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CHAPTER ONE

CONTEMPORARY PHILOSOPHY AND
CHRISTIAN APOLOGETICS

I HAVE subtitled the following essays ‘critical studies in twen-
tieth-century theology’, in order to make it clear that they do
not contain a constructive, positive contribution to Christian
apologetics. They argue, on the contrary, that a number of in-
fluential theological views, believed by their authors to be well
defended against the criticisms of contemporary philosophers,
are not so defended, but are exposed to a variety of logical objec-
tions which render them untenable—or at least less sure than their
upholders believe. On the other hand, these studies are not nega-
tive polemic with a purely destructive, iconoclastic purpose.
They would not, in the first place, have been written but for my
personal pilgrimage in search of a satisfactory justification of re-
ligious belief. And this is a continuing pilgrimage, despite the fact
that none of the approaches discussed in this book seems to me to
survive scrutiny. Second, the studies attempt more than negative
criticism, in that they seek to bring out how a theology may be
logically faulty but yet express insights of enduring value con-
cerning human experience, and thus still be worth study by scep-
tics as well as believers, for all their differences over the interpre-
tation of those experiences.

But, at the same time, the wide extent of the logical breakdowns
themselves prompts further serious questions that cannot be
shirked; for instance, the question how can one live in religious
uncertainty, if one has what might be called a ‘naturally religious
mind’? And if one finds oneself unable to make sense of the idea
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C/zristianity and Paradox

that God is the author of all values, can one r-etal,l’l 0136:*7 rz::}?,l
seriousness or still be sure that ‘life has a meaning’ Or i1s W
while’? . t
If these are problems which the sceptic Wl_ll find ”.‘°:§d‘i§_§§:d
than the Christian, that does not mean that this bookl IIS « 10 the
orly to the former, It aims, in fact, to present a cha el:%e have
theologians whose views it discusses—to suggest ;hc?'tﬁicul):ies in
tended radically to underestimate the grave ]ognca olt]ighted by
giving meaning to religious language, d‘fﬁcumesbsl}ore they can
recent linguistic philosophy; and to suggest t}?at euinely mean-
make good their claim that religious language 1s g; ; ker ‘night of
ingful, they may have yet to go through a much dar
the intellect’ thap they have realized.

I

: her to
First of al], j; may well be asked what right has a PE;IO:::}I? more
intrude ingo the theologian’s domain at all? Has eas philoso-
authority to judge a theological system (in his caRac1ltY stem or 2
Pher) than 4 pPlumber has to judge a mathematica S’yities? The
Physicist 3 String quartet, in zheir professional caPacore closely
Philosopher anq he theologian, however, are related m.a n is him-
than thege cOmparisons would imply. For the theOlOOg1 ] scrutiny
self Philosopher in so far as he attempts at all a logica when he
of the concepts he cong tantly uses. He is philosophef works—
Speaks of the Special sorts of ways religious langua.ge and how
thrc_mgh ‘Symbols’, ‘analogjes’, ‘parables’; or of how like beings;
unlike kn0W1edge of God is from knowledge of h}lmaﬂ in re.’.
Or when he discrimingeg among accounts of morality, seeing

igious j : ible
lxgxous mplicationg in one, and judging another incompat
with Christian belief, ’

€ may, of Course
€Ven convinge h

, dodge these and the like questions; he may
theology‘ Bug

L . . q . : rt Of
imself that they do not arise wuhm. his Sotheo-
Suppose someone challenges that claim to

2
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Contemporary Philosophy and Christian Apologe;;c.

logical independence and recalls the theologian to
showing how his technical terms are related to the
the market-place, or seeks to knm.v on wh’at grounds
paradox a ‘palpable contradiction in terms’ and an9th
mystery of faith’. The person who .do<?s that, even 1f:
a philosopher, is surely both continuing a theologi
and opening a philosophical one at the same mome
pher, he will bring to his inquiry what insights, distinct ons,
methods of clarification he has found generally usefu] jp sifiing
straight from crooked thinking. What these. methods wi]] be
like, and how helpful they will be with theo.loglcal Problems will
naturally vary according to the brand of_ philosophy he practises,
What cannot justly be said is that the ph1.1050p.her comes to theo-
logical discussion as an alien and impertinent interloper,

The philosophical style that prevails in much of this book js one
with which few Christian theologians are at ease; that only re-
cently some of them have come to distinguish from its ancestor,
logical positivism. I call it a ‘style’, for it cannot be counted 4
school, nor has it even a single acceptable name—'the Philosophy
of language’, ‘linguistic analysis’ are perhaps 1ts commonest nick-
names. It is a philosophy of many strands, in which no party
dogmas are held by all practitioners. .

It is no simple matter to understand the theologian’s embarrass-
ment at the philosophy of language. It is true that it shares with
logical positivism a distrust of speculation, a reluctance to proceed
far from the checks upon sense and sanity that everyday language
provides. But in this it is not obviously the enemy of theology.
For a great many theologians have recently been equally vocifer-
ous against the perils of speculation within their own sphere.
Again, the philosophy of language inherits from Hume a respect
for ‘experience’—an empiricist slant. But some theologians too
have even espoused a kind of theological empirici'sm. If philo-
sophy in the thirties could dismiss religious assertions as ‘non-
sense’ because they cannot be verified by observation, some of
their mid-century counterparts can be heard saying tolerantly,

3

the task of
language of
he calls One
€ra ‘Su.blime
by Profession
cal discussion
Nt. As philoso-



Christianity and Paradox

ic t
‘Every sort of statement has its own sort of lo.glc.f thziiraz; v?:?
religious statements have a peculiar, but valid, logic o ther own?
And how can the philosophy of language be seen as e
theology, when not a few of its exponents are thems'tiical e
tive Christians, and find their philosophy a useful cri
interpreting and clarifying their faith?

2

. sustified, despite
Yet I think the theologian’s uneasiness is largely l”tslt;g:t.’
what has just been said- and this for four reasons a

. harpened
(i) Linguistic philosophy has restated and 1m.menszl}(’)fs Golc)l. To
e attack on traditiona] arguments for the CXlStenCentS deployed
alarge extent, this consists of a developing of argummin g Natural
originally by Hume, notably in his Dialogues Conce logical argu-
Religion. To mentjon only two examples: the ‘onto tion of God
ment” maintaineq that from a scrutiny of the very no curately, if
the fact of hjg existence could be deduced. Mf)r}f ?}cod’s nature
One Were to specify fully the perfections of whic

. u
must be COmposed, the perfection of existence €O

i i ing t
th1§ €Xtraordinary characteristic, a concept of a being
exist, It is 3]

hatever ‘to
Ways possible, he held, with any concept wha

. ex-
! eived to
onceive the Non-existence of what we formefl)f Concr own time)
o ;1. or (as Professor G. E. Moore has put it 1n ou
At existence is

iness. The
not a predicate’ like roughness or he:‘f,'rOm every
closely relateq ‘cosmological argument’ set God apar

1 . . . a ens to
contingeny’ being, from every being, that is, which happ
€xist and ight

: God must be
equally well happen 7ot to exist. ( N
above g happening; hz’s being, flf)d his alone, must be ‘necessary
! DialOguex

: London:
Nel Come"‘i"g Natural Religion, ed. Kemp Smith (
[ SOl’l, 1947)’ P 18
(London; )

Smith
9. Cf. Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, ed. Kemp
» 1950), pp. 500 ff.

4
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Contemporary Philosophy and Christian Apologetics

Most contemporary logicians (again drawing on Humeap, dis-
tinctions) insist that where necessity is in fact achieved an
assertion, it is only at the high cost of ceasing to say anything 1,
means of that assertion, about the world. Examples are the ne::es):
sary truths of logic and mathematics, which are guaranteed trye
through the conventions of our symbolism. This view of necessit
is of course contested by some theologians,and in Chapter Tep, we
shall examine some of their efforts to construe it diﬁ'erently\
efforts that so far seem unsuccessful, although interesting.

The philosopher of language looks back to Hume and Kap,
once more in the recent criticism he has been offering of the Firg;
Cause argument and its relatives. It may be briefly summarizeq ¢
follows. We use the word ‘cause’ in ordinary contexts to express
the relation in which certain events in the world stand to other
events. We teach it by drawing attention to groups of events
suitably related. But, since this is the ‘home’ of its use in the
language, it is by no means sure that we know what we are sa ing
when we speak of something or someone (noz in the world) ‘cays.
ing’ the world as a whole to come into being, or ‘maintaining’ it
in being. Or again, compare these sentences—Outside my room
a sparrow is chirping’, ‘Outside the city the speed limit ends’,
‘Outside the earth’s atmosphere meteors do not burn out’, and
finally ‘God is outside the universe, outside space and time’,
What of this last statement? The word ‘outside’ gets its central
meaning from relating item to item wirhin the universe. It too is
being stretched to breaking-point in being applied to the whole
universe as related to some being that is not-the-universe: its sense
is being extended to the point where we may easily come to speak
nonsense without noticing it, since the phrases ‘cause of the uni-
verse’ and ‘outside the universe’ are certainly still grammarically,

though perhaps no longer logically, in order.

(ii) In all this, some Protestant theologians will say, ‘I and the
linguistic philosopher are allies, not enemies. For theology too
has seen the barrenness and deceptiveness of natural religion, and

5



C/zristiani{y and Paradpx

joins hands with any sceptic who denies that the God of Christian-
‘lt}" can be Proved to exist by unaided reason.” Whether he turns to
biblica] theo]ogy’, or dramatizes faith as a ‘leap in the dark’ be-
yond ratjong] justification, or stakes all on his sense of direct
encounter with God ag the Thou of prayer; in each case he turns
his back simultaneously on traditional natural religion. He either
abandons the o]q arguments for God altogether, or sees them
(like Pay] Tillich) as expressions only of the prodlems to which
revealed religion Provides the answers.

 But s it trye that appealing to revelation makes:» a theology
Immune tq any further logical or philosophical criticism? A great
many influentia] theologians seem to believe that it does. They
see phi]osophy 3s confined to study of the arguments of natural
theOIOg)G having o right to enter the charmed circle of revealed
religion, tha, circle in which the biblical ideas and images, the
biblical notjop even of truth, have (they claim) unchallengeable
authority, ’

I believe thyy today it requires to be said firmly and repeatedly
that this is ap €normous, costly illusion: that the insights gained
~Y Tecent philosophy, so far from diminishing the need for rational
‘“qul_ry Within theology, have vastly increased that need. They

Ve increased ;, by showing that one critical question about any
tind Of religioys language is not whether its claims can be estab-
lished by this or that argument, but whether they have bec?n given
2 cohereny meaning, 4 consiste;lt use. And this is a question that
rgmains Critical as iong as these concepts are employefi ln‘any
ISCOUI'SE whatever even if it does appear under the headlng, ) Re’_
Vvealed Religiop’ 0; ‘Dogmatics’, rather than ‘Natural Religion’.
sfate?:eis %2id to pe ather’, ‘Creator’,and if it furns Ou;t}:a;ltlhf}?ee
normey nts lack Meaning; if we find on examination that a "
attempy -~ f those familiar words has been whittled away in the
Pt to seq them aside from a secular to a sacred use, then it

make .
or S 1o ifference whether this is backed up by appeal to reason
to Tevelation,

t . , :
¢ theologjan i to communicate at all, he must establish
6




Contemporary Philosophy and Christian Apologetics
(=]

some sort of contact-points between g

words he uses and the ordinary senses of
modified their meanings in using them tq speak of God. he must
show clearly the direction in which the dification };as raken
place. He must convince us, t0o, that the Change of meaning is not
so drastic as to erode away the entire sense the words originally
possessed. The search for these cOntact-points and the general
inquiry into meaningfulness certainly deserye 1o be counted as

vital parts of the apologetic task today, 5 task the magnitude of
which is as yet realized by very few theologians,

Special senses of the
hese words. If he has

(iii) Theology is justified in its uneasiness at the philosophy of
language, thirdly, because of the partial success of what can be
called its ‘therapeutic’ efforts. A number of chrop; cally vexing
philosophical enigmas, dilemmas, paradoxes has recently been

shown to result, not from any mystery in the nature of things, not
from some irremediable limitation of our intellectual powers, but

from sheer misunderstandings of the logic of our language. Words
that we can perfectly well handle in everyday contexts play tricks
with us when we employ them to describe matters of very high
generality or abstraction. Like some substances at very low tem-
peratures, they behave in unexpected and abnormal ways. Never-
theless, once these vagaries of language are carefully mapped and
studied, what looked like a philosophical mystery is shown to
have been a muddle instead. A philosopher who believes he has
taken the paradox out of, say, the freewill-determinism dilemma
and reconciled our claim to know the minds of others with the fact
that we see and touch only their bodies,! such a philosopher can-
not be blamed for assuming a militant attitude to yet unresolved
paradoxes, and seeing them as candidates for dissolution rather
than as exhibits for a museum of metaphysical marvels. It is not to
be wondered that the theologian finds him disquieting company.

1 Whether or not these particular problems have yielded to this approach
is irrelevant to my present point—the description of the attitude of mind
with which such a philosopher will approach theological paradoxes.

7
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For the theologian has no wish to allow the mysteries of dwmlgé
the irreducible paradoxes in all our talk about .God, to be ma
over merely as balloons for the philosophical pin. loso-
The theologian, however, retaliates by accusing tl.le Rh’ O.SS e

pher of being after all, a speculator, a metaphysician, 1/r11 dlsg: 70
‘You hold’, he says, ‘as a metaphysical dogma that ¢ (;r;da ‘e
mycteries. You believe that given persistence, c]?ver ness, be x%ith'
luck, we shall be able to describe all that there is t%de:ﬁ;e are no
out paradox: or (putting it the other way round) c: at talk about
entities which we human beings are compelle ) t}c:t reply, ‘No,
Paradoxically or not at all.” But the philosopher nglgd thzft certain
I’'m not advancing any dogma. If I find, as I do fin t; yield when
long-standing puzzles have in fact yielded or ]?e}z‘?u‘;um out to be
approached with the suspicion that they ‘ngﬁ td in going on to
confusions of language, then I think I am justi ehe will yield in
attack further paradoxes at least in the Aope that they ou are ad-
the same way.” ‘In that case,” says the theologla:;ra yzleld’ but re-
mitting, aren’t you, that some paradoxes may nZvI claim the para-
main quite Opaque to our underStanding'_]L.lSt z} the most part,
doxes in 3] our talk about God will remain, 101
Opaque?’ - in advance,’

‘T don’t gea any way of ruling that POSSIb.lhtyozlf’; nhardest to
Comes the reply, ‘but it is only after trying sist dissolution

15s0lve thep, and by discovering why they 7¢ than just con-
fuatdone could prove them to be opaque rather

sed. s owin
. Sothe core of the problem would now seem tO 1}‘)1:;15; para%
™ What circumstances we should regard some S etime in the

Oxical concept as a muddle, to be dissolved soﬁ:/ed with and
future, ang When to regard it as a mystery, t0 behi our central
Perhaps helq i, reverence. We shall return to this
Problem ip Chapter Two,

(iv) Mid-

ry 1 i hilo-
c i yi i ewed interest1n p
sophica] ety Phllosoph is taking a ren

! ; . sics, and has
€Onstruction, even in some kinds of metaphysics,
8



Contemporary Philosophy and Christian Apologerics

ceased simply to stigmatize these as altogether Wrong-headed 1
But once more the theologian has reason to wonder whethe, the
conception of metaphysics that some lir}guistic philosophers are
developing could be of much help to him—even if he i one of
those theologians who do hanker after metaphysics of some sort,
For the linguistic philosopher’s metaphysics tends tq be an
imaginative aid to the comprehendir.lg .of the familiar, not to the
discovery of the unseen. It may consist in .the adoption of ways of
speaking, other than our normal ways, in order to throw into
relief unnoticed characteristics of normal language apg hence
of the world it describes. Alternatively, the philosopher ma
imagine that the circumstances of our lives and the backcloth
against which they are lived out are t}-ansforrned in some impor-
tant respect, while the language remains constant. Then, he asks,
how would that language require to be adapted so as to cope with
these imagined changes? But note again, the objective of these
thought-experiments is still the better understanding of the
everyday world and our everyday langu.age. This, clearly, is not
speculative metaphysics of the kind which can conclude: ‘there-
fore God exists’, or ‘and so the soul is immortal’. It is trye that a
part of what the apologist tries to do is to re-describe the familjar
from the theistic viewpoint: but he will seldom admit thas this
exhausts his task. And he is surely right.

3

More needs to be said about the themes of ‘verification’ and
“falsification’ which have been so prominent in recent philosoph-
ical theology written from the linguistic standpoint. The original
logical positivists held that language had three main functions:
it could state facts, it could express feeling, and it could be used to
calculate—to work out systems of ‘necessarily true’ propositions

! See The Revolution in Philosopky (London: Macmillan, 1956), Pp- 97 to
the end.

B 9
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For the theologian has no wish to allow the mysteries of divinity,
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over merely as balloons for the philosophical pin. .

The theologian, however, retaliates by accusing tI.le th]OFO‘
pher of being after all, a speculator, a metaphysician, in disguise.
“You hold’, he says, ‘as a metaphysical dogma that t/zeredafe no
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out paradox: or (putting it the other way round) that theﬁ"{e allfomt)
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paradoxically Or not at all.” But the philosopher might reply, %
I'm not advancing any dogma. If I find, as I do find, th.ai(;:erltilm
long-standing Puzzles have in fact yielded or I?egun to yreld w gn
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ceased simply to stigmatize these as altogether wrong-headed.
But once more the theologian has reason to wonder whether the
conception of metaphysics that some liqguistic ph.ilosol.)hers are
developing could be of much help to him—even if he is one of
those theologians who do hanker after metaphysics of some sort.
For the linguistic philosopher’s metaphysics tends to be an
imaginative aid to the comprehending of the familiar, not to the
discovery of the unseen. It may consist in the adoption of ways of
speaking, other than our normal ways, in order to throw into
relief unnoticed characteristics of normal language and hence
of the world it describes. Alternatively, the philosopher may
imagine that the circumstances of our lives and the backcloth
against which they are lived out are transformed in some impor-
tant respect, while the language remains constant. Then, he asks,
how would that language require to be adapted so as to cope with
these imagined changes? But note again, the objective of these
thought-experiments is still the better understanding of the
everyday world and our everyday language. This, clearly, is not
speculative metaphysics of the kind which can conclude: ‘there-
fore God exists’, or ‘and so the soul is immortal’. It is true that a
part of what the apologist tries to do is to re-describe the familiar
from the theistic viewpoint: but he will seldom admit that this
exhausts his task. And he is surely right.

3

More needs to be said about the themes of ‘verification’ and
“falsification’ which have been so prominent in recent philosoph-
ical theology written from the linguistic standpoint. The original
logical positivists held that language had three main functions:
it could state facts, it could express feeling, and it could be used to
calculate—to work out systems of ‘necessarily true’ propositions

1 See The Revolution in Philosophky (London: Macmillan, 1956), pp. 97 to
the end.
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in logic and mathematics. Now, to which of these pigeonholes
could religious and theological language be plausibly said to be-
long? It certainly could not belong to the last-mentioned class;
for, as we have seen, to be a truth of logic involves saying nothing
whatever about what is the case. Statements so informative and
important as ‘God exists’ or ‘God does not exist’ cannot reason-
ably be taken as tautologies. If religious language is fact-stating
language (the positivist went on), then there must be some ob-
servational tests that would verify these ‘facts’, or at least some
tests that would falsify them. For fact-stating language derives its
meaning from the possibility of such experimental checks. If a
statement could ot be verified or falsificd by any imaginable test,
then, whatever else it might be doing, it could not be stating a
fact. But God is not a being such that we can point at him, saying,
‘Lo, here!’ or ‘Lo, there!’, or hear him or see him, or bring for-
ward indubitable evidence from which he might be inferred. So it
seemed no more plausible to say that statements about God were
testable by observation or experiment and thus properly class:ed
as fact-stating. If these two options were rejected by the positivist,
only the third remained—religious language evoked emotic?n,
€Xpressed feeling, and nothing more. Its paradoxes and mysteries
H}erely disguised the nonsense it really was, if co.n51dered as
giving information about the world and our place in it.

