coveted satisfactions if we will use their mouthwash or deodorant. But, of course, these shills
and hucksters do not oblige usto buy their lies. They do not try to inform conscience. They, too,
are tools, weapons of an authority system designed to govern us by making a narrow and low-
lying range of wants and aspirations absolute. For that purpose the system is compelled to
neutralize as far as possible any interest in arational appraisal of its solicitations and any
scientific scrutiny of its products. So, in one respect at least, counterculture and the marketplace
of the establishment are parts of a continuum: they are both deeply suspicious of rationality. The
marketplace appeals indiscriminately to basic needs and to wants that are the inventions of the
system. Counterculture makes a great thing of subrational feeling.

| s there something remotely analogous to this situation in traditional Christianity, with its
vaunted distinction between truths of reason and the truths of revelation? Perhaps there (rather
than, as Hegel claimed, in Judaism) is the real wellspring of heteronomy. For the truths of
revelation cannot be allowed to drift in and out of human existence, coming and going on the
whimsical tides of sensibility. Therefore, an authoritative church licensed to administer
revelation.
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In relation to that theological mentality, the instincts of biblicist Protestantism ought to be
honored. What is coveted there is an authority that is both inexpugnable and assimilable to the
guotidian world. The latter is asimportant as the former because it marks arefusal to let even
God's truth rend the fabric of daily existence. Indeed no such possibility is acknowledged, even
in the abstract. But in that case, what is the inexpugnable authority of the Bible? Just this: In
what pertains to salvation it is not to be doubted. Moreover, what Scripture says about salvation,
its conditions, and its effects (and its affects), is full of practical value for rightly ordering lifein
the here and now.

In this view, then, the Bible is anything but a source or instance of alienation. So understood, if
Scripture is a critique of anything, it isacritique only of asinful, disobedient, private lifein a
sinful socia world. Once the soul is redeemed, there is a blessed assurance, a divinely absolute
affirmation, of the soul called to eternal lifein aworld beyond the skies.

| do not intend here to rehearse the grievous shortcomings of biblicist Protestantism. They are
plainly visible in the churches of that persuasion and in the larger society they helped to create
and continue powerfully to affect. What ought to be noted here is that what thus emerged is
much nearer the pole of autonomy than it is to heteronomy. Which is to say that the Bible has
been drawn altogether into the continuum of the quotidian world; altogether, that is, as far asthe
Bible seems to make any real sense. Thus revelation is domesticated. Thereafter, whatever
shatters, or threatens to shatter, the structures of Everyday are construed to be demonic rather
than divine.

S0 it comes about that revelation as transcendental judgment upon this world, and Scripture as
the peerless testimony to that revelation, are alike very dimly perceived by the piously
committed denizens of Everyday. Piety by itself does not clarify and strengthen those
perceptions. Those are tasks properly assignable to theologians. That does not mean that

theol ogians therefore have a license to take the Bible away from piety, alicense derived from
systematic philosophy or produced by a flourish of hermeneutical craft.

Footnotes:

1. Is our appreciation of the poetic truth of his Odyssey supposed to be enhanced by scientific
confirmation of his accounts of how many days it takes to go by sail from ato b?

2. The Freudian age; but here Freud only as the Columbus of the depth continent of the self.

. There are logical oddities in the concept of the protean self, of recent and fleeting sociological
fame. Who or what isit that desires (and aims?) to be many selves? Are the multiple selvesa
temporal series or are they contemporaneous contenders for the throne?
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4. The Pauline theological-political ethic has long been fought-over country. | have not ventured
here to survey it systematically; or to take account of such particular problems as the weight of
apocalyptic hopein St. Paul's view of the state, and of davery. It is safe to say in sum that his
authority has rarely been invoked by political revolutionists of the left. It is no whit easier to
extract from his teaching a doctrine of divine authority to be applied to any or every regime.

5. Some of us cannot but shudder every time we hear areplay of Hitler's megalomaniacal boast
to that delirious congregation that the Reich he has fashioned, and is now throwing into war, will
last for athousand years. The shudder itself isareplay: we sensed at the time that the undoing of
such monstrous presumption might well bring down our world.

15
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Chapter 6: Revelation as Truth and as Command

In Jesus Christ, God reveals the perfect righteousness of hiswill rather than the fathomless
reaches of his being.

This proposition functions very like an axiom in contemporary Protestant theology; perhaps as
the prime axiom concerning God and his revelation. But the proposition also has a negative
function: it is atheological roadblock both to metaphysical system and to mysticism.

A corréelative principle shares agood bit of this axiomatic glory: The revelation in Jesus Christ
of God's perfectly righteous will comes always as acommand. This appearsto be adirect
entailment of the doctrine that God's act is his being, God is what he does. This suggests an
affinity with plain philosophic sense; for to will isto order something of oneself, of another self,
of an aspect of the natural world.

Accordingly, revelation is not an information communique from highest heaven. God does not
act to augment man's cognitional stores. Not that he disdains making himself known to sinful
creatures, but rather he imparts that practical knowledge which man cannot attain to, by, or for
himself, that which contains the sure hope of salvation in the world to come and the lines of
acceptable behavior in this one.

But if God communicates instructions for faithful action, for properly obedient life, why should
we not call that "knowledge" in a strong rather than a derivative sense? Granted that we do not
ordinarily say, for instance, that our knowledge of the world is augmented by learning how best
to act and bein it. But perhapsin this scientific erawe ordinarily think of knowledge as though
it were the product of afact machine rather than a variety of activitiesyielding a variety of
results. One such activity isinteraction with other persons, giving-and-taking that does indeed
involve discovering, by the expression of their intentions and the force of their wills, who the
others are.
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It istoo early to say firmly whether the model of personal interactional human knowledgeis
appropriate, or perhaps even decisive, for the interpretation of revelation either as a general
category of thereligious life or in Christian thought in particular. We first have to ask what it
means to say that God reveals his perfectly righteous will. | propose the following schematism
of the possihilities.

(1) The persons to whom God communicates his intentions and orders now know who isto be
credited with the determination of the decisive eventsin our lives and our world. So the Lord
instructs Mosesto tell the people Israel that he is the God of their fathers and will deliver them
from vile bondage (Ex 3:13ff). The Lord on that occasion does not give Moses an explanation
of why he permitted Israel to fall into such awretched condition. Perhaps Moses knew better
than to ask or wasn't curious about it. Subsequent theology, Jewish and Christian, has not been
SO Circumspect; or so incurious.

In respect to the interests of Christian piety, (1) isastrong reading of revelation if one saysin
good faith, "God has willed it al." Such expressions may function as condensations of the
Christian outlook. Not that the outlook itself is revealed, but rather, what we, as Christians,
about God and human destinay be credible only on the strength of revelation. If so, we need
more than ever to know what sense to attach to the concept of revelation..

(2) We know what God demands of us; but we do not claim to know what sort of process
"willing" designates in God. So "God reveals' means " God wants us (orders us) to do thus-and-
so0." The obligation to do that -- whatever thus-and-so is -- is divinely imposed.

Thisisafamiliar view of revelation. It is attended by some familiar questions. A brief review of
these questions may help to show what the claim involves.

(&) How do | know it is God who commands thus-and-so?

One response to this: The commandment itself, its content, isdivine; that is, it opens up an
ultimate good, it uncovers a primordial thrust of man's being.

Thereisarather different responseto (a): It isthe mode of address, rather than just, or
primarily, the content of the commandment, which shows it is God who speaksin it.

Now if we say that the content of the commandment testifies that it is God who so orders, we
appear to have drawn either on an antecedent experience-knowledge of God or upon some
independent criterion of divinity. The chief trouble with the first alternative is that it reinstates,
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without answering it, the antecedent question (a).1

But the second option seems to deify human categories. That is one of the things that revelation
IS supposed to interdict.

Another sort of response to the familiar question (@) is possible. God at one and the same time
commands something and identifies himself as the one who commandsit. This starts with the
second response noted above. Let us see whether it advances beyond it significantly.

First of al it assumes that human beings have a fundamenta knowledge of what it means to
obey commands or follow orders, whether or not the command is given by another being or is
self-imposed. It iswidely felt today -- and the sentiment is shared by some theol ogians -- that
this obediential capacity is an acquired characteristic, and that it ought to be radically reduced if
not eliminated, at least in mature persons. Such sentiments define the band of the spectrum
farthest removed from traditional Christianity, for which disobedience is the seed of man'sdire
wretchedness. | do not venture here to adjudicate this theological conflict, being content, or
compelled, simply to note that it avails little for contestants of either persuasion to point to
some all-conquering fact to decide the issue.

Along with this capacity for obeying orders and rules, whether or not it is an acquired
characteristic, we know in ourselves an equally strong disposition to rank commands and
obligations according to the clarity and power in which they enjoin the enhancement of human
life. This does not necessarily mean that the upper reaches of this scale are, eo ipso, diving;
though there is a venerabl e phil osophical-theological tradition that says the upper reaches of
this scale must be the platform from which our minds launch all proper conceptualizations of
deity. Be that asit may, the gods which ignore or traduce that scale cannot command moral

trust. We can conspire with them but we cannot commune with them.?2

But what about the Christian insistence that God, not man, is the determiner and judge of what
isreally good and really evil? More specifically, what about the possibility that God has already
reveal ed the true scale and the absol ute criterion by which it is constructed? Since my purpose
here is not systematically to review or propose substantive doctrines, | simply observe that such
assertions (and | accept them as true) are human assertions and must be judged asto their value
by reference to a scale and a criterion generaly available. It istrue, sublimely true, that God
does not think as man thinks. The author of that (in the Old Testament; it isfound in Is55:8) is
the same Christ who pressed the claims of the higher righteousness. In his representations, that
righteousness soars far above the highest reaches of the natural scale. Fathers, for example,
know how to give good giftsto their children (Lk 11:13); and by inference we know it isa good
thing to give good things to one's children. Or again, where is the point in saying that
peacemakers are (or areto be) especially favored of God unless peace is aready known to be of
great value? And yet again, what is so terribly wrong with legalistic nit-picking at the expense
of "justice, mercy, and faith" unless the latter have a natural and commanding elevation above
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the low foothills of ritualistic punctilio? ("Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! for
you tithe mint and dill and cummin, and have neglected the weightier matters of the law, justice
and mercy and faith . . ." (Mt 23:23).

The thing at stake here is not whether the higher righteousness obliterates the natural scale. The
issue is whether the all-sovereign God identifies himself uniquely in his ultimate demands so
that those demands reflexively, so to speak, reveal the being of the law-giver. Does this mean
that since God in Christ issues the love commandment, it must be that God himself islove?
Thereissurely an inferential route involved here. | doubt that we should call it an implication.