And so the positivists believed they had ‘eliminated’ theolc?gy.
But one cap easily understand why many theologians were lltfle
Perturbed at their boast to have done so. For it was in scientific

NZuage that the positivists were plainly most interest:ed. When

€Y denied that a fact-stating assertion could be meaningful un-

ess there were experimental checks relevant to verifying it, this
Made most sense (indeed very good sense) in the context of the
fclentist’s laboratory reports. As Sir Arthur Eddington put it,

€ meaning of a scientific statement is to be ascertained by
reference to the steps which would be taken to verify it.” But they

'd not convince the theologian that a theory of meaning that
Worked reasonably well in one restricted context could be used as

10



Contemporary Philosopky and Christian Apologetics

a sure touchstone of sense and nonsense in every other sphere. At
any rate, what the positivist himself said about meaning sounded
very like a piece of the metaphysics he scorned. If the positivist
denied this, and said instead that his theory of meaning was a pro-
posal about how we might most profitably use words like
‘meaningful’ and ‘nonsense’, then the theologian had no qualms
about rejecting that proposal—as very unprofitable to Aim.

It might have been better in the long run for theology if these
short ways with the positivists had not been taken as excusing
theologians from any further study of the movement. To shrug
off the positivist challenge to religion in this way is to under-
estimate its seriousness. That central challenge (the demand for
verification or falsification) has been presented more recently by
some philosophers not themselves positivists in the strict sense,
and certainly not committed to positivistic theories of meaning,
rigid and over-simplified as they were. For example, Professor
Antony Flew puts the main question to the theologian in this
way: How difterent would the world have to be before you would
decide that you could not reasonably go on believing? What
would have to be different? If something is being asserted by the
believer, he argues, then something else must simultaneously be
denied. His statements cannot both be meaningful and com-
patible with any kind of world or any kind of experiences. What
the believer says about God’s love can hardly be compatible
with any amount of pain, any amount of unrelieved catastrophe.!
Now Flew suspects that those apparently highly meaningful
claims that the Christian makes (“There is an all-good, all-
powerful God’) are in fact vacuous claims. There seem to be no
circumstances, real or imaginable, which would be accepted by
believers as falsifying them. (‘God will always love me’ is taken as

compatible even with ‘I, or someone I love, may contract in-
operable cancer.”)

1 See the discussion ‘Theology and Falsification’ in New Essays in Philo-

sophical Theology, edited by A. G. N. Flew and A. C. MacIntyre (London:
S.C.M., 1955%), pp- 96 ft.
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Nevertheless, as Fley, well realizes, this is not quite true of ?11
elievers, Sometimes 3 theologian /s prepared to state what cir-
cumstances woyld falsify his beliefs, what states of aﬁ’aix:s would
count decisively against them and make it irrational for him to go
on believing, The value of this modified verification-challenge is
precisely this, that j; forces a theologian to expose the very nerve
of his position, 1o become clear with himself (and to express t0
Other People) on what s theology stands or falls. Anc.l 1nc1den't'
ally he may discover by his very inability to do this that his
theology is logically confused, or not at any point properly an-

chored to reality, . .

In any case, the linguistic philosopher, having dehve.red dlS
challenge, mys; humbly examine any serious attempt that is mahe

to say what would count against the Christian claxr.ns. ;h:

initiatjve must pass, temporarily at least, to the theologllfm. 1he

Catholic apologist, for instance, may say that the only. t 1:ng o

would coupt decisively against the statement ‘God exists” wou ‘
¢ the non-exjstence of the world as a whole. /f there exists

world (which, would be difficult even for the philosop her. o

deny), then there myst exist also a Ground and Source ?fﬂ}s .?X‘St‘

€1 namely God, 1, 8o on from there, the linguistic p 1lf05}?e'

Phier woulq "aturally have to examine whatever form ohf

‘Coslf{l;?ilOgical Argument’ the apologist was using. Everything

would depend o, its validiry, .

o F Christians bz tritZd to meet the problem by saym% thz:
God exists is not jp any way verifiable or falsxﬁal?le, an‘Gyd
o SXpress SOMething more ‘than a feeling or attitude. i I:)
SISES’s ‘God Joyeg me’ express ‘slants’ on the world, a slant. lh e,
o Instance, ™Y confidence in nature’s regularity. I can nen; er
Prove.nor disprove the statement ‘Nature is always re.gu ar’.
EVel’l.lf on ten Successive repetitions of an ‘identical’ S§lentlﬁc
expeflment I obtaineq ten different results, I should hesitate to
3, Nfiture isno longer regular’: but say instead, ‘I’m no expert-
Mmenter’. Wi, religioyg statements too, rather than let an.ythmg

cOunt againg them, rather than deny God’s existence, his love
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n my ]
Provig

etc., I may say, ‘I’'m blind, corrupted ;
unable to penetrate to the mysteries of

This reply fails to satisfy many Christigng as well as sceptics.
It ignores the extent to which traditiong] Christianitv has ad-
mitted that had certain events, allegedly historicy] iot waken
place, distinctively Christian .bezlef would be falsified "If p
not raised, your faith is vain.” Pain_ g, ering de.ath Jo count
against belief in God’s goodness and Iove, The,great question is
whether the impact of the person of Jeg and the witness of his
Church do not tip the balance back to faith, revealing more about
ultimate reality than the evi/s reveal.

But even supposing we thought that 1},
balance, would we yet be sure that we kpe
when we attributed that goodness and },
being, not simply to Jesus of Nazareth, by to the unconditioned,
infinite, eternal God? Mr. Ian Crombie too up that question in
an influential article.! He began by denying that the meaning-
fulness of religious utterances is eroded away (as Flew thinks) by
radical modification of everyday senseg until no empirical claim
is really being made. Crombie held that words like ‘love’ and
‘goodness’ retain their ordinary senses when predicated of God.
We have it on the authority of Christ and hjg interpreters that the
man who acts towards God as towards a being who loves him will
be acting with complete propriety and fittingness, although he is
quite unable to say what it is like for God 1o love, or to be good.
But how does he deal with the problems of meaning in the word
‘God’ itself? For it is just the ordinary sense of ‘God’ that baffles
understanding. Crombie does not return at thjs point to the old
arguments for God’s existence, or rather he does not rely on their
argumentative force. Yet he sees, in certain of these, ways of
manceuvring our thought away from ordinary experience in
a particular direction that might be called the direction of the

udgement by sin,
ence.’

€se might tip back the
W what we were saying
at love, not to a human

1 This appears (together with statements of the two other views sketched

in immediately above) in the same volume of essays. The authors of these
other views are R. M. Hare and B. Mitchell.
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transcendent, They make a gesture, he thinks, which lets us know,
owever dimly, to what or to whom we speak when we addregg
‘God’ in Prayer. Even if there is muddled logic in arguing frop,
the ‘contingency’ and instability of the world to an unchangip,
divine ground of being, that muddled movement of thought may,
P US t0 give ‘God’ 2 kind of shadowy sense, and redeem thg
word from being a mere meaningless noise. This may be enough
for faith. Fy| verification of our religious beliefs, however, can hq
ad only on the other side of death. In this life the evidence can
never be complete, L
I sha] mention only two respects in which Crornble.s Inter-
Pretation might he held 1o be vulnerable. First, it might he
questioned whether hjs ‘non-argumentative’ use of t‘he tradmonal
‘proofs’ really can do what he believes it can do, without h{“’mg
unconsciously to ignore their logical flaws, and (morrlxentanlglat
east) Pretending that the arguments are sound after all. S}TCOH : Y,
One can agree ¢q 5 postponement of verification to the }e]real.ter
only if one believes i possible to speak intelligibly of suc 1a ife,
. nly if sense can be given to the idea of ‘surviving death lor of
Tesurrectiop’, And a good deal of worried djscuss}on }}llas chit'e]y
8One on ahoyy Whether personal identity could survive the radica]
CIISIS of deay, the debate continues. been raiseq
.~ 010t pursye thege questions here; but they have c‘l? cus‘s' e
Inorder ¢ draw ope conclusion about the course of the lsh f: ;O.H
1tself, 1 should be clear by now how fruitful a demand the alst-
fication demand }5 been, when presented in such a way as to g}lxve
the theologiap, Maximm scope, freedom of play, in stating what
10 him counts for and against the faith he holds. But, once assume
0im tq accept the demand, to answer it after his own fashion, and
1mmediately the philOSOpiler (unless he retires from the fray) is
Plnnged into 5 discussion as much of technical theology as ?f
EI};JJIOSSP hf):' :TO 8lance at those specimen answers makes this
S— Hlstory verifies the Faith’; . . . the old arguments can
COllaIb};:S :liscnssed this at greater length in Metaphysical Beliefs, Wr: ’) tten in
Nwiths, E, Toulmin and A. C. Maclntyre (S.C.M., 1957)-
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cope, if Presented in a new Way’; ‘. - we shal.l knC')W fully here-
after, meanwhile, trust . ..’ All these lead straight into the theo-
logical arena at sundry different points: and all these themes have
been, and are, the subject of theologians’ life-works. The linguis-
tic philosopher may properly congratulate himself on providing
new and more acute instruments of analysis, microscopes for the
detection of confused thought; but he cannot maintain that he has
introduced such novelty or affected such a revolution in philo-
sophical theology, that he can afford to ignore the detailed and
scholarly theological studies of just those questions which his
own inquiry has shown as fundamental to testing the Christian
claims.

Theologians, then, are entirely rightto protest when thephiloso-
pher light-heartedly discusses theological notions, with no regard
to their contexts or their history. They are right to taunt him with
professing to be profoundly interested in linguistic use and yet
making do with the crudest versions of theological concepts,
instead of tracing the actual use these concepts receive in a Barth,
a Brunner, or a Tillich. If he is to continue the discussion, he will
have to do so on theological territory, discussing what actual
theologians have written, and exercising his critical acumen on
thar. He will find no lack of scope. If he commits theological
howlers through ineptitude, that is a more respectable risk to run
than the other risk—the risk of never coming to grips with live
theological issues at all.

This book, in a modest way, seeks to make some contribution
to that next stage in the discussion, and to do so on theological
territory occupied by living writers of some influence. It aims to
discover (within a restricted area, necessarily) how certain theo-
logians are tackling those problems of meaning and verification,
and how far they are providing an answer to the very real hazards
that linguistic philosophy has shown to beset religious language
as such.
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CHAPTER Two
COPING WITH PARADOX

O, says the theologian, acts in the world, but does not have
s being in the world. He has personal and moral attributes,
ium Bout the features, the voice, the conflicts of choice, the
:in I:I;p hsang fEli!ures that go with these in our experience. -As out-
I Prce and time, he can indeed be no object of experience at
ias ,oa: d et he is Most intimately ‘near’, the hearer-of prayer. He
¢ God, ang yet he is Three. Such paradoxical and near-
il;axi?to: al language is the szaple of accounts of God’s nature Cfmj
was ‘gozzﬁ’;fi‘ihfg rhetorif:al extravaga}n;as.t Tza/r%).:;tgyuszns,rea[c;r
though 1}, Ut qQuality, great without q £y cator
g e lack nothing, ruling but from no position, eterna
me’,1
oadox’, he Sceptical philosopher protests, ‘is too optimistic
“olemn 5 word for all this. It would be more honest to
10 possip] 2ge of contradiction, one Whid"l can therefore delmea(;e
“P'¢ being oy all. What sense the right hand puts forwa.r ,
betWeen o Whips away again.’ It looks as if bere the tension
i lI(.)SC’Pher and theologian is at its maximum. .
u ese:’ thnsion’ is not always the right worq: forhz at
When ¢h, ¥ ba{ﬂes the therapeutically minded phllosgptio is
incompatib1 - ©8ian calmly admits that all d‘.lese contra ;]c ; ns,
Ph Say. o 2imS, are there in his writing, just as the philoso-
e~has known they were there and has no intention of
he explain§ 'S the{’lOgy because of their presence. They arise,
(and this s often his last word), from the nature of
! Augustine, De Trinitate.
I6



Coping with Paradox

the object of religious language, a being enormously different
from any other being whatever—if he may be properly called a
being, which is doubtful. Faced with this response, the philoso-
pher easily loses his temper and exclaims: ‘Talking with you is
impossible. No matter what absurdity, inconsistency, incoherence
I locate in your theology, you will (verbally, that is) transform
it into a new exhibition of the divine “‘otherness”. You don’t even
recoil when I accuse you of using language without meaning; for,
you say, God can use our nonsense as the vehicle of his revelation.’
The argument, he feels, has become altogether unreal.

This is the philosopher speaking in excitement and wrath.
Sobering, he will reflect that conversation might become possible
again, if only one riddle could be answered: When is a contradic-
tion not a mere contradiction, but a sublime Paradox, a Mystery?
How can we distinguish a viciously muddled confusion of con-
cepts from an excusably stammering attempt to describe what has
been glimpsed during some ‘raid on the inarticulate’, an object
too great for our comprehension, but none the less real for that?
The philosopher may profitably remind himself that not only in
theology but also in science contradictory notions have had to be
lived with, for quite long periods. Light, for example, has been
studied in our own century by reference to two explanatory
models which were thought to be quite incompatible with one
another—as wave movements and as particle movements. For
years there was no way of knowing whether the dilemma would
ever be resolved: it might have had to be endured indefinitely.
We can see today that scientists were right to retain both models,
despite the conflict between them. Could it not then be the case
that the theologian is also right to hold fast to 4is anomalies, even
though no conciliatory account is likely to be within our intel-
lectual capacity?

Stop there. What did I mean when I said that the scientist
was right to retain the incompatible models? I meant, among
other things, that if he had renounced either (in favour of con-
ceptual tidiness and freedom from paradox), he would have losta

17



© Scientist, that would pe about the biggest sacrifice possible-
And he s rightly unprepared to make it. Suppose we ask the
SaMe question of the theologian: What would be lost if he
Sacrificed either limb of 4is paradoxes or contradictions? Could
€ PUt up a case for retaining them, a case at all parallel to the
SClentist’s

,This looks 2 Promising approach: but we must reckon first
with one 'espect in which the paradoxes in the theologian’s
account of God dg not appear, prima facie, to correspond to those
of the Scientist. Otherwise an important distinction will‘ f'a.d to 1?6
Made. Sceptics have wanted to say that the contradictions in
accounts of Goq entail that there can ée no God, just as the con-
tradiction i, a ‘round square’ entails that nothing can ée a round
Square. Byt nq one has suggested that because we were forced to
use twgo irreconcilable explanatory models for light—that there-
fore there could be no such thing as /ight! But why should no one
Suggest this» Because ‘light’ is ostensively definable; because,
‘th 2tis to 53y, you can switch on a lamp in a dar_k room, and Sa}l’
Thar's light”. "You can draw someone’s attention to an actua
InStance of Wwhat the word ‘light” is used for. Paradox qpiearsl lon}:}’

ool we attempt to gather up all we know al?out lig t, all the
dlﬁerent’ €Xperimentally discovered features of its behaviour into
One exp] i d that two pictures, not one,

Planatory picture, and we fin ! here a tormm

fne.rge\a Particle-picture and a wave-picture. But. where

reCelVes an ostensive deﬁnition, our perplexjty at 1ts n‘atuf'e _can
neve.r fise to such a pitch that we are forced to say, ‘It is im-
EOssxb.le that this should exist’, no matter how unaccountable its

co 0ne.Possible way, therefore, in which the theo.loglan ng.ht
ape Vith his Paradoxes or contradictions is by t:laxmmg that in
oD Situation of the scientist and his own situation are logically
asarzlf] Qiopovan ostenrive definition of ‘God’ is obtainable, as well
identiﬁhg}.]t" God cannot be pointed at, brought forward for
“tion, or indeed made perceptible directly to any of the

18
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senses. But he may be encountered as t},o T

have a knowledge of him ‘by acquaintance? Sou }?f prayer. I may
to my glance up at the sun or the lamp) 1 rrlllc th.at (al’lal‘ogOil’S
eye’ directly to his presence. And if I cap g, th?y rlalse rrllylr1 souh;
still have not reso/ved the paradoxes, T ¢qp, e Is, t }:erll, alt o:};g .
threat to my faith. In Chapters Three and F;Vlt tu?m wi }r:'s
claim to /-7"%ou encounter with God, . ur I examine thi

Buber, Brunner, and Farmer. It is obvy;
ostensive definition that is relevant to
important ways from easy standard ¢
‘light’ or ‘red’ or ‘sour’. We shall hay
many differences put the definition ip
be sure that we are singling out one bej
whether the theologian (like the scientj
what is ostensively defined from what
what has been so defined. In this ing
there are numerous ambiguities and

procedure, which make it very unlikely thgay God can be osten-
sively defined, or that we can have gy}, sure ‘knowledge by
acquaintance’ of God as the theologian neegs to make his case.
If we assume for the moment that the objections raised in
Chapters Three and Four are sound, what alternative ways are
there, if any, of coping with the problem? Ope way suggests itself
of avoiding those particular difficulties withoys abandoning all
hope of some sort of ostensive definition,
Since Jesus said, ‘He that hath seen me hath seen the Father’,
the theologian might maintain that ostensive definitions of God
consist in pointing at Jesus. ‘I and my Father are one’: well,
then, does this not give us all we need? For if the invisible,
intangible God cannot be singled out for ostensive definition, God
incarnate may be so singled out. In fact it might be held that the
point of the incarnation was just that this should happen. Thus a
‘Christocentric’ theology can be built up, a theology that seeks
to construe all statements about God as, in the end, statements
about Jesus. Some features of this theological approach, a very

19

ases like the definition of
€ 10 inquire whether these
Jéopardy, whether we can
ng without ambiguity, and
st) takes care to distinguish
We may go on to say about
ury we shall conclude that
uncertainties in the whole
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influential one at the present time, are considered in Chapter Five.
To anticipate once again: I shall argue that it is outstandingly
successful in according to the incarnation that centrality in Chris-
tian thought which it merits, but in so doing it raises serious new
problems of its own. The gravest of these appear when one asks
about the relation between Jesus and God the Father. This rela-
tion certainly cannot be identity, despite the texts quoted above;
for Jesus came from God, prayed to him, asked why he had for-
saken him, and went back to God. This approach does not reckon
adequately with the great logical gulf between talk about the man
Jesus and talk about the transcendent deity. We start out hoping
to be able to do for ‘God” what pointing will do for ‘light’, and
to do this by pointing at Jesus instead. But to analyse‘ thi§ pro-
cedure in some detail shows it to be disappointingly rich in the
production of new paradoxes of its own. N .

Let us suppose now that ostensive definition, 1'>ot1'1 direct and
indirect, fails. We are now in the position of a scientist who not
only had contradictory explanatory models of sc;omethmg or other,
but was a/so unable to say, ‘Look; there is an instance oj.f~ th?t I
am talking about.’ It is tempting to capitu.late; here, aqdhu‘nagm;
that the only option left would be to cIa:ssrfy God’ wit df-oun
square’, taking both as notions that are internally contra 1ct%§y
in a vicious way, and which therefore cannot.rgf:er to any possible
existent. But there is a yet unconsidered possibility: anc.i aga(;n the
scientist may provide us with an analogy. Suppose that in order t?
make sense of certain experimental data a scientist Pos;ts a }??W
sub-atomic particle ‘P’. Attributing certain properties tc? P helps
with the framing of useful hypotheses which he otherwise could
not frame. But the more he investigates 7, the more conceptual

difficulties he finds in mapping its total behaviour. He cannot

describe P without using paradoxical language. More annoying

still, because P is sub-atomic, he cannot get hold of an inszance of

it, so as to exhibit its reality to himself and his collea.gues. T}}e

most he can do is to record the probability of there being a P in

such and such a position at such and such a time. His laws about
20
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the behaviour of Ps are statistical laws, not laws accurately
governing the behaviour of individual Ps in accurately described
circumstances. We may assume that in such a situation we should
be forced to say that P cannot be ostensively defined.! But need
the scientist abandon the concept of P because of that? Notat all.
He would be still justified in positing P because of its value in
framing hypotheses, in making sense of phenomena that without
it would remain unpredictable, or unrelated to better understood
phenomena. If he is challenged as to why he believes there are Ps,
when he can neither single them out nor speak of them without
paradox, he is entitled to appeal to all those theoretical and prac-
tical advantages which are his only through his ‘belief in’ Ps.
Now the theologian. If ostensive definition fails him, could
he not say exactly the same? ‘If we were to abandon all talk of
“God” (paradox-ridden though it is), we should immediately
cease to be able to make sense of many things which that concept
does make sense of. Far more sensible, then, to hold on to the
paradoxes than to jettison the religious language.” This would
imply that certain experiences (say of beauty or of absolute moral
demands), or certain events in history, can be far better under-
stood if brought into relation with the idea of God, or maybe
not understood at all until they are brought into relation with it.
Chapters Six and Seven discuss claims of this kind regarding
historical events; in particular the critical events recorded in the
New Testament. Chapter Eight asks: How much more sense, if
any, does belief in God make of mora/ ideas? Or, putting it the
other way round, is moral seriousness equally possible to be-
liever and sceptic, or possible only to the believer? These three
chapters are thus concerned with God as the alleged explanation of
limited sets of events or experiences of particular types. In Chap-
ters Nine and Ten I look at some arguments that try to show that
nothing whatever can be explained without invoking God. As far

1 It may be that in fact scientists are not confronted with this situation in
regard to any actual particle. Our illustration would not be affected. It is
sufficient if the situation is conceivable: which it is.
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as these arguments go, our experiences and the actual course of
events might have been radically different from what they are
and were, without impairing the clearest and greatest testimony
to God’s existence, namely the existence of a universe that re-
quires him as its author and sustainer.

Again our conclusions are reluctantly negative. God may be
the explanation demanded by some set of events or by the sum
of events: but the groups of arguments discussed here do not
seem to me to establish their case. If ostensive definition and ex-
planatory hypothesis both fail as attempts to justify retaining the
logically tortured language of religion, it is very hard to see what
justification is left. )

The believer may say that he is willing to dispense with the
whole idea of justification, and to continue believing nevert’heless.
He may simply declare that, for him, to be confronted w_lth the
Jesus of the New Testament is to be compelled to 'woFshlp, and
to be compelled to accept Jesus’ uniquely authoritative words
about himself and about God. Verification, explanation are re-
ligiously irrelevant (and irreverent) ideas. One cannot be reasoned
into belief, nor have one’s belief rationally justiﬁf{d ; one can On]iy
be converted, make the leap of faith. This position cannot be
refuted, since no reasoned objection can reach to its flervf?—}:a
Nerve avowedly non-rational. It provides the first topic ot the
final chapter. )

The second topic is this. Little serious thought is grven usually
to the religiously minded person who does suspect a total f:allure
In theology, who finds (unlike the bold believer referred to in t'he
last Paragraph) that he cannot without losing his intellectual m-.
tegrity retain any sort of Christian orthodoxy, and to whom yet
the loss of all belief is a bewildering prospect. How far, we shall
ask, can something like a religious orientation of life be retained—

€venin a ‘dark night of the intellect’? The fear that nothing of this
can bfa kept constantly drives people to cling desperately and
‘ci:s]h;:ngly to discredit-ed arguments for belief, VV.hiCh for‘ them
no more than rationalizations of a wi// to believe, a will not
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to lose all sense that life has a ‘meaning’ nor to have to discard
those imaginative sources of moral enrichment which the myths,
parables, symbols, stories of the Bible had furnished abundantly
in a time of belief. The knowledge that there may be ‘prepared
positions’ to which to withdraw if orthodox faith breaks down—
that life can still have meaning and the parables and symbols still
be effective—can give a person a measure of reassurance, which
enables him to continue the theological debate with a greater
calm of mind than if he felt continually on a precipice-edge.

No doubt, those who believe that the precipice-edge is the very
best place to keep a man while the Gospel is preached to him (or
at him) will protest at this bid to relieve his anguish. Philosophy,
it will be said, may require the tranquillity of the study, but not so
the theology of crisis and commitment. But then, one of the things
that these studies hope to show is that even t4ose kinds of theology
speak a language that can be coherent or in-coherent, sensible or
nonsensical. They can manage skilfully their points of contact
with ordinary language; or muddle these in a murk of ambiguity.
All these possibilities interest the philosopher of religion; as in-
deed they ought to interest the theologian himself. If they have
not interested him enough recently, one might infer with fair
confidence that the precipice, although a good place from which
to take leaps, has not proved so congenial to clear thinking,.
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CHAPTER THREE
‘ENCOUNTERS’ (1)

T EEE———

THEOLOGIANS who believe that it is possible to encounter
God directly, and so to offer, as we have been saying, some
kind of ostensive definition of him, have recently been arguing
along the following lines.

If God were an object like a hidden vein of gold or a heavenly
body, too small or too remote for the telescope, then observation
and argument, verifying procedures and speculation might be
adequate for searching him out. But if he is no object, if instead he
is a person, the whole situation is changed, and quite another
approach to him is demanded. We approach ¢ings in detachment,
confident that they will passively suffer our scrutiny, that our
discoveries about them can be corroborated by others. Persons, on
the other hand, reveal themselves fully only if we renounce our
detachment and enter into reciprocal relations with them. The im-
pact a person makes upon me may be unique to the point of being
incommunicable to anyone else. The abstractness of speculation
or systems of ideas is quite hostile to the immediacy and con-
creteness of personal encounters. Even if apologists successfully
demonstrated by argument that God exists, such speculation
could lead only to a ‘God of the philosophers’, to an impersonal,
remote First Principle. The living God, the God of Abraham,
can be authentically known only to the man who addresses
him as Thou, who finds him in the unique directness of personal

contact.
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Of course, a human being is not distinctively personal in all
circumstances or forever. He weighs so many stones, occupies so
many cubic feet; he stumbles or sits on his hat when wishing to
be most thoroughly poised and personal. He also dies. God, how-
ever, never becomes an /z, an object: he is eternally a Thou only.
There is no detecting Ais presence by bumps on the stair or even a
whispered word or the glimpse of a face. We cannot, with Aim,
point or glance in this or that direction, and say, ‘There, he is
coming now.” We have only that felt sense of personal meeting,
a sense of addressing and being addressed. He leaves no marks of
his presence such that we might say—This proves he is with us.’
There is nothing for the camera or the tape-recorder. For all
these and the like evidences involve the degrading of God from
being a pure Z*#ou to an Iz, passively at our disposal.

We should therefore be advised to cease demanding the im-
possible, that the existence of God should be verifiable like the
presence of a chair or a table, or leave traces like a burglar who
drops his jemmy. We have no right to expect the ostensive defini-
tion of ‘God’ to be in every respect parallel to that of ‘light’ (in our
original example). The one appropriate procedure is to entrust
ourselves in prayer to the being who is properly only talked o,
not theorized about. There need be no fear of rendering our faith
irrational or unsupported through this exchange. Instead of
depending on uncertain chains of reasoning, we should depend
on a self-authenticating direct awareness of God; a knowledge by
acquaintance, from which all fallible inference-steps are absent.
If the philosopher declares himself unhappy about this exchange,
and suspects that it disguises a retreat to a pietistic concern with
feelings and attitudes only, then he can be accused of shirking the
venture of faith, a venture not of swallowing hard doctrine, but of
self-commitment to the divine Zhou, a commitment without
which God’s being remains veiled from us. Or if he tries but fails
to have any sense of encounter with God, we must conclude that
he is insensitive to the divine Z%ou, much as a colour-blind man is
insensitive to certain colour-distinctions or a tone-deaf man to
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musical intervals. Only, zAis insensitivity, unlike the others, may

be ultimately rooted in sin.

A very considerable number of non-Roman Catholic theo-
logians writing today endorse these views or similar ones. Diver-
gences would of course appear as soon as we asked questions
about exactly 4ow the divine—human encounter takes place, the
role of symbol and sacrament in meeting God, and the extent to
which God is known ‘through’ Christ. In this and the following
chapter, however, we shall be much more concerned with what
unites these theologians than with what sunders them. And no
single writer has contributed more influentially to the statement
of those views than has Martin Buber, to whose work we shall
first turn, )

Buber’s analysis of personal relations, given classi.cal expression
in his short but difficult book 7 and Thou, has pr0V§ded not only

e central thesis—that knowledge of God is irreducibly personal,

. : ’
but also much of the vocabulary, the distinctions, the either /or’s,

which the discussion of that thesis continues to empl;l))y. To
Buber, the two ‘primary words’ /~7. hou and /—It, describe two
rms of our relation

ﬁlndamemauy different, mutually exclusive fo Four refas
toour world, A being is an 7z to us when we study it with a vxfew;]/
o Manipulating it, mastering it, classifying it, comparing it m}:
other things, Human beings also are /es (or what comes to t ;
Same thing, Hes and Skes) when regarded in these ways, treate
3s objects of our curiosity, sources of useful information, or ex-
Ploitable means to our pleasure. In these cases we are not, in
Bu}?er’s language, properly in relation with persons as persons:
their persona being eludes us entirely. /-7t relations must Inevit-
W}Z dggﬁnate many aspects of our living; but the m;a(rclI scrl ::101;2;:}::
fr Ws only 77+ and is a stranger to /-Thou is €
o fr,eedOm and from ‘real life’.

canAtsix;n;-ﬁgl ¢ relation can span both things and peoplf;iio é:::

cease to he ou relation. A natural object, say a mounh t,

for a fine ViSEGn asan obstacle to the road-builder or as the stance

€W or a likely haunt for the eagle, and become for me
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a Thou in Buber’s sense, something with which I am directly
related, aware of its individuality, its uniqueness. I am not in thjs
case concerned with this or that aspect of it, but I simply contem-
plate it as it is in itself, ‘bodied over against me’.! There is here
even a faint sense of reciprocity. The mountain or lake or tree
‘has to do with me, as I with it—only in a different way . . . Rela-
tion is mutual’.?

With human beings naturally, the reciprocity is much more
explicit. To know a person is not merely to know that his eyes
are grey, his hair brown, his patience inexhaustible. It is not to
know any list of characteristics, however long a list. If what we
are out to do is take note of characteristics, we are still in the rela-
tion of /-7t, the spectator vis-d-vis the odject of his scrutiny. In
sharp contrast,

I do not experience the man to whom Isay 7/ou. But I take my
stand in relation to him, in the sanctity of the primary word.
. . . in the act of experience Thou is far away.

All real living is meeting.3

All human /-T%ou encounters pave the way for the encounter
with the eternal T/ou. Conviction of God’s existence is not the
result of any process of argument, for God is ‘the Being that is
directly, most nearly, and lastingly, over against us, that may pro-
perly only be addressed, not expressed’.* The moment a person
begins to make an inventory of the features of the person who
has been Z#ou to him, that person becomes /: instead. But when
someone detaches himself from the divine encounter and tries to
give it objectivity by listing whatever half-glimpsed features he
can recall of zhat meeting, he finds the original situation is being
far more radically warped in the very describing of it. He sets out
to speak of God, but finds he has spoken of something else, or
discovers with dismay that he has nothing to speak of at all. But

1 Martin Buber, J and Thou (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1937), p. 8.
2 1bid., loc. cit. 8 1bid., pp. 9, 11. 4 Jbid., pp. 8o fL.
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from the poverty of our descriptions nothing follows about the
fact of the encounter itself. Indeed, the /~T#hou relation is con-
summated, becomes fully pure, only in the encounter with God
as ‘absolute person’.

All this is the merest paraphrase of Buber’s central teaching.
Further aspects of it will emerge during the comments and criti-
cisms I am going on to make. But first it may be helpful to sub-
stantiate the claim that the Jewish thinker, Buber, has profoundly
influenced many of the best-known Christian theologians. The
new emphasis on meeting rather than thinking about is nowhere
clearer than in Emil Brunner’s The Divine—Human Encounter.
Brunner aims to return to ‘Reformation principles’ by rejecting
both what he calls ‘objectivist’ and ‘subjectivist’ standpoints with
regard to our knowledge of God. Knowing God, Brunner be-
lieves, is not receiving revealed information about him (the ob-
jective view): but it is no truer to say that God is known through
the devout feelings of worshippers (the subjective option). Deny-
ing both alternatives, Brunner says he is known only through en-
countering him in faith. This is not the communicating of in-
formation, but an ‘event . . . an act’. Faith is no simple ‘believing
that’ such and such is the case, but is ‘the single “‘answering”
acceptance of the Word of God’. Knowing God is not analogous
to making a scientific discovery, but is much more clearly analo-
gous to our encounters with human beings.?

Professor H. H. Farmer in The World and God follows Buber
in making the strongest contrast between knowledge of /ts and
knowledge of Zhous. He holds that personal awareness has an
immediacy or directness, which guarantees its distinctiveness.
It is perceived within a ‘direct responsive relationship’. God as
personal is perceived most clearly in the pressure upon us of
unconditional values, which can be interpreted most reasonably
as the impact of his will. The experience of divine encounter ‘in
the nature of the case must be self-authenticating and able to

" Emil Brunner, The Divine—Human Encounter (London: S.C.M., 1944),
PP- 15, 20, 28, 34, 49, 0.
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shine in its own light, independently of the abstract reflections of
philosophy . . .

Karl Barth is equally sure that God does not present himself to
us as an object for verification. God is the ‘Subject that remains
indissolubly Subject’. He sees, however, as some theologians
seem (oddly) to forget, that a person who loves someone may well
choose to put himself in some sense ‘at the disposal’ of the other.
To remain hidden and elusive would tend to thwart rather than
further their love. In the Incarnation God does exactly this: puts
himself at man’s disposal; permits man to touch and handle,
even to kill. But Barth’s position is a complex one. He denies
that through successful historical research, say, belief could be
Jorced on someone. For knowledge of Christ also must remain
personal knowledge. He cannot be known like an object at the
mercy of the researcher, but only in encounter.

In numerous Christian theologies (including the ones just
mentioned) Buber’s views are not simply reproduced, but are
often considerably transformed. Perhaps the most frequent change
is the intensifying of Buber’s already dramatic contrast between
the standpoints of /-Z%ou and /-7t. Sin comes to be regarded as a
kind of imprisonment in the world of /~/¢; that is to say, an in-
ability to respond as a person to others. But our immediate pur-
pose is not greatly complicated by variations on the main /-7%ou
theme: for that purpose is to appraise critically the whole attempt

to argue for an immediate, self-authenticating encounter with
God.

2

The main features of this approach can only be welcomed by
the philosopher of religion. If the methods of verification that
philosophers bring to religious statements are suitable for con-
firming the existence of objects, and if God is ‘irreducibly Subject’,

1 H. H. Farmer, The World and God (London: Nisbet, 1935), pp-. 9, 14, 18,
23 f,, 158, 162.
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irreducibly personal, the application of these methods will quite
misleadingly (perhaps falsely) proclaim that God does not exist.
This warning is salutary, not only to the traditional ‘rational
theologian” with his speculative arguments for God’s existence,
but equally to the linguistic philosopher whose ‘hangover’ from
positivism tempts him to think of verification as par excellence the
confirmation of scientific hypotheses.

The religious person is always on edge, and rightly so, lest talk
about God should for some reflective people replace prayer and
self-committal 10 God, lest these people should exchange the all-
important encounter with God for the (far less important) enter-
taining of more or less adequate ideas about him. The theology of
Zand Thou certainly ensures that the language of prayer is given
priority over the language of reflection.

Yet we have to ask if the strongest claims of this theology are
justified: if knowledge of God as personal can be entirely self-
authenticating, or whether there is room here for (anc.l even
likelihood of) error and illusion. Can we accept that sharp dl}'ISl(?n
—either arguments for God or personal encounter; nothing in
between? Are there no checking-procedures relevant to the en-
Counter of person with person? Or does all ‘checking’ necessarily
degrade persons to the status of things? If the vital analogy here
is that between meeting people and meeting God, have the .theo-
logians established this analogy firmly enough to bear the weighty
Superstructure that they have reared upon it?

It is most unlikely that any conclusive argument could be
brOught against someone’s claim to have met God in personal en-
counter. The great problem, we shall see, is to fathom how far this
claim is in fact a bare record of the immediate encounter, as it
PUrports to be, and how far that experience has been interpreted
Sand Perhaps misinterpreted) by the subject in his very attempt to
‘make sense’ of it. Whom or what was he aware of directly meet-
Ing—‘the God of our Lord Jesus Christ’, God as ‘Creator of

©aven and earth’, a Supernatural being, or a ‘numinous’, awful
Presence? The question, which of these or other possible answers
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he will give, is of the first importance; for if the original direct en-
counter was with a being known in the last-mentioned way—as a
holy and dreadful Presence—then one could not claim to have
been aware, directly and immediately, of (say) God as Father of
Jesus Christ. The judgement, ‘I encountered the God revealed
uniquely in the New Testament’ would be an indirect, not a
direct judgement. It would depend on inferences that could not
themselves claim ‘self-authentication’. We shall also have to con-
sider the objection that such certainty as the Christian claims
for his encounters with God can be had only by ‘subjective’
or ‘psychological’ statements: statements not to the effect that
such and such exists or is the case, but that I have such and such
sensations and feelings, and no more. And from statements
as cautious as those one may 7ot infer any equally certain state-
ments about the world, about things or persons other than the
speaker.

In the encounter between man and God, Brunner says:

An exchange takes place . . . which is wholly without analogy
in the sphere of thinking. The sole analogy is in the encounter
between human beings, the meeting of person with person.

Human encounters, however, are unstable and impure. They
alternate between genuine /-Thou relations and degraded /-7t

relations. But they can still serve as a guide to what pure /~Thou
encounter with God must be.

When I stand opposite to God, I am face to face with him who

unconditionally is no ‘something’, who in the unconditional
sense is pure ‘“Thou’!

That is to say, human encounters provide the classical analogy
with divine-human encounters. We can move, in thought, away
from the imperfections of our Auman-encounter examples to-
wards an idea of the perfection of the meeting with God. This we

1 The Divine—Human Encounter, pp. 59 f.
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do by thinking away all that remains of /-7, all vacillating be-
tween experiencing the other as personal and as object, until there
remains nothing at all of object-knowledge, only pure encounter
with a Thou.

The use of the words ‘pure’ and ‘mixed’ or ‘impure’ of en-
counters implies that we could construct a scale of relative purity
(within our experience of human meetings) and then project it
to its limiting, extreme case in the encounter with God. If we
cannot give meaning to this movement of thought, then we shall
not be able to understand exactly what ‘pure’ and ‘impure’ signify
here. But that breakdown in meaning would have serious con-
sequences. We should not know what elements in the analogy
direct us towards understanding the encounter with God, and
what elements do not. We want above all to know whether the
rails of analogy on which Brunner sets us run smoothly in the
direction he points. And it is exactly this that begins to look
uncertain. Consider three situations:

() Suppose I am talking to someone, and suddenly notice that

he is looking at me in an odd and disquieting way. What, 1 ask
myself, is he up to? I decide he is simply and literally looking az
me, observing carefully my hand and arm movements, taking
note of what I do with my eyes, how I modulate m
feel as if I were in a shop-window on show, not engage

is meant to be mutual conversation. bei
. . ’

This situation would pass as radically ‘impure’. I am eg‘g

treated as an Jz. (Perhaps the other man is studying me 1n Ot er

to be able to imitate me at a party.)

y voice. I
d in what

(4) T have known Tom for a short time only, but our rel.anons
are rapidly becoming friendly and relaxed. He sits opposite me
now, and he watches my hand, arm, and eyes, listens to my VvOIce.
But I should want to say that he does not use these as objects of
curiosity, but uses them in order to enter into living relation with
me. In this case, the impurity is much lessened.
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(c) John is my fast and long-established friend. He is walk-
ing with me, and it is half-dark. We do not mind not being
able to sce hands, arms, eyes very clearly. There are long pauses
between our remarks. But the silences are not wastes of time or
embarrassing failures in rapporz. We are still nearer Brunner’s

‘purity’.

In view of these illustrations, does it not look as if there is a
scale here of, first, diminishing concern with human beings as
objects; and, second, increasing purity of /—Z%ou relationship?
Why should this not be projectible quite meaningfully and help-
fully to its limit in man’s meeting with God, alone ‘purely per-
sonal’? It is tempting to say ‘“Why not indeed?’: but we should be
most incautious, if we did. Is it true that in moving from (a) to
(¢) the physical events (hands, eyes, voice, in movement and
sound) have become progressively less essential; or have they re-
mained quite essential in each case, although approached, used,
attended to, in different ways, or checked up on less and less fre-
quently because of the increasing intimacy of the people con-
cerned? If the second alternative were correct, then purification
would 7ot have been shown to run parallel to dwindling reliance
on ‘knowing facts about’ the other man, and the movement of
thought which the analogy demands would not manage even to
start.

Before we examine this possibility, we have to distinguish three
different questions, which often become woefully confused.
They refer to three different situations in which verification-
problems may arise quite naturally in human relations.

(i) We may ask, ‘Is there someone in the room, or is that a heap
of clothes, a bolster in the bed, the shadow of a suitcase?’ This
sort of question may be answered without any need to enter
into /-Thou relations with the person, if person there be. We

turn up the light, pull back the bedclothes, look in the corner,
and so on.
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(ii) We may ask, ‘Is James really unhappy, or does he show all
the signs of misery, while being inwardly light of heart?” This is a
problem about our knowledge of other people’s minds. In prac-
tice, we may have to become a close friend of James before we can
be sure in all circumstances, if ever we can be sure. But still we are
dealing with what Buber would insist was an /—/¢ relation; con-
cerned with the discovery of facts about a person, facts that we
can express in general terms—he really is sad, he really is a
practical joker, he really is insane. As in the other case, we are
quite dependent on the evidence of our senses, or on what James
does, says, or betrays of his state of mind.