The inferential route may bypass the mode-content distinction imposed upon the divine
command. Before we decide what gain there might be in pursuing that, we ought to have alook
at mode of address as a theological concept.

If we say (2) that the real and full meaning of "God reveals himself in his righteous will" isto
be discovered in the mode of address, we must be prepared to deal with several factors. The
first of theseis (A) the speaker.

(A) The speaker.

Contrathe chorus of The Bacchae, let us put it down as axiomatic that the nisus of the natural
scale of value istoward the overcoming of all externality in commandment in the relation of the
speaker to the one addressed. In the lower and intermediate ranges, the authority of the
commander looms over the command itself. Moreover, then, the being of the commander may
be as mysterious as its power is great. On these levels one has a sense that the same quality and
guantum of authority could be affixed to not x as to x. What one hears on these levels are such
thingsas"Do it becauseit is ordered, it issimply therule." And "Y ou do not know what is good
for you until you aretold." And, "Y ours not to ask/Nor reason why . . ."

It is doubtful that there is as much of this kind of measure of externality visible and potent in
the Bible as we may suppose. There, intransigence ("Woe to a proud and stiff-necked
generation!") is severely rebuked. But that condition is not represented as rationally or
realistically grounded. When life itself is the issue of obedience, who but a self-infatuated fool
would prefer to do it hisway?

But whatever degree of externality is present in Mosaic revelation, later prophetic tradition in
the Old Testament exhibits a powerful drive toward the interiorization of the divine command.
This does not mean there is any loss of certainty that God is still the giver and enforcer of the
law. So Jeremiah foretells the creation of a new relationship:
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| will put my law within them, and | will write it upon their hearts. . . (31:33).

It is a serious mistake to interpret this as a great leap forward into philosophical individualism.
The central concept in Jeremiah is still the People of God. That community is not a congeries of
human atoms each pursuing its own well-being, each legislating for itself, and perhaps each
using "God" as the name of a benign observer of the worldly scene. For the prophet God is still
the giver, the keeper, and the redeemer of the Covenant. His will is sovereign, his righteousness
overwhelming, his power unbrookable. God is al of this. In al he makes persona address. His
law is written on the inward parts of his people. It must follow that each must make a personal
response:

And no longer shall each man teach his neighbor and each his brother, saying, "Know
the Lord," for they shall al know me, from the least of them to the greatest, says the
Lord (31:34).

We do not need to be reminded that nowhere in the Old Testament is knowing the Lord God
primarily an intellective-cognitive affair.

Eventually the nisus of the natural scale of value tracks into the autonomous moral agent who,
entirely unlike Jeremiah's concept of the addressee of revelation, is alaw unto himself: the
purely self-warranted authority. Does that not imply that man thus becomes both (A) the
Speaker and (B) the auditor of revelation?

Then what is to prevent this remarkable creature, this A-B, from acting smply and purely from
his own interests? Perhapsiit is a count against Providence that we do not encounter an
insurmountable barrier against that. But we do have to cope with asingularly prickly fact: |
cannot expect others to grant the principle of my will's autocracy unless | award them some gain
from it; but then they will honor the gain rather than the principle. Furthermore, when the self
begins to emerge as an autonomous moral agent, a singular conviction dawns: To livein the
ethical sphereisindeed to be an agent, that is, one who actsin a representative or
representational capacity. Thus the interests of agent and community tend to coalesce. To
coalesce, but not therein to become indistinguishable. The relationship of moral agent to moral
community is such that each is the fulfillment of the other, that neither is a mere tool or
appendage of the other. In that state the Speaker (A) is the perfected community of mankind.

The idedlistic strain seems to have carried the day at this point. The giver of the genuinely
ethical command istheideal self, the same being the beloved community. This being of
transcendent richness and goodness |looms above Everyday, the lower world in which the
beloved community is neither here nor there. But in the light of the ideal, Everyday, the world
"that istoo much with us,” is perceived itself to be anillusion, asis also the low-flying self
wedded to its ssmulations, plausibilities, and outright counterfeits.
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Thisisan ancient, persistent, and noble strain. Nevertheless it does not have the field to itself.
There are other accounts of the process by which moral agent and moral community are to
come at last to stand in mutual uncompromised and unambiguous affirmation of each other.
There are other ways in which the opposed threats of purely external authority and ego-
autocracy can be overcome, though not once and for all in thislife. The being whose agent the
nisusis, is more than human destiny calling from beyond the life-and-death of thisworld. That
being isthe | Am, from everlasting to everlasting the same, whose will is the wellspring of all
goodness.

So when we name this being "God" we are not simply using areligious label for the loftiest
ethical aspirations of the race. But neither are we trying to create an unbridgeable chasm
between God and the highest ranges of the natural value scale. If, then, we say God speaksin
history, we mean that he personally addresses usin all his authority. The Word is not filtered
through the cosmos; neither isit mediated by an abstract universal such as Mankind.

But what then is personal address? It isa particular "You there!" rather than ageneral "To
whom it may concern.” It isdefinite: "I mean you. " It is concrete: "'l demand this here and
now."

Thus we cometo (B), the one addressed in revelation.
v
(B) The addressee.

A specific particular and concrete being is addressed in revelation. This person isto do this
particular thing because God orders and ordains it. Thisisto be done also because the
addressee, the auditor of the Word, isthis particular concrete being. Thus asignificant part of
the divine command -- part or aspect -- is derived from the being-and-situation of the hearer of
the address, the "object," of the Word of God.

But what part or aspect? This theological-ethical areais averitable mine field, except that the
hazards do not fall into a helpful pattern. Beneath one's feet are such threats as privatized
revelation and other vagaries of subjectivism, personalistic metaphysics, and Kant's
bowdlerized Christianity. But oneis likely to stumble over such other horrors as a naive
appropriation of biblical talk about God-speaking, and illicit inferences from the experiences of
the prophets of the Old Testament.

Would that there were a guaranteed safe route through this mine field, but there is not. We must
hope for the best, and make due alowance for the worst.
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What then isinvolved in claiming that the being-and-situation of the hearer of the Word, the
addresseg, is an integral component in revelation as command? Above all, an acknowledgement
that the one addressed is a moral agent and that moral agents are personal beings endowed with
singular powers for infusing concrete situations with novel possibilities.

It does not follow from this that God's command must always be viewed as requiring
somebody, or some community, to do something in behalf of morality. When Jesus sends the
"seventy" out to proclaim the kingdom of God (Lk 10:1ff), he is not ordering or authorizing them
simply to fill the air with edifying moral sentiments or lofty ethical precept. In that connection,
the concept of the kingdom of God has pronounced moral dimensions, of that we can have no
doubt. But the authentic preaching of the kingdom of God shows forth God's absol ute authority
over cosmos and history exercised to bring all things to fruition in communion with him. In his
own teaching, moreover, when Jesus says, "Blessed are the pure in heart for they shall see
God," he surely does not mean that they shall see how purity, as one courses through this world,
pays off in the next. So hold on ye pure in heart, good times are a-coming by-and-by.

We must say, also, that the divine command never falls into the subethical. Even those who say
that God's command is either occasionally or essentially supraethical -- and who, for these
purposes, are much given to quoting, "For my ways are not your ways" -- do not mean that the
revealing God either commands or condones something immoral in his sight. Though what he
commands may beggar merely human morality it does not exalt baseness or meanness or any of
the myriad ways in which man visits inhumanity upon his fellows.

So whatever disparity between arevealed higher righteousness and human morality there may
be, we must insist that the content of the divine command does not war against the personal
mode of address. Moreover, the content of that command is not so general and abstract that it is
indistinguishable from a natural aspiration of the human spirit. Neither isit a heavenly

injunction to have a proper regard for moral obligation as such, indispensable as that is for
human existence qua human.

\Y
The third component of the mode of addressis (C) The utterance.

What does God command? What is the revealing word in which the ultimate situation is
something enjoined rather than something merely hoped for? The following distinctions are
proposed with a view to casting some light on this persistent question.

(i) Protocal commands.

(i) Strategic aims.
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(iii) Tactical requirements.
(i)Protocol commands.

Obey my voice, and | will be your God, and you shall be my people; and walk in all the
way that | command you, that it may be well with you (Jer 7:23).

The intention of protocol commandmentsisto create a situation in which unqualified respect is
an unqualified obligation. Respect of this order is not contractual or otherwise conditioned by
consent. There is aremote analogy to thisin respect for any properly constituted authority. The
respected object is given its due; it must be given its due. Though one may expect some benefit
for self or society from this, that benefit is not the legitimation of that respect. Perhaps, indeed,
respect as such entails a fundamental asymmetry of relationship between respected and
respecter.

So God and God alone isto be obeyed absolutely. "Absolutely" means God is to be obeyed
more than anything or anybody else (Acts 5:29). It also means that God is to be obeyed no
matter what, that obeying God admits or allows no exceptions whatever.

Thus God is to be honored as the ultimate object of loyalty. But not that thisis an obligation and
not acompulsion. It isasingular obligation. Like all appeals to obligation, it has some kind of
sanction behind it, ahint of an "or else. . ." In this case the sanction is a situation involving both
antecedent and consequent features. "l will be your God" is the antecedent. "Y ou shall be my
people” isthe consequent situation in which "it may be [will be] well with you." So, of course,
there is immense benefit for Israel in giving God the respect and obedience due him. But he
cannot be used as a means to an end. His majesty istoo awful for that. Life with him isthe end.
That is purely his gift.

The protocol commandments, then, establish who is to be honored and obeyed above all and no
matter what. Any alternative is unthinkable; that is, to think an aternative would be to conjure a

situation utterly devoid of goodness, power, or beauty -- death, exile, captivity.3

Accordingly, the First Commandment occupies a place by itself in the Decalogue. It is not so
much a commandment among and like others. It is the one that sets the stage for the others, it is
the one that creates the context of intelligibility for the others. This does not mean that the
relationship of the other commandments to the first one is that of logical entailment. Not at all.
The primacy of the First Commandment, the supreme protocol demand, does not by itself mean
that all other duties and values are de jure set in motion by a uniquely religious duty and value.

(i) Strategic aims.
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"Aims' may suggest a step down from the order of commandment as an absolute imperative. "l
order you to aim at X" seems to make sense only on the firing line. Otherwise, to aimisto
intend or purpose something. So what sense does it make to speak of commanding an aim?