(iii) We may ask, ‘How can I describe my personal relations with
John, the peculiar impact his personality makes on me?” Any list,
however extended, of his characteristics allows the all-imp'orta.mt
thing, the uniqueness, to slip through unexpressed. To do justice
to it, I should have to add an account of all I have .done .wn:h
John, places visited together, the thousand chats and discussions,
exchanges of letters: for all these more or less determine the
timbre of our relationship. But how could anyone else sense the
exact flavour these give it for me? General terms here seem to
break down; and, significantly, they fail us just when a relation-
ship appears most definitely to become /- Thou. ' ..

Yet notice that when we are in an /—7/ou SituatIOI:l, talking
with John, say, by firelight, we may quite easily make mistakes on
each of the three levels we have just spoken of.

(i) I may speak to John, ‘sensing’ his presence with me, although
unknown to me John may have quietly slipped out of the room,
thinking that I had fallen asleep.

(ii) 1 may some day mistakenly interpret John’s excitement as in-
dicating a piece of good fortune; whereas it really is a sign of
nervous tension over some personal crisis that I have not heard

about.
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(iii) Something John tells me one day about himself, or something
I see him do, convinces me that 1 have never really known his
‘centre’ or his true personality. The kaleidoscope is suddenly re-
shuffled, a quite new ‘uniqueness’ is given to my relation with him.
The impression 1 had formerly had of his personality was a
highly particular one, concrete and impossible to generalize about
(like all good /-Thou instances)—yet in some way it was fraught
with illusion. What I believed was the Thou over against me,
directly apprehended, has proved to have been my (false) inter-
pretation of, or construction out of, what John seemed to me to
be. I realize with a jolt what a crucial role is played by knowledge
about John even in my [/ and Zhou relation with him. He is now
quite different to me; and it was the glimpse of an act or hearing
a word that has brought about the change.

The fact that we can make occasional mistakes about encounters
with human beings (as in these examples) would not necessarily
make nonsense of the scale of ‘purity’. What does upset it is a fact
brought out by the same examples—namely, the continuing
importance of ‘knowledge about’ or ‘knowledge ¢4a¢’ in even the
most intimate relationships. Only the unexpected disappointment
brings home to us that although we rarely or never /ist the charac-
teristics our friend displays, we presuppose them nevertheless
during every moment of our relationship. My ease of mind during
John’s silences is inductively justified by my memory of the count-
less times he has ended such a silence with words that showed he
had been meditating on someting I had said to him, and not witha
yawn of boredom and a glance at the clock. The longer one has
known somebody, and the more experience one has gathered of
him, the longer the gaps that one can allow between checking in
various ways upon his reaction to what is being said and done.
In tAis sense one is not so dependent on information abouz him, on
facts about what he is /ike, as in less intimate relationships. But
again, this is so only because we assume consistency in our
friend’s personality. Whereas, the actual forms that his consistent

35



Christianity and Paradox

behaviour takes we have had to learn by watching, asking, and
listening.

On the occasions when I sit opposite a friend and observe his
gestures and expression, I am neither looking a¢ these as at so
many objects, nor in the belief that his entire personal being
consists in such overt actions (behaviourism), nor am I looking
‘through’ these to the Aidden personality, as I might look through
the glass of a window, concerned only with the view be.yo.nd.
His behaviour is not being taken as a ‘window’ into hl.S im-
material, ghostly ‘mind’. I admit that his inner life, like mine, is
more than gestures, speech, smiles; but I doubt if we know what
we are saying when we declare that personality and anWIGdgC of
personality are possible without these; I doubt if anything recog-
nizably personal can be left over, once we have mentally stripped
all such behaviour away.

I'think I am saying more than that all human /- T/ou encounters
remain full of ‘impurities’ through their dependence on ‘know-
ledge about’. The peculiar difficulty is to know how even theo-
retically the situation could be improved. If we seriously try to
conceive circumstances in which we might claim to have done
away with all behavioural checks in communing with someone,
we will find either that we have in a peculiar way failed to main-
tain the separate identities of the two people concerned, or d'lalz
we have no means of knowing whether we are in rappor W];t
Someone or not, which do not ultimately rely upon the be-
havioural checks themselves.! For consider the possibilities.

I might imagine that the ideal here would be a state where I did
not have to see John flush, hear him slam doors, and shout, to
kfIOW that he was angry: but simply knew it as John kno.ws it
himself. 1 should feel the ascent of blood to the head, the kinz:s-

etic feelings that go with cry-uttering and door-slamming, the

! Readers of John Wisdom’s Other Minds (Oxford: Blackwell, 1952) qu
Tecognize my occasional borrowings from the illustrations in that bo.ok in

€ Present chapter. They will also need no telling that I am not attempting to
reproduce Wisdom’s own argument faithfully.
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tension and temptation to lose control. But how could this be
distinguished from temporarily becoming Jokn? This would be
not to encounter some other personality, but to assume another
personality. Or, if that sounds too fantastic, one could describe
the situation in quite another way: by saying that instead of en-
countering an angry John (which was my original aim), I now
merely become angry myself—a very different thing.

Alternatively, I might not reproduce John’s sensations, but in-
stead (by telepathy) see a red circle in the air when John was
angry, a blue cross when he felt happy, and so on. But how could
I ever know that this was a dependable ‘code’? Only by checking
up systematically with John himself (speaking to him, listening to
him, watching him), and finding if my circles and crosses did
correspond with his angers and delights. Unless I was prepared to
trust such checks, i.e. to rely on the normal/ ways of discovering
other people’s states of mind, I would have no grounds at all for
saying that my mental diagrams gave me knowledge of his mind.

Notice too that these fantasies have been operating only at
what we have called level (ii)—where the question is an /-7t
question about what someone is thinking or feeling. If we ask
what reciprocal, truly personal relations would be like when
‘purified’ to the point where no ‘knowledge about’ or ‘memory
that’ or behavioural check was involved, the difficulties are enor-
mously magnified.

In face of these reflections, the theologian might well decide
that the analogy between meeting human beings and meeting God
is too weak to carry any apologetic weight. But, rather than
capitulate, he may choose to make a last-ditch stand. He could
make it by staking all on that sense of utter uniqueness that is
involved in all genuine /~T#ou relations. If in fact all description
using general terms fails to capture that uniqueness, surely the
pith of personal-encounter experiences cannot be certain com-
plexes of memories and present sensations: surely, that is, it is
possible for the I-Thou situation to survive the pruning away of
all these impurities?
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This might be plausible, if it were true that individuality and
uniqueness cannor depend on a complex interrelation of general
factors. But we are in a position only to say that it often is hard
to see what all the factors are and how their interrelating could
produce precisely the effect it does produce. This is a recurrent
and familiar situation in art or literary criticism. At first sight it is
simply inexplicable how, say, a simple-looking stanza makes its
wholly individual impact on the reader. It seems incredible that
it could be only a matter of the interrelation of the senses and
sounds of the everyday words that compose it. Thorough ex'ami-
nation may begin to show just how the various suggestions,
associations, near and remote, of these ingredients fuse together;
and even though the analysis failed to account compl'etely for the
effect of the stanza, it might dispel our initial increduhfy. Yes, we
say, the effect is due to a subtle combination of meanings, over-
laying one another, intensifying, qualifying one another. And so
with the impact of one human being on another. Those. factors
mentioned earlier—the strata of memories of all the meetings, all
the shared experiences—all far too numerous and complex to
analyse exhaustively—may well fuse in a closely parallel way, and
generate a similar sense of utter individuality. But to ask for the
Strikingness of that stanza without the words, to expect that
there could be impact of personality without memories and
Sensations, would be like demanding the grin of the Cheshire cat
without the cat jtself, .

To ask someone to think analogically is to ask him (@) to ima-
gine some familiar jtem of experience, which is to afford.a clue to
the nature of what is unknown; and () to give him directions how
t0 modify this item of experience so as to increase its resemblance
0 the unknown and diminish its inadequacy. For exr:lm}l'l'f-‘a.I may
8Ve a child some idea of the solar system by constructing an
arrangement of table-lamps and tennis-balls; directing him to
IMagine the originals as so many thousand times larger than the
models, and different in other, specified ways. But if we are not
able to give clear indication of how to modify the familiar, no
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analogical thinking is possible. It is of no avail to insist nonetheless
that there is an analogy somewhere, though we cannot say quite
where. Now, we have been examining the claimed analogy be-
tween meeting human beings and meeting God as pure person.
We have seen that although different sorts of human relationship
make different sorts of use of bodily features, sounds, and appear-
ances, there is still nothing to suggest that these become pro-
gressively less and less necessary as the relationship becomes
purer: nothing therefore to imply that there is a purest of all re-
lationships, in which they are quite superfluous. We have not been
given the clear directions for modifying the familiar that we must
have for safe analogical thinking. This analogy is like a car that
stalls at the very start of a race.

3

All the same, there might be other ways of speaking about per-
sonal encounter with God that are immune to these criticisms.
We might consider, for example, the presentation of this theme in
the work of H. H. Farmer.

Farmer’s argument begins, promisingly enough, with the
statement that, although personal knowledge of people is in some
sense direct or immediate, it is by no means independent of
‘bodily manifestations’. He denies that

the immediate awareness of personality in another is necessarily
given through any and every impression his body may make
upon us: it is only when those impressions are part of a certain
direct, responsive relationship ... that through them the
dimension of the personal is immediately perceived. . . 2

Nothing said in this chapter conflicts with these claims. We should
especially endorse the distinction between immediacy and

1 The World and God, p. 18.
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independence. Our last few paragraphs have aimed precisely at
heightening this contrast. Nevertheless, it is doubtful whether
Farmer holds on to his own insight consistently. He proceeds to
ask what sort of relation is most distinctively personal, and
answers—the relationship of trust. Central to this is ‘an awareness
of the other’s will as standing over against our own in a certain
polarity or tension’.l Two pages further on this becomes: ‘This
might be said to be what personality supremely is, namely that
type of conscious being who is capable of entering into such a
mutual relationship of trust.” And then, later in the same work,
he speaks of ‘that ultimate polarity of wills which s person?l
relationship’2 From here there is an easy transition to Farmer’s
account of personal knowledge of God. ‘Will’ is the obvious
crucial common factor between human and divine encounter-
€xperiences.

The religious man is aware of a certain peculiar type of re-
sistance being set up within the sphere of his values and prefsf-
ences: the resistance, namely, of absolute, sacred, uncondi-
tional values. . . . jt is in and through the accent of .un.condl-
tionality that the awareness of meeting another’s will in and

through such values is given . . . Whose will is it, then,l‘th.at is
met in such unconditional value-resistance? To the re 1%1ous

mind it is the will of God . . . And ‘will’ means ‘person’.

n

. 4
Enc i i _authenticating, ‘know
ounter with God, once more, is self-aut} y

,

only through direct perception not describable in other terms’.
_ My anxiety about this is that the transition from human to
divine encounters (whether or not valid) has been rn.af;']e to lc.>ok
eceptively smooth, We learn the use of the word ‘wd'l by b.emg
shown People persisting in difficult tasks, ignoring distractions,
grunting and perspiring with effort, and so on. We remember

: The World and God, p. 19. 2 Jbid., p. 162; italics mine.
2bid., pp. 23 1.
Towards Belief in God (London: S.C.M., 1942), Part I, p. 41.
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ourselves clearing our desk of holiday snapshots, keeping our
pen moving though the wrist ached, muttering to ourselves,
‘However long it takes me, I'll finish it tonight.” What is very
doubtful indeed is whether anyone could conceivably be in a
position to say, ‘T am sure X is “willing”, but this is not revealed
through his uttering a command or by signs of tension on his
face or hands, or by other resolute behaviour. Nor did he predict
or promise or otherwise give me reason to believe that he
would exercise his will at this hour of the day.” The point at stake
here is not that Farmer is necessarily wrong when he stresses the
importance of will in personal relations. The misleading move is
in the statement, ‘will means person’. This is true (and trivial) if
it means ‘once you are entitled to claim contact with someone’s
will, you are entitled to claim contact with that person’. For in-
stance, I have heard the resolute commands, seen the clenching of
fists, noted the absence of wavering. This is indeed the Sergeant-
major, and no wraith. But it by no means follows that if I have
an experience that I want to call ‘experiencing a will’ (a sense as of
a will over against me), I am entitled to say, ‘I am therefore in
contact with a person (although the usual manifestations are
lacking).’

This is not to deny that we do have experiences that tempt us
very strongly to say, ‘Another’s will is backing up my own will’;
‘I keep hearing something like a command inside me, and it is not
I who utter it.” The notion of ‘will-resistance’ or ‘will-reinforce-
ment’, where no manifestations occur, does seem intelligible. For
example* (¢) Someone may feel sustained while on active service
by the knowledge that an intimate friend is backing up his morale
with his or her own will. Unfortunately, the sense of the soldier
that this is so cannot be relied upon as an argument to the exis-
tence and continued ‘willing’ of the friend. Unknown to the
soldier, the ftiend may have died, the sweetheart may have be-
come unfaithful. There is a fairy-tale which Louis MacNeice re-
told in his play T%e Dark Tower, in which the hero is given a ring
that infallibly tells by its changes of colour whether or not the

D 41



Christianity and Paradox

hero’s mother still wishes him to endure in his pilgrimage. But in
real life the ‘sense of encounter with a will’ has no such infallj-
bility.

Or again (§) there is the neurotic who is kept from action that
he knows is morally harmless by his sense of a will in opposition
to his own, a will whose behests he must obey at any cost. And
yet the will is nobody’s will, for all its power. It is not his father’s
will; for his father is all affection and sympathy. It is not his father
as he was when the neurotic was a child (although this is nearer
the truth): but it is that child’s distorted and warped impression
of his father—the will, that is, of someone who does not exist
now and never has existed. In neither instance (a) or () can a
safe inference be drawn from ‘sense of will here’ to ‘therefore I
am in personal contact with someone over against me’. '

‘In neither of zhese cases,” Farmer might agree, ‘but my case is
different. For it is in the unique experience of recognizing abs?-
lute valyes that I say our awareness of God as personal will is
given.” Quite: we shall have to examine that particular claim on
its own merits,

The essential contrast on which it depends is that between
asserting a ‘conditional’ and asserting an ‘unconditional’ .value-
judgement. Farmer wants to say that the unconditional ]udge-
ents, those which have priority over all rivals, can be satis-
factorily accounted for only by seeing in them the will of God.
It is only because God wills these policies of condu.ct that they
can come to have absolute and sacred binding authority over me.

As Heim has said, man cannot lay an unconditional on his
°Wn will by his own will.’ 1 ) .

It can be argued, however, that this position contains an im-
Portant inconsistency. If we are going to say that a mor:al prin-
ciple loses a]] jes ‘ifs’ and ‘buts’ by being shown to be willed by
God, then We must be assuming as an indispensable premiss that
God’s will is itself unconditionally good—otherwise the fact
that he backed up some moral judgement of ours would do

! The World and God, pp. 23 f.
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nothing to settle the question of its absoluteness or even its
rightness.

Now here is a judgement to the effect that something is un-
conditionally, absolutely good, namely God’s will. It is (neces-
sarily) we ourselves who are making this judgement. But on
Farmer’s view absoluteness is given only by adding to a judge-
ment about morals the further judgement that ‘this is willed by
God’. But when it is that very will which is being evaluated,
judged to be unconditionally good (as it has to be for Farmer’s
approach to succeed), then obviously zAaz judgement cannot be
given izs authority in the same way as the other judgements. Or
else we should be saying that our trust in the goodness of God’s
will is given absoluteness by the fact that what he wills he wills!
We are instead forced to conclude that human beings are able to
make of themselves at least one very bold unconditional value-
judgement, the judgement that God’s will is unconditionally
good. Without this judgement we have no way of knowing
whether or not coincidence with God’s will gives absoluteness
(or anything else) to moral judgements we make. But if we can
make this one judgement, it can no longer be said that the sense of
unconditional obligation is understandable only as encounter
with God’s will.1

Farmer, however, admits that ‘it is not possible to exclude
logically all other possible causes of the unconditionality of the
moral imperative’. He is not offering a demonstrative proof of
God’s existence, but showing only that the theistic interpretation
of moral experience is the most reasonable one. We recollect that
instead of demonstrative proof Farmer speaks of our self-authen-
ticating encounter with a personal God, met and recognized in
the impact of the divine will, the ‘bearer’ of absolute values, and
in the assurance of what he calls ‘final succour’. But if it is by no
means sure that the assertion of unconditional values does require
the idea of some divine bearer, and moreover if we must be able to

1 Discussion of related issues on moral judgement and the divine will can
also be found in Chapter Eight, below.
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make unconditional judgements which are logically unable to
have this support (like the judgement that God’s will confers
absolute bindingness), then can it possibly be held that t.he sense
of encounter with God is in any real sense ‘self-authenticating’?
It would be self-authenticating only if the Farmer account of
absolute value had turned out to be demonstrably fmd unchal-
lengeably adequate. But it has to be judged? f.or' logical reasol?s,
an incomplete and inadequate account. Yet it is in that lv(viay t Zt
we should have to interpret experiences of abSO]l.Jte mor:} eman
in order to be compelled to take them as experiences of meeting
God. - ience of
It is no help to say with Farmer that Christian experien ;
God"“... . in the nature of the case must be self-authenticating an-
able to shine by its own light independently of t}lde }?f::l;ac;; erea
fiections of philosophy, for if it weire1 not, it cou y
iving experience of God as personal’. .
Tgat Pl;lrase ‘in the nature I())f the case’ is marve]!ouSI}’ q‘;fﬁ;’to?n
begging. For we are supremely concerned to dlscovertiOn i
fact is the nature of the case. It is the answer to that qlli_es o
on Farmer’s own analysis turns out to be not at a// seli-ev .

4

s
I have not been trying to deny that pc:ople hivebm(s):;f?x?;l‘ll
€Xperiences that they believe can be desc’nbed only l}; o So;n .
SeNse a personal presence, as of God. . . .” Many P?OIzhers e
O them take the sense as unquestionably reha!)le, o e
‘Mmmense possibilities of misreading the experience an e 1o
Protest when these dangers are ignored. We have beenbse B r% o
< language, analogies, and thought-models used by
2nd Farmer gyj] 4 bring out how serious these dangers are. |
. oW ifa philosophical or theological position is well secure
(mteu‘ECtually), it is not philosophically important t0 inquire
! The World and God, p. 158; italics mine.
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what psychological pressures might by themselves lead one to that
same position, to adopt those same beliefs, even in the absence of
good rational justification. It is normally a sound policy to keep
philosophical and psychological issues well apart. But because
the ‘analogy’ between human and divine encounters is so weak,
and because the ‘sense of encounter’ turns out to be a very fallible
sense, it is impossible to brush aside as theologically irrelevant the
views of those psychologists (particularly the Freudians), who
deny that the ‘divine-human encounter’ can validly be taken as
a meeting between two persons. To the Freudian, the voice of
God is, in the end, our own voice, or the voice of aspects of our
personality ‘projected’, unknown to ourselves, upon the cosmos
at large. It is as if we shouted to the hills and took the echo to be
the hills replying.

Farmer in Towards Belief in God queries the convincingness
of the Freudian account of how exactly this projection occurs,
the details of its mechanism. And he quite rightly points out that
their arguments do nothing to discredit the belief that, projections
apart, God may still as a matter of fact exist as a person: that in the
midst of all the echoes (to develop our simile) we should recog-
nize also a real voice calling to us.

But one could agree with Farmer, criticize the Freudian story
in many details, and still be compelled to feel that it has disclosed
something that must be peculiarly and deeply disquieting to the
religious mind. It is this. Perhaps only those who have undergone
psycho-analysis or have gained some facility in self-analysis can
fully realize the extraordinary transformations that can happen to
early experience, the weird remoteness and otherworldliness that
clothe and disguise certain memories (of landscapes, people, ob-
jects) when revived in adult years. These memories seem quite
discontinuous with our ordinarily remembered life-history, the
people and places one recollects seeing and knowing. And yet in
these cases we are nonetheless compelled finally to accept them
as our memories, not as new experiences of a hitherto veiled ‘other
world’ or as encounters with supernatural beings. We realize, as
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never before, the risk we so often run of misreading our experi-
ences dramatica”y. A fragment of autobiography may illustrate
this more vividly.

On several occasions widely spaced in time I dreamed of a
landscape, which | had no memory of having actually visited. I
stood on a high plateau, immense and flat beneath an intensely
blue sky. There were no people to be seen, but strange bright
columns surrounded me, clear-edged masonry like that of temples
and towers. The dream brought a great sense of exhilaration, of
having reached a place infinitely more worth lingering in than the

umdrum localities of everyday life; and immeasurably remote
from them ]I, My paradise-landscape lay neither norfh.nor s.outh,
€ast nor west of any place on any map. It did nof participate in the
Successiveness of time: its buildings were neither ancient nor
modern; and | who watched them was neither young nor old.
The details of the dream vanished on waking, but not the hau.nt-
ing sense of the ‘numinous’, the combined dread and exalt.atlon
of mind, which remained for some days. These dreams continued
t0 puzzle me until a recent stay in Edinburgh. _

While sitting reading on ch Calton Hill I noticed an o;_ld fam‘n-
liarity anq unexpected impressiveness about one o'f t_he antast(;c
(and mycp, maligned) monuments with which the hill is crowneh.
A gradyg] association of ideas led back to the drezims; althougn
the place where I sat, in the middle of the city (ad::mttedly a sr}nad
Plateay, ap clustered with columns and an artificial temple), ha
nothing Whatever of the atmosphere of my dream landscape. B}‘]“
lthedmOre I associated, the more convinced I became that the

andscapes were ¢ ically’ one and the same.

But I‘:"hat ofSE tE:ot%;ls)grma}tlion of atmosphere? The answer
same by recalling that the first time I visited Edinburgh and that
hill yo4 35 a very small child; a child to whom the monuments
ould haye been frighteningly large, the hill immeasurably'hlgh
and cut ofy from the world below. The impact of that experience
Was not blunteq at the time either by the adult habit of keeping
ek of Movements in space on the map of the mind, or by an
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adult’s punctuation of time into hours and minutes. The original
memory, sliding up in dream-imagery, brought with it that child’s
vision intact, very different from the adult response to any
possible landscape, therefore not to be found on any travel;
remote and unearthly: understandably so.

In being ‘explained’, the dream has not lost its interest or much
of its value. But one lesson could not be dodged, that the transi-
tion from ‘numinous awe’ to ‘therefore experience of the tran-
scendent’—of the ‘wholly other’—is far from a reliable one,
cannot honestly be called immediate or self-authenticating. Again
the religious man is entitled to say that my dream-memory may
still be what I originally was tempted to take it as—some sort of
‘intimation of immortality’, in this case preserved from the clear
vision of childhood. And he could be right. Only, my confidence
that he may be right is weakened by realizing that even on a
sceptical view a childhood memory might reassert itself in adult-
hood with precisely the same sense of remoteness and discon-
tinuity. Also, I seem able to trace the line along which the child’s
unreflecting vision slowly changes into the adult’s workaday
vision, with a confidence which I cannot muster for threading the
analogical movement from human encounters to encounters with
the transcendent.

The relevance of the autobiographical illustration lies simply in
this: that it shows how an experience, strongly religious in tone,
seemingly sui generis, and in the last resort incommunicable, can
come to be seen by the person concerned in altogether a new light,
as an encounter not with the transcendent but with some buried
element of his own early life, transposed, as it were, into a strange,
unfamiliar key: but if unfamiliar, then still recognized as his own
by an insight equally compelling and authoritative as the original
judgement about its self-evident transcendent origin. If then dozk
the religious experience and its re-interpretation can present them-
selves with the same degree of immediate compulsiveness, it
seems to follow that attempts to confirm either view must step
outside the felt experiences themselves and consider reflectively
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the pros and cons of each. And if this is so, the theologians’ em-
bargo on philosophizing about the religious encounter must once
more be lifted. To veto all reflection in the sphere of personality
as distorting and degrading ‘speculation’ is to ignore all the
fallibility, ambiguity, uncertainty, which I have been labouring
in this chapter to describe. But the sort of reflection necessary to
discriminate berween real and seeming encounters is not specula-
tion in the grand sense. It is the clarifying, sharpening, and testing
of the analogies used by people in speaking of their e){pcr.lenf:e‘s,
the €xamining of the logic of words like ‘self-authenticating’ in
their various contexts, everyday and religious, and not least the
honest and imaginative consideration of views like that of Freud

and the Freudians, :
This inquiry could not justly be accused of treating persons as

objects, and blasphemously reducing God to a thing-at-our-
disposal. It does not interpose any systems of ideas between the 7
and the Tjoy. Thus, I cannot follow Buber in declz}rmg th,alt
‘cogitative truth means making the absolute into an object . . .,
Provided that cogitation is simply concerned to answer th? Prei
iminary byt important question, ‘Am I or am I not u}ll pelslona

contact with someone?’ For here cogitation is very much in place.
We have seen that to be aware of someone as a perSOnall subject
involyes knowing abour that person (perhaps a great deal ab-?uc;
him), although it does not entail giving our mi?ds to fhe detﬁl e
éntertaining of that knowledge Totally dismissing all 1deasI about
the person would lead not to ‘purification’ of personal re ations
Ut t0 their elimination: hence the misleadingness of Buber’s
either Jor—What the philosophers describe by the name of GC’):.i
-annot be more than an idea. But God, “the God of Abraham”,
18 N0t an jdey’ 2

: Martin Buber, Eclipse of God (London: Gollancz, 1953), PP- 44 f.
id., p, 67.
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CHAPTER FOUR
‘ENCOUNTERS’ (2)

S oMEONE (White) at this point might object.

Whize : You have failed to do justice to the fact that one does not
need to know a great deal about a person in order to be able to
encounter him personally. One need know very little indeed.
Buber may yet be right: ‘It is not necessary to know something
about God in order really to believe in him’; one may still “know
how to talk zo God’, although not about him.!

We could imagine a situation (fantastic, but no matter) where
we make contact with someone about whom we know practically
nothing. We are told, say, by a person we trust, to go by night
to the edge of a wood and to address someone whom we shall not
see or hear. It will be to our advantage, nonetheless, to enter upon
I-Thou relations with him. These will be direct /- Thou relations,
free from any interposing of ideas or speculation, as we 4ave no
ideas about the person at all. What would prevent us from faith-
fully saying Thou into the darkness?

Black: Nothing would prevent us. But saying Thou is not estab-
lishing an /- T#kou relation of the sort Buber describes. Think how
far it would be from the relation of child to parent, friend to
friend. Instead of meeting a unique personality, I am address-
ing simply ‘the man in the dark’. Compare (on the score of im-
personality!) ‘the man who takes my train-ticket’, ‘the man who
delivers the milk’. Buber himself sees that anyone who can be

1 Eclipse of God (London: Gollancz, 1953), p. 40.
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characterized ag ‘the man who . . " s bound to be an 7t 1o us
and not 3 7, hou.

White: But your relation with him need not be impersonal, like
your relations with ticket-collectors and milkmen. You might
address him sincerely (as in prayer), appealing to him as a person,
Not as to some official in his official capacity.

Black: You might, I agree. But would that be enough to justify
calling this an 7740 meeting? Suppose the whole thing were a
hoax, and no ope was there in the dark. Your supplications would
Presumably stil] take place in just the same way, though they were
reaching no one’s ear. So your sense of encounter, if any, could
DOt reasonably be taken as evidence that you really had met some-
one. Just how unnatural it would be to call this situation a ‘meet-
ing’ comes out clearly if we imagine that some time. later I find
Mmyselfin the same room as the person I had addressed in the wood
(presuming, this time, that it was nor a hoax). ‘I have spoken to
You, but we have never met,” might be a natural remark to n.lake.
No: my Speaking into the darkness cannot count for me in tself
and at thay moment as an encounter achieved. I may jfnagmatlvely
Supplement the situation, help to make my speaking into the.dark
less absurd, by picturing a figure in the shadows, by taking it on

my friend’s authority that there s someone there, and accepting
1S account of the man’s appearance and character, etc. But if
%% My ‘encounter’ experiences are parasitic upon .those Of: my

fn?nd (or upon those of the people on whose authority /e relied).

It is assuredly neither direct nor self-authenticating.

White . Don’t be too anxious! All your suggestions have their

thEOIQgica]’ constructive counterparts. ‘Now we see thr 9ugh

" glass, darkly, but then face to face’ (the ultimate, ‘real’ meeting).

co;,zake ‘aUthOIity’ and its near relative, ‘tradition’. Ax';en t these
€Pts to which Christianity has persistently turned:

CBIQ‘:/(-' Of course. But to develop a theology in which these were
Tucial woyiq be to leave far behind the language of direct,
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immediate, self-certifying encounter with a personal God. Sup-
pose I do accept on authority what my unseen hearer is like—
presumably an account of his character—facts about him such
as why he interviews candidates for his philanthropy in the dark,
his physical features, and so on. Now imagine me reflecting
quietly and carefully upon this supplementary data, trying to
piece it together, to discover what manner of man it could refer
to, if to any. If I kept finding contradictions, anomalies, in this
account, if the images refused to fit together convincingly as
images of one person, I might again murmur, ‘Practical joke all
the time’. Or at least I should be sadly puzzled over which of the
two options to choose: either, (a) should I accept the description
as indeed of a real person, although of an inconceivably odd one—
relying entirely on my ‘sense of encounter’ and on my friend’s
authority, or (8) should I instead doubt or deny the reality of the
encounter and decide that my sense of presence was illusory, be-
cause a (logically) impossible being has been described as over
against me? And that is to say, no being at all. One thing I could
not do would be to decide that, whatever the conceptual diffi-
culties in the description, my original sense of encounter remained
serenely untroubled and unchallenged by them.

But you see to what this line of thinking would commit the
theologian? To accept it would mean abandoning the simplicity
of ‘self-authenticating encounter’ and returning to the inquiry
called rational theology, which seeks precisely to answer the
problems of the paradoxes or contradictions that beset descrip-
tions of the divine nature. Appeal to 7 and T%ou certainly would
not have led to the elimination of that study as superfluous or as
degrading to God’s personal status.

(Interrupting the dialogue, one might further clarify Black’s
conclusions by referring yet again to the analogy with the clashing
explanatory models in the theory of light. Ostensive definition
of ‘light’ is so straightforward an operation (as compared with the
attempt at similar definition of ‘God’) that no amount of con-
ceptual nightmares would make it reasonable to go back on one’s
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confident claim, ‘Of course, there is such a thing as light.’ It is
not nearly so certain that the combination of conceptual enigmas
and the precariousness about interpreting any experience as of
‘meeting God’ could not make it reasonable to go back on one’s
claim, ‘Of course, there is such a being as God.” Superficially the
cases are parallel; but, in detail, they diverge alarmingly.)

White: 1t has just struck me that something quite vital has been
left out of our conversation; something which, once reckoned
with, may yet allow us to reinstate the theology of / fmd Tﬁozf to
the place Buber and his followers have prepared for it. T.he vital
thing is reciprocity: a personal relationship must be swo-sided.

Black: You mean the man in the dark would have to speak, after
all, before we could be in personal relations with him?

White : He might speak through events—to keep our simile close
10 what believers say about God.

Black; ~by delivering the philanthropic goods?

White: 1 suppose so: but that would seen to yield a very crude
Rotion of God’s reciprocal activity, if we translated our parable
1nto the language of religion. We could not do bette'r than returg
t? Buber’s way of putting it, that anything whatever in nature an
'ST0ry can become a manifestation of, or revelation of, God to
the man Who seeks God in it. Only, that does not mean that fh?se
Vents leave us with a detachable ‘message’. They Ieaye us Wltfl
an enhanced senge of the meaning of life, with a sense of ‘presence’,
Ut DOt with some specific ‘content’, which we could reduce to a
ormuy]a, Now, his is not a mere speaking into the darlfness and
:gripof‘ding silence, even although we st/ are not being furn-
o¢ with Conceptual ‘knowledge about’ God.

Black. n: . .
:ck; Right: then our task, as I see it now, will be to ask the
Question, s 4, reasonable, appropriate, to zake these experiences
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of enhanced meaningfulness and so on, as the divine reciprocity
in action, as it were?’ This is a question which, for thoroughness,
we should have to follow out in dialogue with each /~7%ou theo-
logian in turn; for these share no common line in this matter.
Since we shall have to be selective, let us stick to Buber. Let us
ask, How plausible is 4is account of our recognition of God’s
reciprocity in personal relations?’

White : Well; Buber maintains that we can direct attention to both
things and persons as /ts or as Thous. Where we see things or per-
sons as Zhous, we can make out a scale of increasing reciprocity
from our encounter with inert inanimates (reciprocity zero)
through relations with animals, human beings, up to God, where
reciprocity is realized to the full. . . .

Black: Stop there a moment. That is not guite accurate. For
Buber says, doesn’t he, that everything has its passive, disposable
aspect and its active, personal aspect. Remember his famous (or
notorious) account of meeting a tree as a Zhou. The tree ‘is bodied
over against me and has to do with me, as 1 with it—only in a
different way. . . . relation is mutual’.? We read also of the ‘mute
proclamation of the creature’, of the cat through whose anxious
gaze we momentarily meet (or think we meet) a Thou.

That is to say, reciprocity does not appear only at the levels of
human and divine encounters. We cannot argue from the sense
of reciprocity that we are over against a person as men are persons
and as God is held to be personal. I find this worrying. Suppose
there were no God: I could then, presumably, still address my
tree, my cat, as Thous. With enough imagination I might believe
that I could address the universe as a whole as a Thou, and obtain
the same sense of reciprocity as Buber calls experience of revela-
tion.

White: But Buber sets himself resolutely against pantheism; and
he locates the error of pantheism exactly here, that it thwarts the
1 I and Thou (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1937), p. 8; italics mine.
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two-way relationship between man and God. Perhaps there is the
glimmer of reciprocity between men and things; but it is minute
indeed compared with that between men and other men, men and
God.

Black: My worry is not that he has forced himself into pantheism,
but that an appeal to a sense of reciprocity cannot be re].ned on as
Buber does rely on it to indicate—‘person over against me :
This is because there is so muck reciprocity in Bubfer s universe!
Might we not make some ghastly mistake in imagining ourselv:es
in communication with God, a God ‘behind’ the Wf)rld, when in
fact we had been /-7%ou-ing aspects of the world irself, not tile
world’s creator? How could we tell which we had been doing:

. ’
White: 1f in no other way, by the transformation efTect;d 1r; ::,e f
life by the encounter. I spoke of the enhanced sense of meaning

fulness. . . .

Black: You would be saying that these effects are Fompvanll)c]]ebonilz
With God as thejr author, that no othef e'xplanamlan' W cz;lthatethe
Principle possible? What, for instance, if it were ¢ almc? a the
mere belief that one was contacting some supreme soul Ceho pme
POse in the world might produce (though wrong) JUS: the sa
enhanced senge of meaning as if the belief were correct:

White: Oh, 1 could not rule out all sceptical eXP]Z{n}E:UOH; :‘:
necessarily impossible logically. But what right has either o
to demand logical necessity for our views?

Black: No right at all, I’ll grant you. You woulc'l simply be sayir?ﬁ
that the religious account was the most plausible. Or am 1 sti
overstating ?

White: Pyeng quarrel with that. If some other explanation proved
* be more plausible, I should give up the theological one—or

8ive up being intellectually honest.
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Black: You have conceded all I need to make my point; which is
this. We have seen already that the theology of 7 and ZThou, far
from displacing the traditional apologetic theologies (as it some-
times claims to do), itself stands in need of them to be able to cope
with legitimate questions about the Being who is said to be over
against me in the ‘encounter’. (‘Can a non-contradictory account
be given of him?’ is one such question.) We are now discovering
that we run the risk of serious blunders unless we discriminate
very carefully between different sorts of reciprocity, and that
vital to this discrimination are rival explanations (philosophical,
psychological) of the effects on the believer of his claimed en-
counter with God. In other words, we have a second inescapable
apologetic task laid upon us, one which, again, cannot be
shrugged off as ‘objectifying’ or ‘degrading’ God: nor can the
theologian honestly say, ‘Forget your doubts, yield to God in
immediate, self-authenticating encounter’: for if anything has
been shown to be false it is just this claim to self-authentication.

White: 1 do encounter God directly, immediately; and the en-
counter is self-authenticating. If you cannot wverify that, at least

you cannot falsify it.
Black: 1 don’t suppose I can. But if you had said that every solar

system is really an atom in a vast super-universe, where they
make up a cosmic cauliflower; that too would be both unverifiable

and unfalsifiable: but still a very quaint belief.
Verification apart, we can still ask important questions about

your statement. For one thing: whom did you say you en-
countered >—I mean immediately encountered.

White: God.—What else did Socrates expect me to say?

Black: What sort of God? There are Gods many and lords
many.
White: 1 mean ‘God the Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and

earth. ...
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Black: All right. Now what I should very much like to know is
whether all this information about God is given in the immediacy
of the encounter, and if so, how. For in one important sense of
‘immediate’ all that is given to one are certain scnsations, from
which in various ways and with varying degrees of fallibility we
build up our world of things and persons. But how could one
know immediately and certainly that God was Father Almighty,
or that he made the heavens and earth . . .? But perhaps I see what
is happenjng. Tell me this. Is ‘God’ a descriptive word, lil’ie
‘manager’, ‘bishop’, or is it a proper name like ‘Mary’ or ‘James’?
Or at least which of these does it most resemble?

White: Of the two, I should think it is far more like a proper
flame—one that applies uniquely to one person. Or, putting it
another way, when I say ‘God’ I mean simp]y the, Thou of my
Prayers. It is not a general term, anyhow; it doesn t refer to an
impersonal office or function. Well, it sas been used in that way:
but if God is known authentically as Thou only, I should want to
emphasize this by taking ‘God’ as the name of the Zhou of prayer

and as nothing besides.

Black: And yet you want to deny that there is any hazE.lrdOU‘S:rl];l-
fel:ence between saying, ‘I encounter God’, and Saylng, h,?
being 1 encounter is Father Almighty, Maker of heaven and earth -
If ‘Gog’ were being used with descriptive force, then of course
there is no difficulty in passing from the first statement to .the
Second. For we should be using ‘God’ as eguivalen{ to th.at being
who is Father, who created . . . etc.”. But there is a difficulty,
When God i taken as a proper name, or as the name ch the ZThou of
Prayer. For then to say that he is Father and Creator 1s tO add new
;:;f??nation about him that is not part of the meaning of the word
€lx,
Here is the crux. You wish at all costs not to distort your -
7 encounter with God. This pushes you towards excluding
CSCriptive elements from the word ‘God’. But if you do exclude
M, you cannot also consistently claim ‘directness’ and ‘im-
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mediacy’ for your judgements that the one you encounter is
Father, Creator, and so on. What you are doing is giving an
illusion of immediacy through oscillating between descriptive and
proper-name uses of the word ‘God’.

You pray, and address the Zhou of your prayers as ‘God’
(proper-name use). Fair enough. In saying that you are speaking
to God in this context, you are saying nothing whatever about
any attributes which this being may possess. But you yield to the
temptation of presuming that you are entitled to go on to assert
that you have encountered ‘God’ (using the word now de-
scriptively), ‘the One who is Father Almighty . .. This punning,
as we might call it, disguises the fact that some very bold and not
at all self-certifying supplementation is taking place—supple-
mentation of your actual given sense of encounter with an unseen
Thou. So even if one grants that you have encountered a Thou
in prayer, we shall still have to turn to reflection, perhaps to
philosophical theology, to set about establishing the truth or
falsity of the statements that this is God the Creator, the Infinite,
Eternal Ground of Being.

White: 1 see: you are trying now to whittle down my original
claim to encounter directly the God of the Christian faith to a
statement about—I1 suppose—certain sensations I have, sensa-
tions that may or may not furnish reasons for believing in the
reality of the Thou whom I trust I am meeting.

Black: The most I feel confident to say is that your claim can be
made immune from falsification only by making it look suspici-
ously like a ‘psychological’ report, like ‘I feel cold’, ‘I see as it were
a blue star’.! But those judgements, unfortunately, win their
immunity at the cost of saying nothing whatever about the world
outside me. They speak the language of ‘It seems to me as if . . .’

1 Compare C. B. Martin, ‘A Religious Way of Knowing’, in New Essays
in Philosophical Theology, ed. Flew and MacIntyre (London: S.C.M., 1955),
pp- 76 ff.
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never properly the language of ‘encounter achieved’ between
myself and some other person.

White: Why could not statements about God resemble psyc]?o-
logical statements in being immune from disproof, but be unh.ke
them in that religious statements uniquely do describe contact with
the ‘not-ourselves’, whereas the psychological ones never do
this? 1 ) frca
It is the old point again: God is not a thing, t.hereforel ven Y

tion-tests suitable for things will give negative results when

applied to God. . . .

: nce, and
Black: But there are some tests for the existence, presence,

activities of persons.

. . ; d’s quite
White: Tests that are inappropriate, however, in fC;ﬁ the(tlests
unique cage, God has no 7t aspects. But the failure o

doesn’t show that there isn’t a God.