It makes a good deal of senseif the aim is already operative. Then to command an aim isto
order its mode of expression or its direction, or both. Such commands do not create primary
aims. The existence and the validity of such aims are assumed by such commands. Thus " Seek
me and live, saith the Lord." The sense of life's value is not created by thisinjunction. So
perhaps it is better understood as a solicitation something like:

Ho, every one who thirsts,

come to the waters,

and he who has no money,

come, buy and eat!

Come, buy wine and milk

without money and without price (Is 551).

Granted that human beings normally want to live, sometimes even in the most adverse
circumstances imaginable, the commandment specifies a strategy for fulfilling that desire.

Thisanalysisistheologically ssmplistic; it may offend piety, to boot. "What? Representing God
as having to resort to strategy when heis the creator and absolute Lord of all creaturely life? He
has no need to acknowledge any mortal aims as already operative, as having any antecedent
reality.”

The import of such sentiments and convictionsis that, apart from God, human beings do not
know what real lifeis. God can and does command the proper aim of man because God is the
giver of lifeitsalf.

Such caveats may seem to be entirely congruent with the letter and the spirit of the protocol
commandment, namely to give God the glory in all things. But they suffer from two defects.
One, they threaten to obliterate the imago Del: man as an intending creature. Two, they may
induce us to overlook the ways in which in biblical and Christian traditions God himself is
represented as deliberating in his choice of instruments to effectuate his holy purposes.
"Strategic aims' may be a painfully prosy way of expressing such factors. Prose is heresy, or
milder disobedience, only if God has regard for nothing but poetry.
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There is another way in which it makes reasonably good sense to speak of commanding an aim.
It isalso away that resists being assimilated into antecedent causal explanation. Anamis
commanded when thereis, and there is known to be, only one strategy for fulfilling it. If thereis
only one way to get to x and that is through w, then anyone who wants x had better plan to
accept w. One might resent this drastic restriction of means or routes to x, but resentment is not
noted for any ability to open up new options. It is noted for inspiring efforts to achieve the
impossible and, in consequent failure, to curse the arbitrariness of the cosmos.

Now let x equal the perfection of human life; and let w equal the demands of the kingdom of
God registered here and now. Thereby an even stronger case appears for saying that God
commands the aim in the second sense noted above. "There is only one way to get to x and that
is through w" now means. God alone sets the conditions for entrance into his kingdom, and for
that participation in hislife therein which is man's perfection.

Nevertheless, one can apparently reject the primordial divine intention of one's existence, and
refuse the sole means of route to that end: here and now, and in all things, to obey God
absolutely.

Such at least is the prima facie situation. Refusal to accept the ordained end or the sole route to
itsredlization is, in fact, a commonplace of human history. Indeed "proud and stiff-necked
people" have been among the makers and shakers of history. Their empirical importance is not
greatly diminished by an earnest Christian expectation that such Nay-sayers to God must endure
eternity in custom-fashioned tormentsin hell. Nor isindispensable theological light generated
by the traditional axiom that God himself wills, or consents to, their intransigence and
perversity. It isthe cheapest sort of theater which tries to make Pharaoh areal person even
though it isthe Lord who "hardens his heart" each time and thus legislates the wretch's ruinous
policies. It isfair to note that sometimes Pharaoh hardens his own heart. | doubt that the writers
and editors of Exodus wavered between two theories of efficient causation.

Waiving here aright to register atheory of historical causation, | reiterate the proposition that
divine command as strategic aim is much more of a bidding or solicitation than an order. Not
that the divine bidding is like, "Please may | have your attention and thereafter your respect,
alegiance, and love?' God's biddings are not ordinary importunings or petitions. "Come unto
me. .. Cometo thewaters. . . Incline your ear, and come to me; hear, that your soul may live."
(Is 55:3ff. The whole chapter is germane.)

Nonetheless, the divine invitation is not coercive, it is not inserted into the order of efficient
causation, athough it is absolute in the order of strategic ams. Thereisno lifelikelife with
God. And God rules that there is no way to x except the route he has appointed.

(iii) Tactical requirements.
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These are the specifications of the way from the present situation to the perfection of life and
spirit in the kingdom of God. A godly life, thus, isone that is sensitized to the day-to-day
specifications of God's will. Such specifications are illustrated by the commandments which
follow the first in the Decalogue. These commandments appear to lay down the fundamental
moral conditions for human society -- such as respect for life, family and property, and for
truthful witnessin juridicial proceedings -- rather than unique ethical levies upon Isragl, the
People of God. That is, these commandments are formulated in terms so general that avery
great variety of specific rules can be subsumed under them and appear to derive authority from
them. "Thou shalt not kill" has sometimes been construed absolutistically. That was not so in
biblical Israel, and no nation state has ever so construed it.

Consider also "Do not commit adultery.” Does this proscribe sexual liaison where either party is
married, or both? Be that as it may, adultery was long regarded in Christian societies as amore
serious violation of adivine commandment than fornication, against which the decalogue levels
no ban. And are we to suppose that Amos derives either his passion or his principle of justice,
expressed in his condemnation of selling orphansinto servitude, from "Thou shalt not steal"?

Familiarity with the ways in which such general rules are rendered particular in various cultures
has long inspired the inference that there are no moral absolutes. The weight of thisinferenceis
augmented by formulating it thus: In order to be absolute a moral rule must be so general that
the self-preservative interests of the state and the natural drives of individuals are all compatible
with it. Such conditions render such rules vacuous.

But thisisto move too swiftly and too lightly over demanding territory. "Thou shalt not kill"
does not presuppose or entail a state of affairsin which no person ever intentionally takes the
life of another. The rule, the divine commandment, establishes a basis for levying different
penalties for different kinds of homicide. Thus it may be legitimate to kill enemies of the state
in authorized combat. It is not right to kill prisoners of war, or one's slaves.

So aso for adultery. Old Testament law is no more utopian or idealistic here than in the case of
homicide. The purpose of the rule, humanly regarded, is to establish a boundary that cannot be
crossed without stipulated, rather than ad hoc, penalty. In one senseit is correct to say that in
both cases the wrongness of the act must be intuited before the levies of sanctions can make
sense. It isalso true that the actual levy of sanctions is an excellent way to train dim or aberrant
intuitions. In any case, arule or alaw is not wrong simply because its violators do not sense the
wrongness of their actions.

Thisis not to minimize the problem of determining concretely what kind of violation of arule a
given action may be. There are degrees (kinds) of homicide. "Thou shalt not kill" has rarely
been taken to mean that any killing is as bad as any other; though death, as Agag, king of the
Amalekites says, is a bitter thing in any case (1 Sam 15:32ff.).4
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It is wrongheaded to suppose that rules are made to be broken, or at least sprung. So the
prohibition of adultery was not designed to add a dash of daring to an otherwise banal affair.
Nor does it make much sense to say that legislating a rule assumes the perpetuation of what the
rule proscribes or regulates. The laying down of arule does assume a general knowledge that
certain things are inimical to the health and well-being of persons and to the stability of the
social order. These assumptions may be counterfactual in either or both directions: that such
things are deleterious may not be generally known; that the general knowledge may be wrong.

Asanillustration of the density of such issues we can turn to the present scene where any
sexual activity between consenting adults is held to be both morally acceptable and beyond the
jurisdiction of the state -- whether or not, in the latter case, it is morally acceptable. Now, are
we to suppose that consenting to something automatically guarantees its moral acceptability as
well as cancelsthe law's jurisdiction over it? Does something become good because | consent to
doing it? Only if it is antecedently known to be good; or at least to be value-neutral. Murdering
my neighbor does not become right or good because | consent to a plot against hislife.
Voluntary acceding to treason does not render it moral. | may bear false witness for anoble
cause, but it is not consent that makes such perjury morally acceptable. So the principle of
"consenting adults" hardly means more than that the parties so engaged must make their moral
cases independently of the question of legality.

VI

It is high time to return to the theological claim that the Christian doctrine of God heavily
capitalizes revelation as personal address. Isthis capital preserved, if not enlarged, by saying
that God reveals himself in the universal structure of moral experience? Have weto deal, in
revelation, with a universal order of moral law fashioned for the sublime purpose of soul-
making? Are we to believe that history isthe divinely authorized and administered school for
the moral education of mankind?

We may wonder whether the view of God as giver of universally valid law, and thereafter asthe
transcendent monitor of that order, isagenuinely personal view. Surely our natural inclination
Isto consider legal systems as being necessarily impersonal. Indeed, do they not tend to become
unjust when personal factors are injected into them? Even the New Testament, for all its
glorious emphasis on the tender love of God, also declares that God is the transcendent
exemplification of juridical impartiality. (Rom 2:11; Acts 10:34. This principleis aso clearly
expressed in 2 Chronicles 19:7.)

There is another and more obvious complication, to which allusion has already been made. How
can modern people have any confidence in a putatively universal structure of morality? We
have been too long and too carefully nourished on the relativity of morals. And, of course,
scientific philosophy has taught us, in the first place, to believe that natural law is a descriptive
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rather than a prescriptive concept. It is man who is the law-giver. We can be grateful to nature
for her largely consistent behavior, though this too is something of a modern conceit. But her
laws are vested in her by the scientist.

So we wonder whether a different theological option ought not to be mapped out. God reveals
his righteousness (himself as righteous) in the concrete particularities of moral choices and
moral judgment. In thisway God reveals his transcendentally personal concern.

It seemsto follow from this that the authentic Christian would not even try to guide or to
understand his conduct by invoking universal, or even highly general, rules. He ought not to
indulge in or cultivate the shallow perplexities of such questions as "What is wrong with
adultery as such?' Now he should know that it makes no sense to think of adultery assuch asa
sin. It might make some sense to think of adultery as anything that compromises the personal
dimension of sexual relationships; which might be anything from brutal sadism to praying aloud
for the soul of one's partner smack in the middle of coitus, or whatever the sexual activity two
(only?) people have consented to as mutually enriching.

In this view, the authentic Christian is uniquely free to adopt objectives, policies, and rulesto fit
each concrete situation in which he finds moral decision necessary. So what God commandsis
tactical adroitnessin being loving. For the love commandment of Jesus Christ isreally an
announcement of an inclusive strategic goal for which support can only be solicited -- it cannot
be coerced. Moreover, there is nothing Turkishly despotic, there is nothing high-handed evenin
God's announcement of thisinclusive strategic goal, because what God is after is something any
properly reflective soul can grasp as supremely worthy of acknowledgement and realization.

| doubt that there is anything that more neatly illustrates theological readiness to adapt to the
wisdom of the world than the development of situation ethics; as though the best of philosophic
thought had completely abandoned any prospect for a universal and fertile moral principle. But

| eschew further discussion of this view except to note that there are some ignoble insects in this
remarkable theological nectar. Oneisthe religious fanatic who claims total exemption from
general rules because he believes God directly guides and supports him. For such a person
revelation is avery special private knowledge of what heisto do in every situation. Thisisthe
occasionalism which is the corollary of ethical situationism, in the Christian context: God, too,
recognizes no binding continuity between his own moments or fits of self-disclosure.

Another complication arisesin avery different quarter. It is the demand to show wherein the
moral as such isto be found in an outlook or life-style that so minimizes regard for the well-
being of others. For who is the prime referent, in human range, in the claim that | am ablein
Christ to express my love as | want and see fit? Does my love for another obviate any necessity
for rightly perceiving who he or she isand what rightly pertains to the well-being of that
person? Is there something about love that sweeps away, legitimately aswell as inevitably,
every claim of right and every demand of duty? Suppose that out of love | visit a prisoner
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convicted of and incarcerated for a capital crime. Does love dictate what | ought to tell him, or
what sort of public policy, in respect to crime and punishment, | ought to support? Finally, how
isit that love, Christianly understood, either eliminates or illuminates every other aspect of
morality?

In respect to such questions a theologian might feel inspired to declare that the revelation of
God in Christ simply throws natural morality, especially any kind of rule ethic, out of gear.
Does that mean that part of revelation is adivine ukase, "L et the moral per se cease!"? Thereis
amore plausible explanation: that we are dealing with atheory about religion and morality that
cannot be seriously or helpfully claimed to have a divine sanction. Not that the Lord of the
cosmos cannot be imagined as bending low to affix his signature beneath the results of afeat of
human theorizing. With God all things are possible. Thisis not true of theologians. A
theological theory hasto run as many gauntlets as any other kind, no matter how elevated its
subject matter. So atheory of revelation has to take as many chances as a theory about the
sexual predilections of earthworms. As many; not necessarily the same kind.

It is reasonable, then, to conclude that God's revelation of his righteous will may invalidate
some element or feature of any natural understanding of the ethical. But there is no way by
which "righteousness’ can be divested of every connotation of "ethical." So even when, by
appeal to arevelation perceptible and intelligible only to the eyes and mind of faith, natural
righteousness at its best is declared to be filthy rags, it does not follow that what in natural
morality is so judged to be base or vileis, by grace through faith, converted into goodness and
beauty; or that what in natural morality is held to be noble and just is supernaturally converted
into an obscenity. Religious people may sometimes talk that way; some of them are Christians.
There are also people -- so far, a small minority thank heaven -- who find nothing noxious or
unseemly in eating human feces. The rest of us are not likely to treat them as nutritional experts
or as paradigms of healthiness.

Y et there is something properly instructive in the view that revelation establishes a significant,
perhaps a decisive, discontinuity between the best of natural righteousness and the
righteousness of God's kingdom. This instruction may come as a theological surprise, namely
that revelation cannot be entirely subsumed under or expressed as command. There are several
reasons for this. One, since the upward properly divine transformation of natural ethical
standards has been achieved in and by Jesus Chrigt, it follows that the truth of and about Jesus
Christ is not exhibited as command but as theological-ontological truth. Jesusis "the Christ, the
son of the living God." Jesus Christ is thus and therefore Lord indeed. He is the one through
whom and for whom all things have been created.

Secondly, this truth can be mounted as a descriptive-attributional proposition without making
any appeals, covert or open, to such supernatural accessions as saving faith. One might, that is,
be able to understand what sort of claim was being made in such a proposition without being
able, or feeling disposed, to credit it. One may not accept as true the proposition that a man
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participated directly in the being of the Godhead, not because he has no notion what that might
be, but because he is not convinced by the evidentiary case.

But there is still more to be said on the question whether revelation is essentially command. |
propose to move along into further treatment of that question by asking whether the view that
revelation is essentially command does not and must not attach arich cognitional value to
obedience.

VIl

L et us proceed by consulting ordinary situations in which one person commands and another
person obeys, and the commandment is something to be done or not to be done. For purposes of
illustration, let that go either way and let the matter be either of great importance or of little.

In these situations is one likely to learn something not otherwise available from obeying the
command? Does obedience pack any cognitive weight? Well, one can learn whether the
commander means business. One can learn this either from suffering the consequences of
disobedience or from reaping the benefits of obedience.

Secondly, it is possible that one can learn something more than the consistency and reliability of
the commander from obeying (or disobeying) his commands: the commander's wisdom, or lack
of it; hiskindness, or lack of it; his power, or lack of it.

But in these cases obedience is a condition of knowledge and not an instance or kind of
knowledge. In ordinary cases readiness to obey is afunction of knowing what is good for one,
and very likely knowing also the source of bane or blessing. "Obedienceisto be given to those
to whom it isdue" is another way of putting the same thing. So rational moral agents proceed
with cognitive differentiations that are the prerequisites of obedience rather than the
conseguences or the content of obedience.

Suppose, however, that all analogies of ordinary experience, and all appeals to rational
reflection upon it, are alike thrown down by God's direct and absolute revelation. In this he
demands absol ute obedience to himself alone. Does this mean that heis revealed only in his
commandment? If so, that would imply that "God" is the name of an impenetrably mysterious
commander and the command is a bolt from the blue of farthest heaven. To thisit is proper to
object that the relationship between God and commander is not analytic. So we have to ask
whether the appropriate conjunction linking these conceptsisitself revealed. Or isthis
conjunction composed of strands extracted by reflection on natural experience?

There is another sense in which we can reasonably suppose that obedience is endowed with
cognitive value. That is, where obedience is very like atrusting yielding to a superior power, a
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situation in which no absolute guarantee of trustworthinessis possible. Situations of this sort
demand either atrust or a no-trust decision without petition for absolute external guarantees.

Is this something like the real situation of the authentic believer in God? How can one know
that God is absolutely to be obeyed because he is absolutely trustworthy? The deeply poignant
confession of the psalmist comes to mind:

For my father and my mother have
forsaken me,
but the Lord will take me up (Ps 27:10).

This expresses a profound hope, it does not appear to be a simple indicative sentence. Perhaps it
can be read as areport of experience. Life orphaned by the death or betrayal of all ordinary
supports does nonethel ess go on, sometimes to wonderful attainment. Let the pious therefore
say, "It is God's doing, blessed be he." Many do indeed profess that they have found God to be
absolutely trustworthy once they learned to trust him altogether.

Here we may call to mind what has been called the most notorious mistranslation in all of
Scripture. That is Job's avowal: "Though he slay me, yet will | trust him." We are told that Job
puts a question rather than makes so wonderful a confession. The question is one of the most
formidable of all theological questions: If he slay me, how shall | trust him:

Piety may settle for the circumstantial report: He who trusts in God does not trust in vain. But
theology does business with more than experiential reports; and with more than existential
anguish. "God is absolutely trustworthy" is some kind of atheological claim. But isit what it
appears to be, a strong metaphysical claim, aclaim about what really is the case? Or should we
understand it to be a solicitation so to enter into the religious life that the benefits of its piety
can be properly enjoyed?

So, viewed one way, "God is absolutely trustworthy" states something about a human attitude,
namely that trust can persist beyond al normal experience and ordinary reason. So viewed, the
statement "God is absolutely trustworthy" isindisputable. But so construed, it provides no
instruction about the real world with which attitudes, motives, and interests must deal. It is, of
course, the case that though all finite objects of trust prove unreliable, and some treacherous,
one might yet say "Nonetheless | will trust God to take care of me." But this might simply mean
that | feel better about the world and myself when | persist in trusting the power and intentions
of the ultimate being.

Thereisagood deal of sound and plain wisdom in this. Being untrusting is a meaner condition
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than being trusting, despite the numerical strength and prominence of untrustworthy people. So
even though we say sometimes of a person that he istoo trusting for his own good, we do not
generally mean that trust is a virtue only when practiced in calculated moderation, or that
unreliability isagood thing when practiced shrewdly. Liars and frauds do sometimes have a
finetime of it ("Why do the wicked flourish as the green bay tree?"), but only because they
learn to blend deceit and treachery with many a fine show of honor and truthfulness.

So we are clearly on the grounds of value judgments when we say that God is absolutely
trustworthy. But it isjust as clear that this theological proposition is not afact-naked value
judgment. A considerable part of itsintention is a conviction that trust and trustworthiness are
reality concerns. They are, in fact, reality clues.

Let us, therefore, put the obvious and inescapable question: What might count as evidence or
reason for not trusting God, or at any rate for not trusting him absolutely?

The second clause of this question can be discarded as nonsensical. By definition God cannot be
the object of apartia or equivocal trust. Thisisironclad, either as a psychological-philosophical
proposition or as an ontological-theological one.

Thus the main and real business of the question is exposed initsfirst part. The answer to it is
that there is no situation in which it would be either wrong or unprofitable to trust God
absolutely.

Thisisaunique sort of claim. It is not a generalization about human , attitudes, though it has no
quarrel with such. It is an assertion about the total situation (the world); thusit isaframing
proposition. Nothing counts against such propositions, though a great variety of other framing
propositions can be arrayed over against any set of them. Thus, "There is no situation in which
it would be either wrong or unprofitable to trust God" is often enough denied by "Thereis
nothing (or nobody) in any situation worthy of being trusted absolutely.” But note that thisis
different from a partial denial of the main theological proposition, such as, "A great many
victimsin Dachau found it neither possible nor profitable to trust God; or at least to say, 'l trust
God.' " The mgor negative is also different from, "How could one trust God when al finite
models of trustworthiness have collapsed?"

It is not to be disputed that a great many victims of Dachau did in fact surrender their trust in
God; or so at least they confessed. But this grim fact is devoid of logical-theological thrust
against the main proposition, though it can be mounted with great rhetorical force, such as:
"How can you dareto say, 'l trust God' in the face of the depths of suffering created by such
terrible wickedness?

The proper theological response to this challenge is something like: The possibility and the
benefit of trusting God are frequently exposed in acute vicissitude. It does not follow that these
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situations are divinely inspired or intended for that purpose.

The proper theological response to "How could one trust God when (if) all finite models of
trustworthiness have collapsed?’ is something like: It is not legitimate to conclude that
unreliability or even base treachery puts trusting out of business. Perhaps in order to survivein
Dachau one had to become a cunning and ruthless animal. But that is something to be held
against any and all perpetrators of things like Dachau. Man's inhumanity to man can reach
depths of hideous novelty. That is not anovel discovery.