Black: No: it doesn’t provide any knock-down refutation, I agree.

i d to elude
But can we allow experiences of encountering Go

¢ . t a grave risk of
abso.lutdy every checking procedure, Wlthou(:ert gnly, you can

eroding away e original analogy altogether? d, the form of
hold op the language of encounter with Go * bol shell of
words and the claim; you can even hold on to 3 v 1l our dis-
2nalogy. But what we do nor seem to have found 17 rational—
€ussion is how to discover which response is the n'.lorfil logy and

€ Tesponse of the believer, who still clings to his ? the sceptic
claims hyg encounter is with a real being, or that O d that Iihe
:Nho decideg that the analogy has broken down, an

en is i
Counter’ 5 illusory.

o Hite: This may be a demand we have no right to make. Per hf’Pi
2 the evidence js ambiguous, the religious and tl.ne' sceptica
o ponses €qually rational or equally irrational. Decison for or
3gainst beljef is required, not logical discrimination.
! See W. D. Glasgow, Philosophy, July 1957-
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Black: Up to a point, the situation does look ambiguous. The
Christian conscientiously objects to verification-tests for God’s
existence (‘degrading’, ‘objectifying’). He rejects even the sort of
checks we normally employ with persons, although God meets
us in some way as a person: but a ‘pure’ person, which is different.
[That notion of ‘purity’, we have seen, is odd and confused; but
let it pass for the moment.] We notice, however, that in moving
from crude verifiability and falsifiability to immunity from both,
the believer is at the same time moving from a position where
illusion would be detectable to one where it could be eternally
concealed. He may (though this cannot be proved) be moving
from using language to state what exists to using it merely to
report his sensations or to evoke attitudes. Whether the believer
reaches the end of those last two scales, and his claims thereby
become wholly subjective, cannot, I should guess, be settled.

But it must not be forgotten that the balance swings evenly
only so long as the believer persists in speaking of ‘self-authentication’,
‘directness’, ‘immediacy’. And we have seen reason to believe that
this language is seriously misleading, that it illicitly denies the
need for a rational theology as a supplement to the encounter-
experience, whatever that is like. We have seen that questions
about God cannot be kept from intruding by any fiaz, and that in
more than one connection. If those supplementations of the /-
Thou experience prove unintelligible, internally incoherent, the
entire logical situation is altered, and the balance goes down
against the Christian view. Should they prove coherent, the
reverse is the case.

The disheartening thing is that 7-and-Z%ou theologians have
been of all people the most strident in proclaiming that God’s
being and nature are quite unintelligible and opaque to human
reason; that to the intellect he is irreducible scandal.
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CHAPTER FIVE
MEANING AND MEDIATOR

I

IT would have been a neat and happy solution to the problems
of theological paradox, if the attempt to ‘single out’ God in en-
counter had succeeded. While it is obviously true that we have
N0t examined every version of theologies that make this attempt,
DOr given any knockdown demonstration that all must fail, still
11s hard to see how any procedure could be suggested that.W(')uld
Satisfactorily do for the God of Christianity what our pointings
and touchings do so efficiently for finite objects and persons.
Cn.]cia“}’, there could be nothing delimited about t.hat God,
Which coylq allow one to identify him, saying, ‘This & he; that
'S 7ot he.” And yet the solution towards which these attempts
mo),e is such an attractive one, that it would be silly to abandonilt
cntirely without asking whether any modifications f:ould save it
EVen in par t, and even at the cost of dropping the claims to direct-
ness and immediacy. ' )
take niefCan readily see what form one possible mOdl‘f;::“tithﬁ::s
Seen’m Ohne considers certain statements of Jesus. e i,
these ste ath seen the Father.” ‘I an_d my Father are ¢ h; NG
good as?ten.]erfts suggest is that pointing at Jesus ml% to speak
Meaniy, fp?lmtmg at God, and that to be able (as We] are e P )
equal rngéau 'y about Jesus might mean that we are ab Fg’ tj Ilelf
Were truemr}:gfulness about the‘acts an'd utterances O , ?. - 11 this
TUPtures > then the paradox.es in the idea of GQd, the tngU}stxc
N our talk about him, would be no ultimate stumbling-
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blocks to belief. We could confidently say that so long as we
could believe in Jesus, we should logically be unable to lose belief
in God. We might nickname this an ‘indirect ostensive definition
of “God”’’. Instead of pointing at, or encountering, God himself,
it is Jesus who is ‘singled out’; and talk about God is translated
into, or reduced to, talk about Jesus. Meaningful, non-paradoxical
talk: good talk.

As a minor variation, the theologian could hold that talk about
Jesus is a kind of linguistic half-way house on the way to talk
about God. Jesus has often been called the ‘Mediator’: we should
now be taking this to include the mediation of meaning. A more
picturesque metaphor could be drawn from navigation, from the
selecting of some visible landmark which one knows to be in a
direct line with one’s hidden objective. The landmark stands in as
a reliable substitute for the unseen goal. To steer towards the
landmark is to steer towards the objective. So, to set oneself on a
course towards understanding Jesus is to be Zpso facto set towards
understanding God, although the attainment of that ultimate goal
is beyond human capacity in this life at least. To know what
Jesus meant by ‘love’ is to be on the right track towards dis-
covering what God’s love is. And so on.

A theology that stakes its all upon knowing God exclusively (or
almost exclusively) through Christ is most often called a ‘Christo-
logical’ theology. In the present chapter we shall try to discover
whether such an approach might succeed where the encounter
theologies fail. The controlling questions will have to be these:
Have those theologians justified their procedure (this reduction
of all talk about God to talk about Jesus) without the risk of re-
introducing in the course of their justification itself the contra-
dictions and enigmas that we are hoping to escape? Have they
made good their claim that the ultimate meaningfulness of speak-

ing about God is guaranteed by our ability meaningfully to
speak about Jesus?
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2

There is no difficulty in finding examples of twentieth-century
theologians who have given a central place to Christology. The
most notable and most thorough specimens are the theologies of
Karl Barth and those most influenced by him. But even within
Catholicism, a number of theologians have been regarding the
arguments of naryra] theology as no more than a preparation of
the min fo, the real message of Christianity—the doctrines con-
€erning the Person of Christ.  Protestant Christologies very
often tend to repudiate the whole enterprise of natural theology,
to reject g rational ‘justifications’ of belief, and in many cases to
Spurn Metaphysics as decisively as any positivist. All is staked,
erefore, on Jesus as the one who awakens faith, who re‘veals all
that ca pe known and needs to be known of God. To ‘awaken
faith’ i 10t to communicate some system of eternal tr}Jth§ about
the worlq and God, nor to give some intellectually satisfying ex-
Planatio of the hun,lan predicament. It is to become aware ‘_)f one-
self as confronted by a Person before whom one stands. judged
and js found wanting. Repentance and obedience are the impera-
tves, not intellectua] understanding: self—committgl to a way of
life, not an objective scrutiny of the faith’s credentials. The root
Srror of ‘Speculation’ s its love of abstract theory and general
{deas, True Christianity concerns itself with the concrete, the un-
repeatable, and the particular. It offers, not a philoS?Phy of life,
}Jt are €eming and forgiving Saviour, known Oﬁ’}’ in the W‘})lrd
(c)’neGo.d, Which records his once-for-all incarnation. Acclc;ptst it
‘remﬁtﬁ! claim—thay in the Nefv Testament .Godn;sattoonge Oezr
ilure, vt,flltgh the world to himself: through Chr.lsf, a hecomm s ou!
. Mmetaphysics and philosophy of religion be me q
%, mere reminders of our finitude, and no hindrance

to bel; Lq .
elief, True theo is fides quaerens intellectum, faith in search
of u ogy is g
Inderspyp g

c . . ; i
urch dogmatics’, Barth writes, ‘must. .. be christologically
G2
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determined as a whole and in all its parts.”! Hans Urs Von Bal-
thasar, one of Barth’s keenest interpreters, follows him in giving a
crucial position to Christology: ‘As centre of history and creation,
Christ is the key not only to the interpretation of the world but
also to the knowledge of God.’ 2 To Professor T. F. Torrance, ‘It
is the incarnation of the Word which prescribes to dogmatic
theology both its matter and its method.” 3 ‘Christology’, says
Professor D. M. MacKinnon, is ‘something that sets in motion
and keeps in restless activity, the whole work of the character-
istically Christian theologian.” 4 When it is added that Von Bal-
thasar writes as a Roman Catholic, Professor Torrance as a
member of the Church of Scotland, and Professor MacKinnon as
an Anglo-Catholic, it is plain how widely disseminated this
Christological movement has become.

In discussing the movement we shall be able only to select one
or two of the main philosophical issues raised by it, ignoring the
many real differences of opinion among the Christologists them-
selves, Barthians and non-Barthians, also the differences between
the Barthians and Barzh. Probably the majority of these theo-
logians are committed, along with their Christo-centric views, to
some version of the /~T/:ou encounter theologies. I think, all the
same, that the fundamental problems of Christology and those of
the encounter theories are logically distinguishable, and can be
usefully discussed apart.

In a remarkable passage in his Churck Dogmatics, Barth makes
the general Christological standpoint both picturesque and more

1 Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, Vol. 1, Second Half-Volume (English
translation by Thomson and Knight, Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1956), p.
123.

2 Hans Urs Von Balthasar, La Tkéologie de I’Histoire (Paris: Librairie
Plon, 1955), p. 28.

8 Professor T. F. Torrance, ‘The Place of Christology’, in Essays in
Ckristology for Karl Barth (London: Lutterworth Press, 1956), edited by
T. H. L. Parker, p. 13.

4 Professor D. M. MacKinnon, ‘Philosophy and Christology’, in Essays in
Christology, p. 272.
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PfeCISe than do those brief quotations. He describes the centre-
Prece of the well-known Isenheim altar by Griinewald. It concerns

the Incarnation,

In the background upon the heights of heaven, beyond earth’s
highest Mmountains, surrounded by innumerable angels, there is
God the Father in His glory. In the foreground to the left there
is the Sanctuary of the old covenant. It also is filled with and
Surrounded by angels, but inexorably separated from the back-
ground by an immensely high, gloomy partition. But towards
the right a curain is drawn back, aflording a view. And at this
point , , | stands Mary as the recipient of grace . . . in adora-

tion before vwhar she sees happening on the right S_ide- Over
there . . | the child Jesus lies . . . a child of earth like all the

"t Only the little child . . . sees what is to be seen there, tlfe
ather. He alone, the Father, sces right into the eyes of this

child. on the same side as . . . Mary appears the CIluth, facipg
.. What it sees directly is only the little child

in His humanity; it sees the Father only in the light that falls

“Pon the Son, and the Son only in this light from t.he lTathe.r.
“+ - It can only look out of the darkness in the direction in

i . : : ource of
Which uman being is to be seen in a light, the s

at a distance. .

Which ; !
hich j; Cannot see jtself.l

1 Bm ahhough this parable gives a new precision to the Christo-
oBical View, it stil] does not give it precision enough f?]: <t)UIr S[;;;Iﬁ
labe] a T @ start, we have to distinguish betV{een }V: 1a .
Stiet” and g “free’ Christology. By a strict Christology
al o ome that js prepared to follow out rigorously its bellef that
ts about God are analysable without remainder into

State - A
TeNts ahoyy Jesus. By a free Christology I mean one that is
1-8oing than that; one that holds that although there

. Oug
B Veryt}]:;de '€ can sensibly say about God as he is in himself, gnd
o ugh oyr knowledge of Jesus illuminates our knowledge
> Yot we are not so utterly dependent on statements about
! Barth, op. cit., p. 125.
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Jesus as the strict view maintains. Professor D. M. Baillie, for
example, made Christology quite central to his thought: witness
his book, God was in Christ. Yet Baillie thought one could ask
meaningfully (éefore speaking about Jesus) what manner of God
it was who was to become incarnate. Some writers argue that,
whether or not God may be spoken of without linguistic break-
down, all we can safcly say about him is what Jesus authorizes
us to say. To speculate is to run the risk of introducing ideas
and trains of associations that are quite foreign to the biblical
thought-forms, and are bound to warp and twist the content of
the revelation, when it is translated from the one idiom to
the other.

Sometimes the intention in interpreting a doctrine along
Christological lines is not so much to give meaning to the other-
wise unintelligible as to give human relevance and imaginative
sharpness to the remote and the hard to conceive. Thus the dimly
grasped conception of God creating the world is given a new
freshness and vigour by being brought into close relation with the
‘new birth’ or ‘new creation” which Jesus came to make available
to men. The link between the two creations is given an ultimate
warrant by the doctrine of the Trinity and Christ’s place in it.
‘He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation;
for in him were all things created . . . through him and for him.” 1

It is, however, the stricz Christologists that are of real concern
to this study. For it is only they who can say with some plausi-
bility that they rely on no metaphysics and that, in the most
fashionable manner, they follow ‘the way of experience’.

We must now ask this: assuming we can point at, or single out,
Jesus and speak of him meaningfully, how exactly are these pro-
cedures related to pointing at, singling out, and speaking about
God himself? We shall then ask the still more fundamental ques-
tion: how can the Christologist justify his assurance that to speak
of Jesus is to speak in some way of God? Or, expressing this in

1 The Essays in Christology to which I have referred contain a chapter by
W. A. Whitehouse on ‘Christ and Creation’.
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terms of the Griinewald picture, how does Barth (and Griinewald)
know that the painting is faithful to the facts, that it correctly de-
lineates the relation between God the F ather, Jesus Christ, and
the believer? How can he account for his claim that his picture

is no fantasy, but a dependable symbol of the real ?

3

If we took literally the texts, ‘He that hath seen me hath seen the
Father’, and ‘T and my Father are one’, they would seem to imply
at God and Jesus were identical. But a little reflection shows
that this would be immediately disruptive of several fundamerftal
ristian ideas. For one thing, it would conflict with thf: doctrine

of the Trinity. It would mean that when God became incarnate,
€ no longer dwelt also in eternity, but underwent a metamor-
Phosis like any pagan deity. Second, this view would make non-
Seénse of every sentence in which Jesus himself speaks of QOd and
of his own relation to God: for if God and Jesus were identical, we
should be at liberty to substitute for the word ‘God’ in these’sen-
tences, the word ‘I’ or ‘me’ etc. (‘I will pray to the Fflther be-
Comes ‘T will pray to myself’; “The Father loveth the Son becomes
indistinguishable from ‘I love myself’.) ! Third, Christian thoug.ht
has kept emphasizing Jesus’ humanity: that is, it uses Iangu?ge in
talking of him that could not be equally appropriate in talking of
God. Jesus thirsts, hungers, is unaware of some coming events.
In order for the R:esurrection to be logically possible, he must be
able to dje. And none of these things can be said about God the

ather,
So our texts do not give us licence (as superficially it seemed

! It woulg be more accurate to say that this makes nonsense of all such
SeNtences, €xcept a sentence which defined or established the relation between
gesus and God. And this sentence would best be couched in what philo-

OPhers ca| ‘the formal mode of speech’: i.e. ‘you may replace appearances of
€ word “Gog» by the word “‘Jesus”, without change of meaning”.
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they did) to translate withour change statements about Jesus into
statements about God. God and Jesus may be related closely
enough to allow indirect ostensive definition of some kind, but it
will not be so simple a kind as it would be if God and Jesus were
identical. It does not look as if there will be a ‘one—one correla-
tion’ between attributes of Jesus and attributes of God. Something
in God may answer to, say, Jesus’ love and his power over nature,
but nothing may answer directly to his finitude, his physical
weariness, or to the fact that he could be tempted. With his
characteristic boldness, Barth has claimed that Jesus is not par-
ticularly impressive, as a historical figure. One could mention
more remarkable and more astonishing characters. And yet
Barth also wants to say that theological problems concerning
the nature of God are ultimately problems of Christology. Pre-
sumably God is particularly impressive, even although Jesus is
not. Here then is the riddle: How can one at once bozi make Jesus
one’s sole guide to what can be affirmed about God, and insist
that many things we say about Jesus may noz properly be said
about God also?

At this point I might be accused of largely manufacturing the
difficulties through neglecting a supremely important distinction,
the distinction between the name ‘Jesus’ and the title ‘Christ’.
Jesus may not be particularly impressive, but no one suggests
that Christ is not. Jesus was subject to all the conditions of finite
human existence, was born, lived in time and space, and was
crucified; but to speak adequately of Christ we must call upon
some very different language—to declare, for instance, that he
shares from all eternity the life of the Godhead as the Second Per-
son of the Trinity. Between the two expressions, ‘Jesus’ and
‘Christ’, there is all the difference between a common Jewish
proper name and the unique title, ‘the Anointed of God’. The gulf
between the ‘unimpressive’ Jesus and God himself does not have
to be spanned by the Christologist. It would require to be spanned
only if he became a ‘Jesusologist’ instead.

This objection is worth making. It clarifies our task. But what
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it does noz do is eliminate any difficulties from Christology. It is
true that if I can speak meaningfully of Christ, I can ipso facto
speak meaningfully about God. But this does not record a theo-
logical victory; it follows simply from the way we use the word
‘Christ’. For we mean by ‘Christ’ the Son of God, and thus in
using the word at all accurately we presuppose that the phrase ‘Son
of 50d’ makes good sense, and therefore that the word ‘God’ it-
self makes good sense. But a theology that presupposes this is not
the theology we are trying to study. We are turning to Christo-
logical theologies in order to be able, if possible, to conclude at
the end of our study that talk about God makes sense and that
Christology has shown it makes sense. So it will not do to start
off by presupposing that it makes sense.
If you like, the gulf we are really worried about ist
tween ‘Jesus’ and ‘Christ’ rather than that between ‘Jes
God’. How do we pass from the historically relative, hungering
and thirsting Carpenter of Nazareth to the Person of the Trinity
by. vs./hom and through whom ‘the worlds were made’? Again,
this is no mere logic-chopping, The complacent slurring across
from one name to the other, and even more the uncritical use ©
the amalgam of the two, “Jesus Christ’, is one of the reasons why
S0 many officially strict Christologists ;nake their task seem easier
than it is by quietly slipping into a free Christology at awkward
rt:fkmaints. They are not resolute jn reducing talk about God.to
deﬁniti(:)lrllt o C;IP.G nter. The justifying of our indirect ostensive
must fie in showing that it is reasonable to take state-
Eents about 'God as logically yoked to statements about Jesus,
: i] esusdto whom we can after a fashion gesticulate. This question
s begged, not solved, by accepting as something ‘giver’ the equa-
tion ‘Jesus is the Chrisy’,
We are seeing here wha js perhaps the chief hazard to which
a thorOugh-gOlng Christology is exposed. It is the temptation
upon the theologian to supplement illicitly his knowledge of God
- b»y_vi/ha"thhas ﬂ?i})een strictly derived from knowledge of Jesus.
7T This 1s a snecal case of that recurrent danger to which David
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Hume drew memorable attention. In his discussion of ‘Provi-
dence’ he argued that if we are, for instance, relying exclusively
on a proof of God from the design, signs of purpose, marks of
benignity found in the world, we are entitled to claim that the God
who made all these is himself as cunning, as morally good, and so
on, as these evidences warrant. But we are not entitled to say
more. We have no right to say that the design is fragmentary, but
God is the author of a faultless plan, of which we are seeing only
a corner. We have no right to say that despite the evil and the
suffering he is morally perfect. These may be true statements, but
they cannot be elicited from those evidences alone.! So with
strict Christology. We must ask (as Christologists themselves so
seldom do), has the theologian really derived his conclusions from
his talk of Jesus, or only in conjunction with extra, surrepti-
tiously introduced non-Christological premisses?

4

In the essay on ‘Philosophy and Christology’ that I have already
quoted, Professor D. M. MacKinnon puts forward an attractive
and logically neat suggestion about the relation between God and
Jesus—or (more accurately) about the relation between the
languages in which each is spoken of. Although the terms he uses
are drawn from recent analytic philosophy, the position he uses
them to interpret is very close indeed to that of Barth.

There is certainly a note of positivism [in Barth], something
analogous to that sounded by Bertrand Russell when he said,
suggesting the application of the methods of mathematical logic
to the solution of classical philosophical problems: ‘When-
ever possible, let us substitute logical constructions out of the

1 “If the cause be known only by the effect, we never ought to ascribe to it
any qualities, beyond what are precisely requisite to produce the effect.” See
An Enquiry concerning Human Understanding, Sect. X1, para. 105.
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observable for inferred, unobserved entities.” There is in Barth
something analogous to this recommended logical economy.
We must, he insists, substitute for abstract general statements
concerning the being and purposes of God, and of men, state-
ments that show them in terms of, or set them in relation to,
Jesus Christ.!