The proper response to the main negative, "There is nothing or nobody in any situation worthy
of being trusted absolutely,” is something like: Very well; give us another frame for self-in-
world and world-against-self.

There is no doubt that framing propositions have a disposition-coaching function. Thisis not
their main function but it is part of their business. So our prime theological proposition is not a
covert or tacit description of a state of mind, such as a readiness to assent or adhere to
something. An illustration of the latter might be to convert "God islove" into "Let love
prevail!" or "I'm for love."

Y et the main affirmative proposition has dispositional business, no doubt about that. It is
something like the conversion of "God islove," because given the prime proposition one ought
to be disposed to various actions and aspirations. That iswhat is meant by disposition coaching:
the prime proposition prescribes a set for mind, heart, and energy.

But if we have here a directive for experience rather than atheologically inflated report of
experience, do we have also areal assertion, that is, atruth claim? It isatruth claim of a unique
order. It directs attention to a global situation and asserts that thereis away of learning what is
the case about that situation. It asserts that one can learn that God is trustworthy. If one learns
that, then the prime proposition is, of course, true reflexively. But the Christian believer is not
supposed to settle just for that kind of truth as a precious gem for meditation. In the first article
of hisfaith, asit isframed here, there is a prescriptive, "Keep on trusting God in every
situation!"

VIl

For what is God to be trusted? What in every situation are we to look to him, and to him alone,
to be and do? Ordinarily we do not trust another person simply to be trustworthy. WWe count on
him consistently to do thus-and-so. If he does thus-and-so characteristically, we say that heis
trustworthy in that respect at least. This often takes the form of discovering that a person "is as
good as hisword" -- or not; we learn that, too, from experience.
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Does this hold for the prime case, that is, for trust in God? Here we are often inclined to fall
back on testimony, such as"In the day of trouble | called upon the Lord and he answered me."

But then we have to brace for the "counter-factuals." "Why do my enemies (and yours, O God!)
safely jeer a me all thelivelong day?' "How long, O Lord, wilt Thou abide the wicked?" In
more prosaic language, how shall | say God is to be trusted for my salvation when | am undone
time after time? It is no use here to say, "At the end God will surely save," becauseit is not
what the prime proposition asserts.

The radical response to these radically afflicting doubts is something like: Absolute trust in God
Is the ultimate existential cognitivity. "Existential cognitivity" means knowing what bears most,
and most directly, upon the self-determination of a human possibility. Thisis not reducible to
the question "What ought | do?" because that question is properly to be subsumed by the
guestion "What ought | to be (become)?' The latter question, the master question, cannot be
answered by citing a standard imperative or by appealing to an ordinary type of moral rule, such
as"Y ou ought to be agood person.” It may be that the remote goal of every moral rule and
prescription is the realization of good character, the acquisition of virtue. Perhaps to admit that
means to acknowledge a unique ought and rule. But | believe that the business of morals and of
ethicsis necessarily nearer to hand, and with matters more nearly and surely manageable. For
the real force of ought in "Y ou ought to be a good person” is something like: Try so to saddle
the thrust of becoming within your being that the unforeseeable, and sometimes unbearable,
contingencies of the world -- what seems to be randomly directed flux -- will carry you toward
fulfillment rather than away from it.

So while one cannot sensibly lay upon another person such an injunction as: "Control the
contingent world!" one can set for another as well as for oneself the goal: "Be prepared to be
your true self in every situation.” Thisis not the same as. "Try to be self-consistent.” Self-
consistency as an overriding aim and criterion rests on the unhappy assumption that one saddle
Is sure to fit both self-becoming and the flux of the world. Moreover the ultimate goal of self-
determination is perdurable efficacy rather than sheer self-identity.

The proposition, "Be prepared to be your true self in every situation,” puts very heavy demands
on existential cognitivity. It requires the self's perception of its own self-becoming. It requires
also averidical perception of the flux of the world; that is, whence it arises and whither it flows.
But how can such mighty imponderables be perceived? Guessed at, yes, we al do that from
time to time. Ignored for nearer and easier gains, no doubt. Celebrated in poetic fancy, by all
means But perceived?

Perceived indeed, and perceived veridically though not infallibly.> For there is an enforceable
distinction between human projects launched in the right season, that is, when the velocity and
vector of eddying flux are rightly perceived, and those conceived and born in the wrong time.
Luck isonly a pseudoreligious name for contingency that proved more benign than human
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cunning, wit, or merit deserved. Moreover, it is a dubious conceit that counsels: "We know the
time was ripe because the project succeeded"; or conversely: "We know the time was wrong
because the project failed." Great projects do more than make a neat splash in the world's flux.
They fix ameaning upon it, they modify its vector. It is not the world that rushes all unheeding
by. Rather, human beings are bemused by voices of faillure. They are terrified by the thunder of
distant cascades. Thus they do not see how flux can be ransomed by self-becoming ordered to a
determinate good.

Accordingly, itistrue, but it is not the whole truth, to say: Absolute trust is the same as absolute
openness to being. Openness is a predispositional factor, and trust isa disposition. Trustisa
readiness, rather than a proneness, to decide to determine one's self-becoming thus-and-so

rather than in some other way. Furthermore, "absolute openness’ is a confused notion. What is
required of self-becoming isthat it should be open both to its own possibility and to its own
potentialities (capabilities). The possibility of a self-becoming is not an empty space waiting to
be filled, a purely indeterminate something-I-know-not-what-but-it-is-interesting; (or

terrifying). Possibility is a next stage; or the next after that, or after that, for the unfolding or
developing of a project. So possibility is a practical inference, a concrete extrapolation, the
foreward throw of a purpose or aim across the contingencies of flux.

Then self-becoming is required to be open enough to being and time to incorporate whatever of
the world fits the design. But self-becoming must also be open enough to perceive when and
how -- not if or whether -- the world demands that the design be modified. Y et self-becoming
must also be sufficiently closed, its apertures must be sufficiently narrow, so that the
potentialities of the self are not inundated by the world, and self-existence so loses
determinancy; for then the self ceases to be more than a biosocial tropism.

So the burden of existential cognitivity which our prime proposition ("There is no situation in
which it would be either wrong or unprofitable to trust God absolutely") and its prescriptive
inference ("Keep on trusting God in every situation!") must bear is very heavy. It iswhat self-
becoming must know in order rightly (authentically) to relate its possibility to its potentialities
in the right season of the world's flux. Which isto say that the aim is the achievement of self-
efficacy.

IX

We have finally to consider another way in which command is apprehended and appropriated as
divine revelation; that is, as promise.

Promise as the other side of commandment is not a pure monopoly of biblical religion.
Wherever self-becoming is alowed or obliged to conform to a standard putatively divine, and
in thisto find salvation, promise is at work. Its distinctive work is to bind the phases of self-
becoming into an integral agent-self, and then to link up that subject with the master pattern
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governing the world's flux.

Promise has an obvious and inalienable relationship to futurity. "Turn again, O Israel, and | will
giveyou life" isthe promise of the Lord. "If you obey me, you shall live; but if you heed not my
word, you shall surely die" isanice combination of promise and threat. "If | leave you | will

send another in my place and he will teach you all truth” is one of the richest promises of the
New Testament.

These areillustrations, chosen more or less at random, of the enormous weight attributed by
biblical religion to the absolute efficacy and reliability of God's promise. That weight is so
great, in fact, that it constrains us to ask whether it is possible that God will sometime be
revealed and thus known as he s, but in the meantime, no matter how painfully or even
tragically protracted the interim may be, we must, as faithful, be content with a promissory
note. Perhaps Tennyson makes too much of a good thing when he says:

Strong Son of God, immortal love,
Whom we, that have not seen Thy face,
By faith, and faith alone, embrace,
Believing where we cannot prove; . . .

But perhaps poetic justice is at work here, effecting a balance with (or against) Cowper's earlier
and equally famous lines:

Blind unbelief is sure to err,
And scan hiswork in vain;
God is his own interpreter,
And hewill make it plain.

Y et the highest theological interests are not necessarily well served by the millstones of poetic
justice. Why must we choose between blind belief and blind unbelief? Better yet, though, in
response to Cowper's piety, we may ask how long the faithful must wait for God to make it
plain, especially in a season when, to quote Wallace Stevens' "Sad Strains of a Gay Waltz,"

The epic of disbelief
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Blares oftener and soon, will soon be constant.

(Copyright 1936 by Wallace Stevens and renewed 1964 by Holly Stevens. Reprinted
from The Collected Poems of Wallace Stevens by permission of Alfred A Knopf, Inc.)

Thus the primitive question doubles back upon us and with greatly augmented energy: How is
God known to be trustworthy as long as his promise has not yet been fulfilled?

The traditional Christian answer isthat God's promise has been fulfilled in part. Or as some
theologians have it, God's promise has been fulfilled in principle. | admit to some confusion on
what analogy of general experience, or on what religious specialization of experience,

theol ogians are drawing who so speak. If, for instance, | tell my banker that | consider my
mortgage to have been paid in principle when in fact | have paid only adime of interest, his

outrage, replacing puzzlement very rapidly, will be asintelligible as predictable.6

On the other hand the testimony of piety: "We have enough but not too much/To long for more .
.." leaves agreat deal to be desired.

What then shall we say? | venture this: If the primordial engagement of self-becoming with God
does not take place on the level of ultimate existential cognitivity, then confidence (hope) in the
future disclosure of God as promise-keeper may well collapse into a stage of self-becoming.
Both in the history of mankind and of individuals there is a stage from which the realization of
high and integral efficacy seems so remote both in time and potentiality that it isindeed "A

divine far-off event/Towards which all creation moves."

But once that state of self-existence has been reached, it seemsto be anatural, if not inevitable,
inference that at last human life has attained self-completion. That mankind has at last come of
age may have been a premature announcement. But the purely human achievement of human
perfection is the aspiration and aim of forms of humanism that hardly agree on anything else.

Revelation as command must then mean that, in God's giving of the command, the destiny of
mankind and of concrete self-becoming is announced and pledged. So to do is God's business; it
Is God's absolutely.

It follows that the command itself is an instrument of a destiny divinely conceived and pledged.
It follows from this that the obedience God commands isidentical with: "Be prepared to be your
true self in every situation.” Thisisthe existential inference of what in this treatment has been
called faith's prime proposition.

We have therefore reached this conclusion: Obeying God in al things, as he commands, means
looking always for that option in self-becoming which maximizes the human good as such. That
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option isin there somewhere. The flux of the world is divinely orchestrated to bring it out. It is
up to the agent-self to perceiveit and lay hold of it in good faith -- though perhaps also in fear
and trembling.