Philosophers who took Russell’s hint found numerous applica-
tions for the idea of logical constructions, especially in the ‘theory
of knowledge’. Material objects might be thought of as logical
constructions out of the raw material that the senses provide—the
patches of colour, the data of sound and smell. Difficulties in the
idea of the ‘state’ might also (it was hoped) be eliminated by con-
ceiving the state as a logical construction out of its members. Why
not then see our talk of God as a logical construction out of our
talk about Jesus, our doctrines of sin and redemption as logical
constructions out of the events of Jesus’ life and ministry? To
import this notion from philosophy would be a service to clari-
fication, without destroying the real independence of theology. It
has also the merit that it does not on the one hand assert that Jesus
and God are simply identical, nor yet that any supplementation
must be brought in from speculative philosophy, in order to pass
from the one language-level to the other. Tables and chairs are
not sense-data, but they are equally not sense-data p/us some un-
sensed additional factors. Or so it was held.

But in general philosophy the notion of logical construction
has had a far from successful career, a career that is bound to give
one misgivings when we try to foresee its theological usefulness.
Both the examples mentioned—the ‘construction’ of the state
out of its members and the ‘construction’ of material objects out
of sense-data—gave unexpected and serious trouble when detailed
attempts were made to show how the constructing actually took
place. The most elaborate accounts of the relation between the
sense-data and the objects still seemed to leave a stubborn gap

! Essays in Christology, p. 284.
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between claims to have these sense experiences and claims to be
aware of the corresponding objects. There seemed no smooth
way of passing from ‘It seems to me as if there were a reddish
patch with such-and-such shading’ to ‘I can see an apple.” It was
impossible to decide exactly what sets of sense-data should be
accepted as sufficient to justify a claim about a material object.
One did not involve oneself in contradiction, if one asserted that
despite all the (sense-datum) appearances there really was no
apple there. Although, of course, this might be a very odd thing to
say. Even with constructing states out of members, trouble was
met. Some things can be said about states that we seem unable to
express in terms of the behaviour of their members, however
elaborate the experiments in translation we may carry out.

The reasons for those failures cannot be discussed here:! but
the moral to be drawn from them is clear and relevant to the
Christological venture. In rough outline the logical construction
theories looked promising and even common-sensical. Only when
the attempts were made to make them good in detai/ did the flaws
appear. Thus, the initial appeal of their theological counterpart
must not lead us to premature optimism.

Perhaps the prospects for its success or failure will become
clearer in this new context, if we work out a little of the detail
involved. I shall take the Christological treatment of the problem
of evil as a serious and representative example.

Following Barth, D. M. MacKinnon writes, ‘The problem of
the evil will is the problem of Judas Iscariot.’® The problem of
evil is not an abstract speculative problem. It is not to be dealt
with in terms of impossibly general judgements about the relative
amounts of suffering and happiness in the universe, or about evil
as (sometimes) leading to good. ‘This concentration on Iscariot is

1 For a lucid account of them, see J. O. Urmson, Philosophical Analysis
(Oxford, 1956), especially pp. 148 ff. Urmson’s example of the difficulties
involved in translating ‘England declared war in 1939’ into statements about
the members of the state concerned, is particularly relevant.

2 MacKinnon, /oc. cit., p. 282.
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in no sense an illustrative device; it is justified because he is the
place where the problem is raised with archetypal and definitive
seriousness.”1 If we can keep our attention focused upon his
story alone in all its concreteness, we can leave unresolved and
unresolvable the paradoxes raised by the traditional statements of
the problem: the paradox of God’s omnipotence and the presence
of evil in the world, the paradoxes of predestination and freewill.
We turn instead to the empirical and the concrete, to the words of
Jesus at the Last Supper: ‘“The hand of my betrayer is on the table
beside me! The Son of man moves to his end indeed, as it has
been decreed, but woe to the man by whom he is betrayed!” 2 All
that the theories tried to say about evil can be regarded as ‘logic-
ally constructed’ out of these words.

It is not an entirely unfamiliar move in discussions on tnoral
issues to point at some concrete incident or event and say, T/zaf
tells you more about the problem than any general forrr.lu]:.l could.
A pessimist might say, ‘If you want to know what life is really
like, look at the child with cancer of the retina. If you speak of
benevolent design, consider the cunning adaptation of the
malaria] parasite, the tubercle bacillus, the liver fluke.” 3

There are, however, ways of contesting that kind of appeal. It
can be rational or irrational—in some sense of these WOfds. We
can call those appeals one-sided, unrepresentative in their selec-
tion of cases. If sufficient counter-instances can be produced, the
appeals can fail, or at least be shown to be little more than the ex-
Pression of moods and biases. This would seem to irI}RIY, how-
ever, that if we could set alongside the Judas story sufficient otﬁ.er
stories that conflicted with it, the Judas story itself would be dis-
Placed from the position the Christologist has given it. In fact,
the Christian would never agree to this. No matter what cases
were brought to his notice, he would say, ‘Were it not for the
Judas story, 1 should not be able to avoid pessimism. For it looks

1 MacKinnon, loc. cit., p. 283. 2 Luke 22. 21 f., Moffatt’s translaticfn.

% See, notably, Sir Charles Sherrington, Man on his Nature (Pelican
edition, 1955), pp. 272 fl.
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as though evil does often have the initiative, and keeps the initia-
tive, and that there is no final guarantee that good can regain it in
the end. But the story of Judas is the answer to all these anxieties.
Judas seemed to wield the evil initiative, to flaunt it even before
Jesus, and to have Jesus put to death. And to all appearances he
was successful. Yet all the time the initiative had never properly
been his at all, but had always remained with Jesus. All the evil
instigated by Judas was used at every stage by Jesus in the
furthering of his redemptive mission for all men.’

Can the Christian justify those very special claims he is making
for the authority of this particular story? It is not easy to see a way
of doing so—without being disloyal to a strict interpretation of
his words, “The problem of the evil will zs the problem of Judas.’
The Christian in fact gives the story its centrality, because he be-
lieves that the relation between Jesus and Judas is not just one
more specimen human conflict, but that it reveals and symbolizes
a concern on God’s part for the deliverance of men from their sin.
It involves believing that it is not only in this particular situation
that God retains the benign initiative, but that he is omniscient,
omnipotent, and therefore capable of entering creatively into
human activities without himself being immersed in time or
space.

It is not that our Christological interpretation of the Judas
story has shown us how to overcome the paradoxes involved in
speaking of God in these terms. On the contrary, what we are
seeing is that the meaningfulness of such talk has to be pre-
supposed before the Christological interpretation can get under
way. Without it, the Judas story remains only one local and
temporal instance of evil seemingly triumphant, but actually de-
flected to good: and counter-instances might prove it to be very
untypical. Even that would be saying too much. For unless the
betrayal and crucifixion are taken as phases in a total drama that
culminates in the sitting of Jesus at God’s right hand in heaven,
it is far from obvious that the evil Judas did was deflected to good.
And so the sceptic is entitled to stand the whole argument on its
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head. First he recognizes that those speculative and linguistically
odd claims about God are in fact entailed by any acceptance of
the Christological account of evil in terms of Judas and Jesus: but,
secondly, these presuppositions are unacceptable, because of the
paradoxes they contain. Therefore, the Christological interpreta-
tion that implies them is invalid. .

This may be so, and yet MacKinnon was surely saying some-
thing of importance when he wrote, “This concentratiqn on Judas
is not an illustrative device; it is justified because he is the Place
where the problem is raised with archetypal and definitive serious-
ness.” Certainly he was. The story of Judas is much more than'a
lecturer’s ‘example’, one of the many that might equally well make
his ‘point’. Far more pregnant and memorable than any examlélj
are the parables, powerful symbols, and myths which can a ;
imaginative vividness, wide suggestiveness, with- economy o
word and idea, to the bare logical scaffolding of the illustration or
instance.! Judas belongs without doubt to this second group. But
I can agree with MacKinnon that the story of Judas falls quite
outside the sphere of illustration and still deny that the prOl.)lem
of Judas is the problem of evil. There is no eit/zer/o.r he‘:re: elth};ar
the story is a mere illustration or else a concrete realization of't e
problem. The third and acceptable option is thaf t.he story 1?121
Vivid myth, (My use of ‘myth’ does not imply that it is historica 1}]'
false.) Only, in taking it this way, it becomes clear fhat it s‘i
stands in need of justification: we are entitled to ask,. W}}};’ta €
this story as symbolizing the human situation vis-d-vis evil?” To
answer that, we must do what the Christologist refuses to do, step
outside the symbols and the myths. And when we df’, I ha":i"
argued, we are immediately confronted with those very ideas an
concepts, which we hoped would be made meaningful for us by
the Christologist,

(It is Possible, however, for a Christian to accept the story _Of
Judas as the ansyer to the problem of evil—solely on the authority

I ‘haVe developed these themes in my paper ‘Vision and Choice in
Morality’ in the Aristotelian Society Supplementary Volume XXX, pp. 14 ff.
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of Jesus. He might argue that we do not have to emerge from the
myth at this point to speak of God’s omnipotence, omnipresence,
etc., as I am assuming. We remain within the myth from the time
we accept Jesus as our authority. That is the supreme decision;
and its rationality or irrationality becomes the supreme question.
My final chapter considers this viewpoint at slightly greater
length.)

I do not think that the difficulties uncovered in the Christo-
logical account of evil would arise only in the context of that par-
ticular problem. They are symptoms of what looks like a very
general debility in the whole enterprise—in the theological appli-
cation of logical constructions. Putting this in a rough-and-ready,
non-technical way: We may grade the various claimants to the
title ‘logical construction’ in a provisional order of plausibility.
For instance, we might say that processions are clearly construc-
tions out of people with banners and flags, decorated lorries,
and the like. Enumerate these items, and you have described the
procession. When your enumeration is finished, nothing is left
over: the procession has no independent, mysterious existence
over and above the people and things that comprise it. Second: it
is not guite so plausible to say the same things about physical ob-
jects and sense-data: although it is not by any means absurd to
attempt it. We might note, however, the sort of objection a
philosopher in the Kantian tradition would make to the attempt.
He would say that when you have listed any amount of sense-
data you like, you would never have, ipso facto, described a
physical object. When the listing was finished, something vital
would have been left over, notably the idea of the ogjectivity of the
physical object, something that is not given with any combination
of sense-data and cannot be reduced to sense-data. Third: it looks
to me most implausible to say that once we have spoken of certain
historical events in first-century Palestine, of certain finite things
and persons, that we have ipso facto described God: that when our
enumeration of these has ended, nothing essential is left over. For,
unlike the procession, God, if God exists, most certainly 4as an
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independent, mysterious existence over and above all those
events, And yet it is to reduce talk abour God to talk of the events
(in Particular the event of Jesus) that the logical construction
€xperiment is invoked.

Expressing this in more formally theological jargon: the whole
force of calling God ‘transcendent’ (as the Christian does and
must) is to insist above all else that no set of finite, historically
relative events could stand to God in the same way as the
torch-bearers and the decorated lorries stand to the procession.
In the light of this, the task the Christologist set himself begins
to look an impossible one. For it is the task of conjuring tran-
scendence out of immanence, infinity out of finitude, eternity out
of time,

One further example may help to bring home the magnitude of
the problem, ‘Conjuring eternity out of time’ would be one way
of describing what Von Balthasar tries to do in his discussion on
Christ and time in 74 Théologie de I’ Histoire. He holds that it is
not by denying or reading out the role of time in the life of Jesus,
that we can learn the meaning of eternity, but on the contrary by
Stressing the temporal, its importance in that life, the waiting for
the ‘hour’ thay should come, the moment-by-moment dependence
of Jesus op God’s will. “Time is the form chosen by Christ (and
thus adequate) for manifesting the true eternity.’ 1 ‘W hat fnakes
Christ the Sop from all eternity is the uninterrupted reception of
allheis . | 5, gift coming from God.” 2 This could be accepted
3 a profound interpretation of these aspects of the life of C'hnst,
Provided thq; we were already confident that we could give a
satisfactory meaning to ‘eternal’, ‘eternity’. In that case, we should
be able to Say, “These aspects of Jesus’ life give the most accurate
S:SZ?gtation of the eternal, that is possible x.vith‘in tirrfe.’, Bl,;t that
of ta&n;){, be th:e same as logica.xlly constructing “eternity” ta k out
quires. 1, lgglt( time, as the strict ‘Chrlstologxcal programme re-

S as if the facts to which Von Balthasar draws atten-
: )’;n Balthasar, op. cit., p. 28.
id., p. 33 (both quotations slightly paraphrased).
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tion would remain no more than interesting and probably unique
temporal patterns, unless we did explicitly or implicitly have some
sort of independent idea of eternity, an idea that those New
Testament facts express in terms of time, but that is not izse/f an
idea of time. In other words, I do not see how we can take those
aspects of Jesus’ life as the most accurate presentation of the
eternal, without bringing to our interpretation of them the un-
deniably metaphysical idea of eternity itself. If the Christological
theologian denies this, then he must do what he has not hitherto
succeeded in doing, namely, show exactly how he envisages the
logical constructing of ‘eternity’ language out of ‘time’ language
to take place; provide, as it were, an architect’s plan of the con-
struction. He has to show why Christ’s ‘waiting for the hour’, his
obedience to God, the reception of all he is as a gift, why these are
not adequately described in temporal language, but cry out for a
further description in terms of eternity revealed.

The demonstration of how the constructing is done, in detail,
is a far more urgent task here than it is in those parallel experi-
ments in general philosophy, where material objects and states
are to be constructed out of sense-data and members. For in both
these latter cases we know (or think we know) the materials, the
bricks, with which the construction is to be done, and we also
know the finished artefacts themselves, the material objects and
the states. The only ‘unknown’ is the detailed means by which the
constructing is achieved. The theological case is clearly not at all
closely parallel to this. Here the artefact is unknown as well as
the process of construction. We are unable to say clearly whaz
we are constructing or how the ingredients come together to
fashion it.

At the beginning of the chapter I used an illustration from
navigation or path-finding in order to outline the aims of Christo-
logy. The Christian theologian believes that talk about Jesus is
‘on the way to’ talk about God: the former gives a bearing upon
the latter as a landmark may put a traveller precisely on the line
of his hidden objective. Von Balthasar says, ‘The letter is not
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important . . . except in so far as it lets us move on z0 the spirit:
the finite character of concepts, images, human words etc. . . .
except in so far as allowing us access to the infinity of the
divine Word.”! Would this analogy fare any better than the
‘logical construction’ approach?

The traveller requires not only a direction-mark but also a
reason to believe that his objective exists and that it lies in the same
line with the mark. If he does not at any moment see the two to-
gether, the landmark and the goal beyond it, he must go on the
authority of the map-maker or the guide for believing both in the
existence of the object and in its alignment with the mark that can
be seen. We should not trust any map of any district, or the word
ofany self-styled guide. We properly invoke criteria, .d1scr1m1f1af-
ing among the reliable and unreliable maps and guides. If it is
asked “Whence comes the authoritativeness of the Christological
claim that talk about Jesus gives reliable lines of dire::tion to talk
about God " the typical Christological answer is this: ‘The revela-
tion is reliable, because it is God’s revelation.” But look at that
answer. Consider the difficulties in trying to establish it as trut’a.
For within the terms of strict Christology, the word ‘God’,
which appears crucially in the answer, is given sense by being
taken as one of the hidden ‘objectives’ to which statements ab001:1t
Jesus (the biblical landmarks) are said to point reliably. But it is
just the reliability of those landmarks that we are attempting to
vindicate. The attempt proves to be circular. Christology cannot
be vindicated along those lines, if it can be vindicated at all.

In the following section we shall make a new start, a'nd try to
deal more thoroughly with this vexing question of justification.

5

?ﬁen .the Most searching question to ask about any system of
casoning is, ‘Does it leave room for the possibility of establishing

! Von Balthasar, op cir., p. 142, my italics.
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itself?”” Or (negatively), ‘Does it contain arguments by which
it is itself shown to be invalid—or at least unverifiable?” An
example of such a system would be a metaphysical theory
that argued that there could be no valid (or meaningful) meta-
physical theories. Being one itself, it would come under its
own condemnation. . . . How would Christological theology re-
spond if this question were applied to it? Can it give, in other
words, a consistent and reasonable account of how it could be
true?

In the Griinewald painting the believers are screened off from
the open vision of God. They are able to see only the human
Jesus; and if God is to be known to them, he is to be known only
through what Jesus ‘reflects’ of him. Griinewald and Barth are
believers. They belong, therefore, to the company of those whose
vision of the divine is limited to their vision of Jesus. But Griine-
wald’s painting is not a view of Jesus as seen from the stance of the
believers. In the painting there appear the believers, Jesus, and the
realm of God itself. How, we may ask, does Griinewald get into
this uniquely privileged position? How has he emancipated him-
self from that restriction on vision which he shows to be imposed
universally upon believers? Stating the problem in terms of the
questions with which we began: ‘Has not Christology made it
impossible for itself to assert its own most important claim—
the claim that the relation between God, men, and Jesus is what it
says it is?’ For if that claim is taken seriously, it implies that men
are not in a position to know whether it is well founded or not.

As we have seen, the ultimate answer most Christologists are
prepared to give to the question is this: “We are sure about our
claim because it is thus that the Word of God reveals the situation
to be.” To go beyond that affirmation, they feel, is both pointless
and presumptuous. To quote Barth: ‘In Christology the limits
as well as the goal [of thought and language] must be fixed as
they are seen to be fixed already in the Evangelists and apostles
themselves.”! The uniqueness of the subject-matter ‘must also

1 Barth, op. cit., p. 125.
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signify for us the boundary beyond which we are not to think
or speak’. To Torrance, Jesus is the lord of our theological
knowledge: ‘As the Word become man, He is the criterion of our
knowing,’?

All this is the most solemn rejecting of any attempt to confirm
or criticize or challenge the central Christian claim, which the
Griinewald painting symbolizes. It works its way into a theo-
logical theory of zruth as essentially a matter of consistency or
coherence with the majn articles of belief.

This is a strange touchstone of truth. For it is obvious that a
religion could be quite consistent or coherent, and yet entirely
false. Any number of systems of belief could be constructed,
given some imaginative agility, which would all pass the co-
herence-test hys which could not all be true, since they clashed
one with another in what they said about the world anc% the
god or gods they believed in. But the coherence-test by 1t€:e1f
could not te]] ys which of them was the true one, and which
were false. Without using some other, independent test, there
could be nothing decisive to choose between them. And yet
Christiang obviously believe that there is a great deal to cho.ose
between, $ay, Mohammedanism, Buddhism, and their own faith.

_hey have often backed up their judgement by appeals to the

Storicity of the Resurrection, the remarkable moral and psycho-
!Ogical effects of belief, by arguments that declare that God
15 ‘demandeq’ as an explanation of the world’s existence. But

€ type of theology with which we are now concerned tend§ to
despise al| these appeals; and many of its adhe.rents even reject
the whole idea of appeals—of no matter what kind. Barth denies

3t the grounds for his belief in Christianity as the revealed

truth lie in any features that Christianity possesses as a religion,

Whl,ch other religions do not possess. At the level of ‘features’

or ‘effects’ Christianity does not stand out from its rivals in

?uCh. 3 Way as to justify its supreme claims for itself. Christianity

1s different only in that God has chosen to speak effectively
! Torrance, op. cit., p- 17.

8o

~ ansmtati A -—m:\,



Meaning and Mediator

through it alone. It has been ‘adopted’ by God as the vehicle of
his revelation.!

Barth illustrates his point. Half the earth receives light from the
sun and half is in darkness. Which half is illuminated depends
not on any features of that portion of the earth’s topography: in
neither half ‘is there anything in the earth itself to dispose it for
the day’.2 So the light of God’s judgement falls on the Christian
faith, although nothing in Christianity ‘makes it suitable for the
day of divine righteousness and judgement’. ‘For the Christian
religion is true, because it has pleased God, who alone can be the
judge in this matter, to affirm it to be the true religion.’

It is plain that the more single-mindedly Barth rejects the
assessing of religions by reference to their ‘features’, and the
more he denies that Christianity is distinctive, stands out de-
cisively above the others and so on, the more heavily he has to
rely on the affirmation that ‘God has adopted Christianity’. But
that affirmation is itself a piece of the Christian structure of belief,
expressed (in true Christological fashion) in terms of God’s for-
giving of sinners and their adoption to sonship. Therefore, unless
Barth were prepared—as he is nor—to look for external, in-
dependent confirmation of the claim ‘God has adopted Christian-
ity’, that claim, along with all else in Christianity, becomes simply
one ‘feature’ of one religion among many. But the Christian can-
not acquiesce in letting this crucial affirmation become only one
of countless equally unassessable religious data. And yet, on his
own showing, Barth can give it no other status without leaving
the circle of biblical theology, and seeking independent confirma-
tion for it.