So God's revealing promise is adisclosure of his purpose. God also designates how his presence
can be made out. That is how heisto be actually perceived rather than interpolated by usinto or
projected upon the flux of the world from the hungry depths of self-becoming. God in his
infinite wisdom does much more than specify how self-becoming must throw itself forward
toward the kingdom of God. God also declares how his presence comes to light in that world in
which self-transcendence is both mandated and free; the same being the only world, the only
real world, thereis of divine intent.

Therefore, what we mean by God's direct revelation of his righteous will is an infinite distance
away from the transmission of an inviolable moral code, and from a private-line edict for a
particular person. God's command is both universal and concrete. It isuniversal: Thereisan
inclusive human destiny and it must be served by all. It is concrete, individual, and
individuating: Be prepared to seize that option in self-becoming which maximizes the human
good as such, because somewhere in the flux of the world that option will find you out. That is
God's promise. God can be perceived in its keeping. That is, God does more than eventually
bring good out of evil, though that is nothing to be casually ventured either as a hope or a
project. What God reveals as his present unremitting activity is the orchestration of self-
becoming in al of its native tenuousness, opacity, and irresolution, with the flux of the world in
al its native randomness. It is God's design, assuredly not ours or Satan's, that the absolute
security of human destiny should be thrashed out at the very heart of the world's contingencies.

So destiny is grounded in the heart of man by God's act. But this destiny comes to light always
asthis or that option submitted to free choice and self-enactment. It is God who keeps the
options open. Therefore, the essence of the divine imperative is that we shall remain open to
him whose promise is the foundation of the actual world as well as the hope of glory in the
"new heavens and a new earth.”

Footnotes:

1. Inrespect to this the situation of Mosesis intriguing. His people have either forgotten the
Lord or they are an untutored generation. In either case what sort of authority can the Lord's
commands have for them? Moses puts the problem as though it were primarily a matter of his
inexperience, hislack of charismatic gifts: the problem of the wrong man for the big job. That
IS, conveying revelation to people who are not expecting it and may not know what to do with it
onceit isdelivered. But | suspect that Moses had his finger on the theological sore spot: How
can an unknown God speak with absolute authority? Especially since he will have none of the
heathenish custom of naming deities in order to massage them into good humor or at any rate
out of bad ones.
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Of course we know how the Lord solves Moses problem. By mighty deeds, and by speaking
directly and decisively to the primordial hunger of the people -- namely, a hunger for freedom.

In the story Pharaoh has no trouble identifying the Lord as the author of the mighty deeds, the
same being his awful afflictions. But how can he, the oppressor, know that God's intention is
freedom?

2. In The Bacchae Euripides gives an overpowering account of orgiastic (and in the event,
homicidal) participation in the power of Dionysius. But moral trust in him? He (Euripides) has
the Chorus say:

The gods are crafty:

they lie in ambush

along step of time

to hunt the unholy.

Beyond the old beliefs,

no thought, no act shall go.
Small, small isthe cost

to believein this:

whatever is God is strong;
whatever long time has sanctioned,
that isalaw forever,

the law tradition makes
isthe law of nature.

What is wisdom? What gift of the gods
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is held in honor like this:
to hold your hand victorious
over the heads of those you hate?
(The Complete Greek Tragedies,
[Arrowsmith'strandation] Vol. IV
[University of Chicago Press, 1958],
lines 887-900.)

3. Thereismuch that is arresting in this situation, this fearsome unthinkable possibility. For any
alternative to obeying the protocol commandment looks to be utterly devoid of compensating
benefit -- who will run with demigods when life with God himself is there to be chosen? Only
purblind children and irredeemable fools! But demons and demigods have long innings in
history (Cf C. S. Lewis's account of the age-long conflict between Logres Britain in That
Hideous Srength [New Y ork: Collier, 1972] ). One can serve them lifelong and die long before
they fall. So the options open to Job seem unduly restricted: he can curse God and die -- the
option his wife recommends, perhaps because she wastired of all that theology -- or he can
stand fast in faith against every sign that God has forsaken him. But where is that other option,
to go whoring after demigods? Surely he must have known that one can preserve the outer
forms of respect for the Most High and withal give the love of one's heart unstintingly to no-
gods. Not so Job: he stands staunchly within the context created by the protocol commandment
and does not even fantasi ze about breaking out of it. Why, therefore, does he not stand forth as
amuch more formidable knight of Faith than Abraham, who suspends the ethical expedientially
on avariety of occasions? One more measure of affliction for old Job: he has never had a
Kierkegaard.

4. Thisincident, in which King Saul spares his enemy's life, is sometimes regarded as aforward
movement of the ethical consciousness. In the story this movement is temporarily arrested:
Samuel, full of prophetic fury (not too quickly to be identified with righteous indignation)
seizes a sword and hacks Agag to pieces, even as Saul had been commanded to do. Areweto
suppose that thisis another divine teleological suspension of the ethical? Or were Saul and
Agag brother members of a secret society? -- Whatever, in the story Saul's humanenessis
treated as aterrible dereliction of duty, and it costs him the kingdom.

5. Thereisawidely prevalent philosophic notion that perception either dismisses the criterion
of veridicality or absorbsit. True, we may still be inclined to say of another person, "His
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perceptions are faulty." And we may be as naturally disposed to say, "Well, after all, those are
his perceptions.” So in the end it is not that a neurotic's perceptions are wrong but that his
feelings about his perceptions are inadequate.

Part of the problem here is a category confusion. We often infer the quality of another's
perceptions from his or her utterances and other gestures; whereas as often we know in
ourselves that utterance may be calculated -- whether consciously or not isimmaterial to this
point -- to mask rather than to disclose perceptions, that is, the perceptions of the masker.
Suppose, for instance, someone says, "l perceive that mendacity is the rule of the world." What
Is the appropriate response to this (assuming that it is more than an attention-getting device)?
(@) "Come now: you haven't actually perceived the world. Philosophers know that the world as
such is not, cannot be, an object of perception.” (b) "Why do you say such athing as, 'l perceive
that mendacity isthe rule of the world'? Are you afraid to tell or trust the truth?"

The (b) move strongly suggests a conviction that in this case thereis at least a disparity, if not a
tension, between perception and utterance. It would surely be wrong-headed to make a principle
out of that empirical generalization. Yet it has a cautionary value. One often has reasons for
one's utterances other than one's perceptions, such as convictions, anxieties, and goals upon
which perceptions fall discordantly.

6. Thein principle thing strikes an Hegelian chord. But | do not impute to the theol ogians who
employ that concept any intention to strike that chord.

16
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Chapter 7. Historical Reality and Historical
Evidence

The attack of the Enlightenment on the historical evidentiality of the Christian faithis
commonly presumed to have destroyed that particular target. Since then, Christian theologians
can be roughly classified by asking how they view that feat of demolition; this exempts the few
who do not believe that scriptural-traditional historical claims have been materially damaged by
the Enlightenment attack or by anything since. The rest of the theological world, by far its
greater part, concedes that the way history is done in the modern world, and is thought about --
historiolgraphical revolutions and secularistic philosophies of history -- creates formidable
problems for that pathetic creature, historical evidentiality. So there are some theol ogians who
await its resurrection, and there are others who believe in its reincarnation in an appropriately
modest form. There are still others who convert the issue into a metaphysical one, that is. What
ishistorical redlity as such?

| do not propose to distribute either a small or large array of theologians according to this crude
classification. My purpose hereisto look into three questions made inescapable by modern
attacks on what is commonly identified as the historicity of the Christian faith. These questions
are:

(1) What stake does Christian faith have in historical evidentiality?
OR: Isawesak historical case better than none?
(2) Isthe Christian case improved by committing it to historical relativism?

OR: Isthe Christian faith the most relativistic of al religious views of history?
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(3) Doesthe Christian faith, rightly construed, contain a novel and powerful theory of historical
reality?

OR: Y ou take the evidence and we'll take the court.

(1) What stake does the Christian faith have in historical evidentiality?

Insofar as one is sensitive to the weight of tradition, the initial answer to this first question will
be all but transparently clear: If the historical testimony about Jesus Christ is not trustworthy,
then Christians do not have in faith unique access to God's righteous will; their transcendent
hopes for personal and communal fulfillment are based on (and not merely expressed in) myth;
and they have no existential paradigm for the life-policy of love.

Transparent truths are not always enthusiastically embraced by theologians. Since the
Enlightenment, the odium theol ogiae has been more easily borne by seeming to be wrong rather
than naive; naive particularly in respect to complexities embedded in modern concepts of
historical evidentiality. The coming of age of the science of history has inflicted as much and as
heavy punishment on the historical credibility of the New Testament as any other single
development of modernity has done. Theologians who do not properly acknowledge this are
leftovers from along-dead intellectual world.

Thereisamore traditional reason for distrusting theological naivete; that is, the apostolic
injunction to which allusion has been made several times. St. Paul says, "Test everything; hold
fast what is good"” (1 Thess. 5:21). It is not necessary to suppose that the apostle foresaw an era
in which theologians of the faith would petition a court of scientific history for alicense to write
drafts on historicity; and, denied that, would turn for solace to philosophical assurances that the
truth of history transcends every niggling concern with factuality; and would thus confound the
apostolic injunction not to invest heavily in philosophy or any other "empty deceit" (Col 2:8).

Whatever St. Paul's understanding of it may have been, there is a serious question here. To test
all things by their relationships to absolute truth -- which is certainly what St. Paul had in mind --
isindicated when such truth is available. When truth of that magnitude has been eclipsed,
something elseisindicated. That something else is avariety of accommodations of systematic
doubt, doubt as a fundamental methodological orientation, doubt as the first lesson in mental
hygiene. The great wielders of thisinstrument have had various things up their sleeves, things
held to be either doubt-immune or doubt-certified, paradoxical asthe latter may seem. The
practical consequences are the same. The systematic doubters have had fall-back surrogates for
absol ute truth; epistemological and metaphysical principles presumptively safe from backfire
from the siege guns of modernity.
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So the apostolic injunction to test everything, only superficially similar to the posture of modern
skepticism, prompts obvious questions. Who is responsible for all of this testing? What are the
criteria? What are the paradigms? What are its objectives? Not everybody, not just anybody, is
able to go into the universal testing business; no one works at it al the time. What then are the
proper credentials? What kind or degree of confidence should the general public vest in the
properly certified doubters and verifiers?

These questions have been with us before in this essay. Here concern for them is confined, as far
as possible, to the situation of Christian faith held to be grounded in historical fact.

Here, then, is one of the cardinal affirmations about Jesus Christ in the New Testament: God
was in Christ reconciling the world to himself (2 Cor 5:19).

The past tense, was, has nothing in common with the tenses of fable or myth; nor with
deceptively tensed expressions in metaphysics, such as: "The world has had no beginning in
time." and "There was never atime when there was no world." But it is as serious a mistake to
impute to this text a sophisticated, perhaps a sophistical, distinction between an historical
occurrence and a suprahistorical meaning. In thiserait is easy for theologians to side into that
sophistication. That is not necessarily the fate lying in wait for every believer or for every
theol ogian.

The affirmation of St. Paul, cited above, moves on the same level of historical intentionality as
the familiar creedal elements:

Born of the Virgin Mary

Suffered under Pontius Pilate

Was crucified, dead and buried
Rose from the dead on the third day
Ascended into heaven.

All of these propositions, and many more like them, were accepted for many centuries as factual
in the same sense as "Julius Caesar was assassinated in 44 B.C." is still accepted as factual.
Since the Enlightenment, the company of theol ogians prepared to accept traditional historical
assertions has become steadily smaller. For the larger part, such assertions are treated as
symbolically valid rather than as empirically true. Y et that larger company of theologians has
fought resolutely to keep some historical-factual account open for serious theological drafts.
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But what magnitude of draft islikely to be ventured or accepted where secular canons of
historicity reign? | propose the following sketch as a summary of the present situation.

(i) There are good historical grounds for saying that Jesus Christ -- Jesus of Nazareth, called
Messiah by his followers -- taught certain things about the kingdom of God. The New
Testament account of those things can probably be relied on.

(ii) There are poor historical grounds for saying that anything transnormal happened to Jesus,
such as resurrection

(iif) There are no historical grounds for saying that Jesus was, or had, anything transnormal,
despite the fact that much of that order isimputed to him in the New Testament; such as Son of
God, Savior of mankind, Master of the tempest. etc.

() Jesus of Nazareth preached the kingdom of God, its ethical demands, and itsimminence. As
historical fact thisis as well-attested as Caesar's crossing the Rubicon -- a fact to which he does
not alude in his own Commentaries -- or his assassination. But what about Jesus' own
relationship to that kingdom? How did he represent himself, both to himself and to others, in
respect to the kingdom? Here the historical assetsin the theological account seem very slender
indeed. We know what the New Testament reports about such matters: a considerable variety of
ascriptions and attributions. But do we know, how could we possibly know, what Jesus, the
historical figure, actually felt and really said about them? One can believe, but such beliefs sail
far far from the solid shores of evidentiality.

This harsh fate, this alienation from hard historical fact, seems even more certain in the case of
the grand affirmation: Jesusisthe Lord of history. The very notion of an evidentiary case for
this seems patently absurd. Ought we then to conclude that "Jesus is the Lord of history," being
immune to historical verification-falsification, is a pseudoassertion? Ought we to acknowledge
that this affirmation is aringleader in a pack of affirmatory expressions dressed up as fact-
assertions for the sake of emphasis?

There may be no escape from this stern verdict, but before it is returned it may be useful to
inquire briefly into historical evidentiality as a criteriological concept. Specifically, what isthe
distinction between hard and soft historical evidence, that is, evidence adduced to support fact-
claims about a past event? Hard evidence includes human records and other artifacts, and
physical registrations of natural events, such as lavaflow, volcanic ash, flood detritus, high-
water marks Soft evidence is comprised of opinions, attributions, ascriptions, sentiments,
legends, rumors, interpretations -- things for which substantiating hard evidence is lacking or is
incurably equivocal. Suppose | say, "Augustus Caesar was an inveterate womanizer; he was
probably also an active homosexual." In support of these pronouncements | am likely to cite the
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testimony of Suetonius, at least in respect to the first item. But the only thing really hard hereis
that no competent scholar doubts that Suetonius was the author of The Lives of the Caesars.
Moreover, while he cites the rumors and tales of "a vicious and wanton life" invented and
circulated by Augustus's enemies, early and late (sections 68-70 of his Augustus), he says these
things are "criminous imputations or malicious slanders." But there is a question about the
reliability of Suetonius as a historian. One scholar says of him: "[He] panderstoo muchto a
taste for gossip.”" But the same source continues: "None the less he is next to Tacitus and Dio
Cassius the chief [sometimes the only] authority."' Another scholar, however, gives him very
good marks on "his conscientious use of sources," and explains why Suetonius did not screen
out "scabrous gossip."?2

Then there is the related question of the harsh voluptuary laws Augustus laid down. What was
his real motive for levying this famous bit of legislation? Who was the real target? Suetonius
inteprets this as an expression of the repugnance a morally upright, if not puritanical, person
feels when he beholds the licentious behavior of the upper classes. A novelist has hypothesized
that those famous edicts sprung from Augustus's profoundly ambivalent relationship to his
promiscuous daughter, Julia.3 For all the sobriety of this novelist's imagination, he does not have
to linger long over the distinction between hard and soft evidence; for his purpose he can invent
both. Historians, on the other hand, may well be inclined to treat The Acts of Augustus as hard
evidence and The Lives of the Caesars as soft; but surely not, one would hope, because the
former isalot of public records and the latter the work of a superior Walter Winchell. "Hard"
does not mean made of stone -- monuments and their magniloquent inscriptions can lie. Nor
does "soft" mean such stuff as dreams are made of, though some dreams are as old as the
pyramids.

Moreover, documents about whose authenticity or date thereis little significant argument can be
either hard or soft; both, for that matter, depending on the contested point. The Synoptic Gospels
are hard evidence in support of the proposition that some people long ago and far away believed
that Jesus rose from the grave; that point is not contested. Whether he really rose is a contested
point, to say the least, early and late.

L est we make too short work of the complexities here, we should pause to ask whether the
Synoptic Gospels are soft evidence for the resurrection of Jesus simply because they report what
we call asupernatural event. To this| say, perhaps a bit piously, we should hope not simply. The
history of science in the Western world isfull of agreat variety of things that informed and
presumably rational people refused for along time to believe despite the elegance of the
arguments and the hardness of the evidence adduced in support; refused to believe because the
new things could not be squared with extant truth and reigning canons. In the case of the
resurrection, however, there is no extratextual evidence that can be marshaled in support of the
textual case. For example, the people who saw the empty tomb are already figuresin and of the
text; though "of" does not mean none of them had an extratextual existence. And as the text
itself alows, the tomb might have been violated by human hands (Mt 28:63,64; 28:12,13). So
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also for "the five hundred brethren at one time" of St. Paul's mention (1 Cor. 15:6). Though he
says, "most of them are still alive," he made none of them available for interrogation. A similar
verdict must be handed down in the case of "the many proofs with which the risen Lord attested
to himsalf" (Acts 1:3).

So far we have skirted some antecedent questions, such as: What would count as hard evidence
in the case of the resurrection? And: Even if such evidence were available, could we
legitimately count it again in support of such a history-summing claim as, "Jesusisthe Lord of
History"? | do not propose to address these questions until the issue of the distinction between
hard and soft historical evidence is disposed of.

Then what is the real basis for the distinction between hard and soft evidence? It is the need to
relate incorrigible belief to corrigible hypothesis. Anincorrigible belief might turn out to be
true. Itsarrival at truth could not be accounted for simply in terms of the psychological strength
of the belief; belief is perfectly capable of digging in to resist al assaults from fact-resplendent
hypotheses, drawing strength to endure, if not prevail, from intuition, habit, antecedent personal
commitments, or al three. But we know also that some incorrigible beliefs are fundamental
expressions of self-reality, so that to correct them would be to destroy aversion of that self;
whereas to modify or remove a hypothesisis but to alter an account or aview of asituation in
which the self appears, in one guise or other, but not so as to be constituted by that situation.4

On this hypothesis the real basis for the distinction between hard and soft evidence, in respect to
historicity, has very little to do with the common distinction between the objective world and
the subjective one. The essential difference is between kinds of human interest. There are kinds
of discourse suitable for the fulfillment of those diverse interests.

Applying this hypothesisto (ii) and (iii) on pages x, xii, we obtain the following results:

(ii") Thereislittle or no hard evidence for saying that anything transnormal, such as resurrection,
happened to Jesus.

(iii") Thereislittle or no hard evidence for saying that Jesus really was or had any of the
transnormal things imputed to him in the New Testament, such as Son of God, Lord of history.

But isthisanet gain? It would be hard so to compute it apart from a clear and cogent
determination of what hard evidence would or could be in either case (ii' or iii"). Where would
we look for it? How would we recognize it? Consider the resurrection. The documents (the
Gospels, 1 Cor 15) clearly attest to beliefs that easily pass muster asincorrigible; 1 Corinthians
15 isanice demonstration of belief in the resurrection digging in for the duration. But where are
the conviction-free facts to substantiate that belief? That question prompts its opposite number:
Where are the conviction-free facts with which to attack that belief? For that negative offensive
there are hypotheses available. The disciples of Jesus -- to draw on a stock item -- were
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psychologically prepared to believe that the best (Jesus lives again!) was entailed by the worst
(he suffered, died, and is buried). But there are no ranges of independent facts for the perception
of which such a hypothesis can sensitize us. Factlike suppositions can be conjured for the sake
of such ahypothesis; for example, suppose somebody had been there with a camera, would the
risen Lord have shown up on the negative? But if he had not registered there, how could we say,
“'Christ isrisen indeed!"?

Such fact-conjuring feats of the imagination are generally inspired by specific religious
interests: Jesus was a fraud, for example; his disciples were naive, superstitious, country
bumpkins, for another. Not that suppositions of that sort, considered as propositionsin the
abstract, presuppose something other than a Christian religious concern. Concretely, why would
one want to unseat the historicity of the resurrection unless one had an aternative to the
traditional Christian outlook?

It hardly needs saying that defensive reaffirmations of a once incorrigible belief are commonly
as free with supposition. One thinks here of the fail-safe interpretation of the resurrection as the
real miracle of the rebirth of faith during the deep black night of despair.

The transformations of (ii) and (iii) into (ii*) and (iii*) do not mean that either the believer or
nonbeliever isthus liberated from all meaningful responsibility for historical evidence. A
responsibility remains not to invent evidence but to incorporate what thereis of it asfaithfully as
possible. "Incorporation” means many things, no doubt. At one extremeit is a systematic
regimentation of fact -- so systematic that reality seemsto be there for the sake of the system. At
the opposite extreme, fact is aworld that seems to impose itself wholebodied on the mind of the
believer, demanding an all-or-none response. In the latter case, evidence sufficient for
conviction is made available by surrender. In the former case, the route to the evidenceis a
diaectical one: the unfolding of the mind in and to itself.

For the larger part, we live by faith somewhere between these extremes. We sing of surrender,
but we try to make a case for decision. We say the real world is what we make sense of, but we
concede, with Tennyson, that

Our little systems have their day;
They have their day and ceaseto be: . . .
At our very best we intend to hold fast with the apostle:

... Whatever istrue, whatever is honorable, whatever isjust, whatever is pure, whatever
islovely, whatever isgracious. . .
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But we are not always or surely delivered thereby from the perplexing and perverse doubts
occasioned, though not intended, by the ensuing phrases of the apostle: ". . . if thereisany
excellence, if thereis anything worthy of praise" (Phil 4:8).

So it appears that a belief may be incorrigible but not overwhelmingly strong. It may be
something to which one clings for dear life. It may be something for which one enduresfire,
flood, and forsakenness, but in the courage of despair rather than the courage of hope. Belief,
finaly, may persist, may perdure, in full recognition that the evidence for it is weak. Weak, that
IS, in respect to historical evidence.

What then would be aweak case for the Christian faith? Would it not be identical with aweak
or reduced form of that faith? Suppose one were to say that Christianity as afaith is nothing but
abelief, or a set of beliefs, about something symbolically expressed as the kingdom of God. A
strong case can be made for the proposition that Jesus of Nazareth was the historical source of
these beliefs. So far, to believe in him isto believe that the substance of what he said about the
kingdom is true. Such ajudgment, such a belief about the beliefs imputed by the New Testament
to Jesus, assumes the independent validity of atruth criterion; that is, independent of the New
Testament, not necessarily independent of my being or the values of the society in which
perforce | live. Indeed such atruth criterion may be part of a structure of incorrigible beliefs for
which | seek some sort of evidentiary corroboration; in this case from the New Testament so
construed as to render it sufficiently evidentiary.

Thiswould be an attenuated form of the Christian faith. It might be the best that a person
striving for intellectual respectability could afford. In respect to history, however, it has
jettisoned a major item of the Christian manifest: the conviction that Jesus Christ isthe Lord of
history. The vestige of lordship left to the historical Jesusis ethical superiority; superiority in
precept rather more clearly than in example if one hews to the text of the New Testament
Gospels. But if one'sincorrigible beliefs are strongly impregnated with the democratic
egalitarian ethos, the very category of lordship, any and every image of it aswell, may be
repugnant. In that case hardly uncommon or atypical -- the evidentiary Jesus is reduced to the
teacher who rgects authoritarian social structure (Mt 20:25-27). The Christ who commanded the
waves of the stormy Galilean sea and the unruly wills of Galilean fishermen recedes into the
mists of arcane folklore in the one case, and into the wasteland of archaic dogma in the other.

Here we may have stumbled upon akind of law: The more credible theological claims about
Jesus become, relative to prevailing canons of historical evidentiality, the more such claimstend
to become lighter and thinner as religious propositions. The more seriously one takes the canons
of historical evidentiality, the lessweight one is able to assign to traditional religious claims
about Jesus; unless oneis prepared to exempt those claims from duty in the established courts of
cognitivity. If oneis prepared to claim that exemption, there is no need to bother about the
canons of historical evidentiality in the first place.
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Given thislaw, it is not surprising that theol ogians have turned to the consolations of historical
relativism, hoping to find there the basis, perhaps even the substance, of an interpretation of the
Christian faith capable of assimilating the worst possible damage from historical evidentiality.
For suppose that al the achievements of a given society, including its proudest cognitional
triumphs, its most brilliant raids on the realm of truth, are al historically conditioned: they all
derive their meaning from coordinates (presuppositions, prepossessions, axioms) uniquely
employed by that society. So even if an abstract semantic unity overarches agreat variety of
cultures and cultural epochs, it does not follow and it is not true that there is any persistence of a
common material meaning. Plato speaks of God. So do Billy Graham and Spinoza. These

theol ogies have nothing in common except theos. More modestly expressed: In the era of Billy
Graham there is no way of knowing what God meant for Plato and his audience.

How isit possible for Christian theologians to find comfort in such doctrines of history?
Doctrine indeed, an incorrigible belief, it haslong since transcended the provisionality of a
hypothesis.

WEell, consider one of the great slogans of the faith extracted from Scripture: "Jesus Christ is the
same yesterday, today, and forever" (Heb 13:8). One of the inescapable facts of history isthe
Immense variety of ways in which the same Jesus Christ livesin the minds and hearts of
Christian people down the ages. The quest for the historical Jesus may be a fixation of modern
theology, but even a very thin knowledge of the history of Christian art suffices to document the
extraordinary variety of waysin which Christ has been represented from the earliest Christian
times until now. Within the folds of piety Jesus Christ has been all things good and wonderful to
all persons. In myriad guises he moves a so through the world of modern unbelief.

Where, then, in this amazing welter isthe real Jesus? The question is burdened with naivete. It
predisposes us to believe there is one supremely, transcendently real Jesus Christ. So
challenged, some theologians, few of Protestant hue, scramble for the metaphysical uplands.
Others seek to turn the historical phenomenon into theological loaves and fishes for the
sustenance of the many caught in the lowlands. That phenomenon is indubitably historical -- the
historically real Jesusisthistotal, this potentialy infinite representation-representability. Thus
"gentle Jesus, meek and mild," isjust asreal asthe figure of cosmic grandeur and terrible power
evoked by Michelangelo.

It does not follow that arbitrarinessis king and that fantasy is his consort presiding over the
representation of Jesus Christ. One can, and the devout must, assay the seriousness of the
religious quest in the ways in which Jesus Christ is represented. So, even if it istrue that thereal
meaning of Christ iswhat he meansto me, it is also true that my intentions are fair game for
anyone who wants to ask about their seriousness, comprehensiveness, coherence, and lucidity.
Every age and every believer reveals a particular degree of kind of seriousness, of
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passionateness, in the way in which one representation, one bodying forth, of Jesusis honored
above al others.

Each successive age has done this. Every devout believer has done this. Where, then, isthe
critical pressure from historical relativism? It is registered most acutely in the demand that we
modern people must confess that our representations of Jesus Christ cannot possibly be
universally valid, though they be more precious to us than our life's blood. Indeed, insofar as
Jesus Christ is absolutely real in and for us, he cannot in that form be universally valid. Not only
has he other sheep we know not of (Jn 10:16), we have not the sightest idea of how he cares for
them or how he represents himself to them.

The pressure of relativistic dogma does not in itself justify plunging into asolipsistic
conclusion: as many Jesuses as believers -- one to a customer. There are, in fact, four specifiable
subjects or entities which can properly be said to be the "the real Jesus."

One: The Jesus of dominant contemporary representation. Dominant in the sense either of (a)
cultural eminence; or of (b) personal (subjective) vividness.

Two: The Jesus who (which) isthe sum total of all representations, past, present, and future. For
phenomenological purposes, aclass name.

Three: The Jesus who isthe central figure in the Gospels. More accurately, the various figures in
the Gospels who are called Jesus. The Jesus of John's Gospel is not identical with the Jesus of
Mark's. John's Jesus is older when he dies; he has been in Jerusalem at least once before histrial
and crucifixion; he claims a metaphysical unity with God the Father; his human enemies are the
Jews.

Four: The Jesus who is (was) the referent of One, Two and Three. The person about whom the
stories are told. The person to whom supernatural presence, properties, and power are ascribed.
Commonsensically, this alone (Four) isthereal Jesus. The others are interpretations, testimony,
celebrations. Theologically, thisis the Jesus of supreme perplexity. What do we really know, as
something determined or at least certified by the canons of historical evidentiality, about that
Galilean; Here a powerful temptation insinuates itself. Why not join the philosophical throngs
around the epistemol ogical wickets with aview to showing how confoundedly complex are the
relationships between knowing and believing, perceiving and caring? But the sting in this
seduction is the confusion of complexity as a feature of a phenomenon -- such asthe fall of the
Roman Empire -- with complexity as afeature of a conceptual-analytic and conceptual -
reconstructive address to a phenomenon -- such as dialectical materialism. Overwhelmed by this
seduction, one grows accustomed to confusing naivete with ignorance, or with stupidity or flat
error; quite as though a naive person were bound to be wrongheaded as well as wrong about the
facts. Worse still: as though the proper cure for naivete were a heavy charge of theory about the
world perceived in hopeless innocence and expressed with artless smplicity.
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The proper outcome of such lugubrious reflectionsis surely not to eschew any or al theological
theory that inspires quarrels with religious naivete about the real Jesus. It would be far more
appropriate to ask as objectively as possible whether the real Jesus has aresidual and intelligible
reference to the figure who trod the dusty roads of Galilee long long ago. If one consents to
putting this question, one ought to keep in mind the difference between historical investigation
and reconstruction on one side and historical fiction on the other. | do not mean to suggest that
the historical fictioneer can predictably be faulted for slipshod and inept research or for
excessive play of the imagination; or the scientific historian for insufferable prosiness and
presuppositional frigidity. Multiple representations of the great figures of history are bound to
materialize from both sides of the aisle between the novelist and the historian. Thanks largely to
the pressure of historical relativism, we expect the scientific historian to exhibit in hiswork the
ethos of his cultural epoch quite as much, though not in the same ways, as the novelist does.

What then isthe reality question which can properly be levied upon both sides of the aisle? To
dip again into Roman history, in respect to the plurality of Julius Caesars, isit appropriate to ask
whether Thornton Wilder's Caesar, or Rex Warner's, isless "real" than the figure who emerges
from Caesar's Commentaries or from Dio Cassius? | s the Caesar of Mommsen or Buchan more
real than Shakespeare's? Does the circumstantial detail of The Gallic Wars -- cry a special boon
for all the Latin students condemned to build, piece by piece, all of those bridges! -- make that
Julius more real than the man Shakespeare fashions with matchless strokes of poetry? Or should
we become theologians again and say that the real Caesar is all these representations, and a
numberless throng yet to appear, all held together in atranscendental unity, itself nowhere
represented but everywhere intuited as an ideal ? If so, Caesar sits down with Christ and the
innumerable choir of persons who, save for the assurances of piety and the dicta of metaphysics,
live now only in historical reconstruction and poetic evocation.

There is something missing here, or perhaps something amiss. It may be that too little has been
made of the creative role of imagination in the historian's work. Surely he uses that magician's
wand to render the data -- both hard and soft -- intelligible and coherent. The facts, the blessed
facts, do not speak for themselves; they speak meaningfully when they are properly addressed.
Learning tha