The problem could be put as a version of the ‘falsification’
challenge discussed in Chapter One. We are asking Barth what
would have to happen for him to change his mind about his
affirmation that Christianity and no other is the God-adopted

1 “In itself and as such [Christianity] is absolutely unworthy to be the true
religion. If it is so, it is so by election . . .” Barth, op. cit., p. 352.
2 Ibid., p. 353.
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faith. In what circumstances would he change his mind and opt,
say, for Islam? How would he tell that z4is now was the chosen
Faith? On his own avowal, it could not be that he had detected
different features in those religions from what he had tl}ought
them to have before, nor differences in their psychOlOg“:"’ll or
other impact. In fact, Barth gives us no clear or consistent rep‘ly to
this kind of question. The nearest to it is an appeal to r_}}e lea[;
of faith’. There can be no communicating between the c1rc.le of
theological ideas and experiences and anything outside that circle:
no smooth path for argument from the one to the other. Attempts
to find such a path are misconceived. We need, not an argt ment,
buta jump.

This requires some comment. 1 do not think, first, that evea’
Christological theology must go Barth’s way here. One f}?l;s.
argue that Christianity is decisively different from all the 0 eOI;
and justify this claim by reference to the total impact made ufpthe
one by the New Testament lives of Jesus and the witness © t is
early Church to him. Ope could say either that this lmll)ac'cal
analysable or else un-analysable, for instance in psycho oglthe
terms. In any case, it would be an impact such as to .bac’kEPe -
judgement, “This man speaks with absolute authority- }’t}?; .
thing else would naturally depend on the truth or falsity ©
judgement. n

Second, there are two contrasted kinds of response we_sC io
make to Barth’s own ‘leap of faith’ view- The one response 1and
acclaim the frap) way it replaces argument by conve:rsu;n o
shows up the notion of “ustifying’ Christianity as .1rre evb d
The other response dubs t]he leap of faith ‘irrational’ in t.he ad
sense, a final reagop for choosing instead some way of life an

thought from which reason has 7ot abdicated, as it has from
Christianity,

. . ?
How cap one arbitrate between these cOIlﬂlCtmg responSeS.

':;lhere ES something in this choice itself that gives it the app ealﬁ
asctt}el ofa le.ap also! The sceptic may have to make his leaps’as wel
€ Christian, and if o he cannot dismiss the Christian's post-
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tion as absurd simply because it involves leaps. If he has a case
against the Christologist it will have to be supplemented in some
way or other. And the most tempting way of supplementing it
would be by pointing out that even if the Christologist can escape
from the task of ‘justifying’ his central affirmation, he still has not
succeeded in detail in showing how to move safely from state-
ments about Jesus to statements about God. If we are to make
leaps, they might as well be in the direction of the positions that
make the most sense to us. If ultimate justification is unattainable,
there is all the higher a premium upon intelligibility.

6

Intelligibility, however, is not a claim that the Barthian often
makes on behalf of the language he uses. Rather, he tends to
flaunt its paradoxes and seeming nonsense, without realizing
how ill he can afford to do so.! If he had successfully shown
how talk about Jesus adds up to talk about God, and if he had
found himself able to justify his judgement that in Christianity
God reveals himself to men authentically, then the paradoxes
would not matter. We should have ‘indirectly ostensively
defined” God as we had planned. But since neither of these tasks
has been fulfilled, the troubles about meaning resume their old
SEeriousness.

It will not do to evade that trouble by making either of two
very popular moves. In the one case the theologians admit that
the language of faith is ultimately unintelligible, to all, that is, but
believers. It differs from ordinary language in that it makes sense
only to some people, but not to all. This has a reasonable sound to
it, but it relies on a muddled notion of how religious language
works. The offending concepts are quite certainly part of the

1 Exceptions, I know, could be quoted. Now and then Barth and Barthians

vehemently deny that this language is strained or odd. But they far more
commonly admit it.

33



Christianity and Paradox

English language—'God is a personal being, }‘)u.t not in thltfnaeﬂn(i
space . . .” and so on. Independently of any religious corr;pu o
one can state as precisely as one wishes where the n_ngul_ N
strains arise, the clash, for instance, between many of t}’le implic ]
tions of ‘personal being’ and of ‘out of time and space’. It is tru
that commitment to Christianity or religious experiences follo}w-
ing upon it might lead to so strong a sense of encounter, that
God’s existence would be taken as certain, and the paradoxes th]ffg
ignored as trivial embarrassments only. But the person who di
this would not have given meaning to what was formerly sense-
less or contradictory. The linguistic situation would be exactly
as before, the clashes and conflicts of meaning uncllangeq.l o
Again, it has been said that the language of Christianity 25
nonsensical, as the sceptics have shown—only, it is ‘a nonsense
that God uses’ as the channel of his grace. We do not really know
what we are saying in uttering it, but it is no less effective and
authoritative for that. This suggests a view of religious language
closely parallel to the view we have just been discussing with re-

gard to God’s ‘adoption’ of the Christian religion itself. But 1t 1S
obvious at a

glance that such a view would be quite unrealistic
and artificial when judged against the sort of way the theologian
himself uses that language. Theological language is, once more,
con(;inuous with ordinary language. It is not a nonsense language
ma

e up of senseless sounds, nor is it ever in fact treated in this
way by theologians. Tt is also no ma

gic language, providing ‘open
sesame’ formulas for securing salvation. Theologians discriminate
between acceptable and unacceptable formulas on the basis of
what me aning they seem to have—not on the basis of the effects
of uttering them. Ang of course if it were taken in this last, magical

way, its dependence on observed effects would violate the
Barthian embarg

. 0 on all such tests,
Finally, a number of ¢

heologian 3 i
§ use against the sceptic an
argument more caustic th, & P

1 See also the g an any 1 have yet discussed. It consists
€€ also the discussion of these pointe .

: . o1int: H >
Metaphysical Beliefs (London: S.C.B?I.,r:;s;r)l A;?S‘Ili;l.r I;I?fclntyre s essay in
) . = .
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in taking his worries and doubts over meaning and verification as
no more than the manifestation of his sin. Doubt is never honest;
and what are paraded as intellectual worries are in fact culpable
refusals to admit the existence and the claims of God. Thus, the
most innocent request for theological justification and the most
earnest inquiry about how the theological senses are related to
everyday meanings can be deflected as so many proofs of hard-
hearted faithlessness. This implies that the theologian has no
obligation to meet the doubter on his own ground, to argue with
him seriously and in detail. All he can properly do is to pro-
claim the Word to him in the hope that he will cease to doubt.
As for the doubter himself: ‘Everyone who has to contend
with unbelief,” writes Barth, ‘should be advised that he ought
not to take his own unbelief too seriously. Only faith is to be
taken seriously.” 1

Some plausibility is given to this most unattractive argument
by the insistence that belief consists not in accepting information
about the world or God, but in entering upon particular kinds of
relations with the divine T#ou. It is a change in personal relations
—from rebellion to obedience, not an assent to propositions.
Nevertheless, as we saw in the last two chapters, this division be-
tween meeting and knowing about is not nearly so sharp as /-7 hou
theologians most often assume. If it is true that I have an obliga-
tion to enter upon relations of obedience with someone, it is true
only if the relevant person exists. For I cannot have a dut}f to do
something which is not in my power to perform. But what if [ am
unsure about God’s existence? This doubt, I shall be told, is par
excellence the blinding effect of sin. But I can ask the theologl:an
why he believes what he has just said, namely that my .unbel{ef
results from sin. If he produces evidence, I can accept it on its
Own merits if it is adequate, and reject it if it is not. .-And m'makmg
up my mind to accept or reject it, nothing but the 1mparfxal scru-
tiny of that evidence will be relevant. But suppose I rfe]ec.t it a;
insufficient, and suppose the theologian says that my rejecting o

! Barth, Dogmatics in Outline (London: S.C.M., 1949), PP- 20 f.
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it is just one further manifestation of §in, ther.x 1 (;al;l p]rle:lz (})111;'2;3
tell me the evidence for this new assertion of %ns. I'sha ot
out to him that he has fallen into a vicious mi:”m'lte regress, rom
which he can extricate himself only by admitting t‘t}at atalone.
stage, at some level, one’s decision must be upon evi e{zce o
But if he admits this, he has surrendered his origina postionS
with regard to unbelief and sin. For the.ultzmaze ques "
about whether or not to be a Christian will not have turn <
out, after all, to be properly dealt with by appeal to a duty
believe.

There are further complexities and confusior.ls well w;)rthf
studying in the use of the proposition ‘Unbelief is t.he resu thOt
sin’ and its near-neighbours. One interpretation might be tha
cowardice or fear or pride prevents people seeing the trufh abOLll(t1
Christianity, and not genuine intellectual difficulties. This wou
be a moral point. But to follow it through would again 1.nvolve
the Christologist in pointing out the features of Christianity that1
are being missed or misunderstood because of those mora
deficiencies. This he will not do.

Or again, ‘You ought to believe in God’ could be taken
as a properly moral im

perative, concerned with an oblig.atl.on
to live out the Christian way of life, a life which the Christian
believes is impossible without belief in God. But if I assented
to this,

would 1 be doing any more than setting myself to act
as if there were a God? A

nd would not my obligation be more

accurately described as a duty to act as if God existed? But the

;;nci?lf?gian does not wish to speak of ‘as ifs’, but of outright, firm
elief,

How does this doctrine of
Practice? By appealing to it, a

3
S are 20 a point (a point which varies
ynth the person) within one’s voly ’
maginatively
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carefully off whatever clashes with them, and in this way re-
inforce the beliefs one chooses to ‘cultivate’. If this, however, is
the policy that the ‘duty to believe’ doctrine is commending, then
it is a policy that conflicts harshly with a certain ozker policy that
many thoughtful people might hold to be far more urgently
obligatory. It is the policy of the impartial heeding of evidence
for and against one’s beliefs, particularly evidence against them,
which one constantly tends to play down in importance. This is
so fruitful a policy that it would take very strong arguments in-
deed to displace it—arguments far stronger than any the theo-
logian offers for his ‘duty to believe’.! In any case, the theologian
stands to suffer if his opponents took leave also to abandon it: for
then they would be equally at liberty to claim sheir beliefs as
obligatory and to judge the Christian as not only intellectually in
error but also morally perverse. In other words, the adopting of
the policy of ‘duty to believe’ in a thorough-going way would
immediately lead to the utter frustrating of discussion; it would
make it impossible for either disputant to discover and admit that
his position was weaker than the other. The theologian would
have provided the means whereby his opponent could effectively
Stop up his ears against the gospel he proclaimed to him, and do so
with a perfectly serene conscience.

7

Drawing together this discussion: I have not trie'd to ignore or
deny the very real value of present-day Christologl.caz.thmkmg in
theology. If it is a distinctively Christian faith that is ‘in search of
understanding’, then the theologian who tries to unde.rstand it
ought to realize that Christianity is about the rew{elanon of a
transcendent God within history: it is about the infinite becoming

11 owe certain of these points to Professor H. H. Price’s papIeIr Belief
and Will’, Aristotelian Society Supplementary Volume XXVIII, 1954,
Pp. 1 ff.
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finite, the invisible becoming visible, the Word becoming flesh.
Any theologian whe does not see this is not likely to present a
Christian theology, whatever else he may do. . ,
It does not follow from this, however, that theologians have
managed successfully to carry through the rigorous p rogran}l]me
that T have beep calling “strict Christology’. It seems to rhe, TAen
that few have yet made this attempt with real si'ng]e-{mndednelsj
or in detai] enough to constitute a ‘crucial experiment” that cou
test their claims, The verdict here is ‘not proven’; P fus a Suspl?loln
that it js only by covert reference to the ‘banned metaph}tfzgclél! »
*Peculative language that the Christologists’ arguments ac z
move forward and obtain release from the prison of the ﬁmctiecz; |
the immanen; and the relative. But only if they Aad sucéee etall:re1
3t programme coylg we be meaningfully commande t?«x N
e leap of fajyp, in the Christian direction. As P .rofessolz ].ess.
Prior hag we]] put it: if the believer’s h}’POtheSis, 18 meanmgbe ;;
¢ choice between it ang & meaningful alternative Canng : d to
ﬁfty-ﬁfty gamble, nor even a hundred to one, but ‘a hundre
nothing againe, belief’ 1 . ly parallel
¢ shape of ™My argument is therefore quite closely I;aimed
to that of the chapters on ‘encounters’. In these lt‘wai c e
atit might he reasonable to talk of our situation B elgc?f en-’
since it ig about just g plausible to interpret thfe se.nf1 Fo
Counter’ z5 4 real Mmeeting as to interpret it as the illusio oo
But the *mbiguity vanishes if one or other of the aliernati Iterna-
be shown as meaningl ess: for then it ceases to exist as an alte
tive,2
The Christologist cannot evade the linguistic pr oble.m (I W}fﬁ:
On 10 argye) by first admitting the breakdown in meaning Wl1tne-
e language he uses, but then going on to say that it means sg y
ing Privately 16 e believer, or is still a vehicle used by I o f
These Moveg rely on untenable theories of meaning. And la.st Y1
Statemengg about Gog have still not been exhibited as meaningful,
1 New Essays in Philosophical Theology, p. 8.
:ch above, pp. 85 ff.
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it is no help to preface them with moral imperatives to believe
what they ‘say’. Meaningless statements say nothing intelligible.
But this is only one of the many difficulties about that muddled
and unlovely doctrine which reduces all unbelief to sinful
estrangement.

Assuming for the moment that there is no problem of meaning
to worry us, we could say that the Christological theologian is
logically entitled to reject appeals to criteria or features of his re-
ligion, in speaking of the ultimate choice between belief and
unbelief. The leap of faith is not a ridiculous notion. What can be
doubted is whether many Christians have thought through
imaginatively what this view really implies—or have been given
the chance to do so by their theological leaders. It means that
statements that begin, ‘I believe in Christ because . ..’ can be
completed only by some form of words drawn from within the
content of Christianity itself, and thus not acceptable to the
sceptic as backing for Christianity. Quite literally it implies that
there is nothing to choose between Christianity and some of its
alternatives. But the starkness of this is normally veiled by the
preacher or theologian through his use of internal testimonies of
Christianity to its own truth as though these were in fact inde-
pendent testimony from without.

There seems no way of directly challenging this extraordinary
position. The Christian theologian is, as I say, logically entitled to
it. So is the exponent of any theology whatever, theologies fan-
tastic as you please. They can all readily produce internal testi-
monies to their truth, and they can all deny that any other appeals
are going to count, for or against. But I find myself unable to be-
lieve that any sane and serious Christian really holds his faith in
this way. Assuming that his belief is centred on a Christology, he
is far more likely to justify the place he gives to Jesus in his
thought by reference to the total impression Jesus has made on
him in his study of the New Testament. This view (which I have
mentioned from time to time but not extensively discussed)
would at least allow the discussion to go on, and to do so
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fruitfully. Zs Jesus, we should ask, the sort qf 'Pers?ndw}llf li
worthy of the unconditional obedience the Christian Ylel s him:
And is the Christian’s vision of Jesus based on a fair selecn}cl)'n
of what data we have about him, or does he have to a\;irt thlS
gaze from much that would modify the impact, and gua iy the
submission?
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CHAPTER SIX
HISTORICITY AND RISK (1)

HERE is a great area of theological reasoning at which we

have scarcely glanced so far: reasoning that is aimed not at
singling out God directly or indirectly for ostensive definition, but
at displaying him as the explanation of certain phenomena. The
phenomena that he is held to explain may be restricted to par-
ticular historical events, notably miracles, or extended (say) to
moral experience or even to the whole universe, which is said to
demand an Author or First Cause. If the concept of God is in-
dispensable to the explaining of these phenomena, then, however
paradoxical it may seem to be, we cannot afford to scrap it. In
this and the following chapter we shall sift through some recent
arguments used by Christian writers attempting to interpret his-
torical events in terms of the divine activity. Chapter Eight will
discuss the relation of belief in God to moral experience: and
Chapters Nine and Ten the ‘Cosmological Argument’ from the
existence of a world to the ‘Ground’ of its existence. In none of
these studies will anything like a comprehensive outline of current
argumentation be attempted: in each I shall simply select for
discussion certain treatments of those problems that seem to me
both influential and logically interesting.

Two general points must be made about arguments to God
from history. In the first place, there is the difficulty of under-
standing how exactly events in time could speak of a God of
eternity. This problem has already vexed us in the preceding
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chapter,and it will be the main concern of Chapters Nineand Ten.
It can be said here simply that the problem is no more tractable in
this context thanitwasinits Christologicalsetting. If itishard tosee
how talk about finites and temporals can be logically constructed
into talk of infinites and eternals, it is just as hard to see how finite
and temporal events can be ‘explained’ by reference to the infinite
and eternal. The more devotionally adequate our conception of
God is, the worse the problem becomes. As Professor H. A.
Hodges has said, the conception of God

is the conception of something essentially mysterious and
incommensurable with all objects of our experience, and these are
attributes which it is hard to see as contributing to an ex-
planatory hypothesis intended to account for particular facts.
Yet it is just this mysterious character which makes God really
God, which gives the specifically religious quality to the con-
cept of Him.1

Second, if God is being appealed to as the explanation of the
Particular course that history has actually taken, it must matter
supremely whether or not we have reliable evidence about what
that course was like. Cast doubt on the historicity of, say, some
New Testament events, and the explanation required f:or t}.lem
may be imperilled to the same degree. Or if we come to disbelieve
Certain narratives and retain belief in others, the 4ind of ex‘plarfa-
tion demanded will be likely to vary with our alterations in hJ'S-
torical confidence, Certainly, we could not say in advance of his-
torical researches, ‘ Whatever 1 find, God will still be required as
the only explanation possible of the historical events.” That is to
say, if we are to treat God as an explanatory hypothesis demanded
by particular events, we must be prepared to withdraw the hypo-
t}}eSiS, if our investigations show that the events happened rather
dlfferently from what we originally thought.

! “What is 1o become of philosophical theology ? in Contemporary British

Philosophy, ed. Prof. H. D. Lewis (London: Allen and Unwin, 1956), p. 229
my italics,
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And yet, an extraordinary amount of contemporary theology
is devoted to arguments that try to deny this obvious point,
arguments that try to show that the hypothesis can remain un-
challenged even if we become radically agnostic about the events
it is supposed to be explaining. The influence and popularity of
these arguments will, I think, justify the space given to discussion
of them in the following pages.

Of course the arguments of actual theologians are more diverse
and complex than simplified philosophical outlines can suggest.
For instance, the theologian does not always think of us as start-
ing from historically attested events and thence arguing our
way to God. Theological presuppositions can often undergird
those preliminary decisions about whether certain events did
or did not happen in the past. And this complicates the whole
problem.

Jesus being the Person he was, we are told, it is reasonable to
accept the testimony of miracles told of him—with /ess evidential
support than we should be right to demand in the case of other
historical figures. Here is an argument about history and what we
are to make of it, but involving appeal far deyond the data of his-
tory. The sceptic also uses such an argument if he says that no
testimony could reasonably convince us that certain things oc-
curred: it would always be more reasonable to distrust the testi-
mony than accept the event. To which comes the obvious reply
that the empiricist has less right than anyone else to lay down «
priori what is and is not possible. In particular, the Christian may
argue, one has no right to demand specially favoured attestation
for any group of historical events. We have enough evidence of
the broad historicity of the New Testament for faith to be a
possibility. God does not compel us into slavish (and hence
worthless) belief. But, on the same level of debate, his opponent
may protest that the margin of historical probability in what the
New Testament describes is so small (if it exists at all) as not to
look like the signature of a loving God revealing himself graci-
ously to man, but more like a God who torments him with
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chapter, and it will be the main concern of Chapters Nineand Ten.
It can be said here simply that the problem is no more tractable in
this contextthanitwasinits Christological setting. 1f itishard tosee
how talk about finites and temporals can be logically constructed
into talk of infinites and eternals, it is just as hard to see how finite
and temporal events can be ‘explained’ by reference to the infinite
and eternal. The more devotionally adequate our conception of
God is, the worse the problem becomes. As Professor H. A.
Hodges has said, the conception of God

is the conception of something essentially mysterious and
incommensurable with all objects of our experience, and these are
attributes which it is hard to see as contributing to an ex-
planatory hypothesis intended to account for particular facts.
Yet it is just this mysterious character which mz}kes God really
God, which gives the specifically religious quality to the con-
cept of Him.!

Second, if God is being appealed to as the expl'anatlon of the
Particular course that history has actually takfen, it must matﬁer
supremely whether or not we have reliable ev1d.ence about what
that course was like. Cast doubt on the historicny.Of, say, some
New Testament events, and the explanation required f.O]r) tll']em
may be imperilled to the same degree. Or if we come to disbelieve
certain narratives and retain belief in others, the kind 'Of ex.plar{a-
tion demanded will be likely to vary with our zflteratlons 1r; }}?s-
torical confidence, Certainly, we could not say 2 advance of his-
torical researches, ‘ Whatever 1 find, God will still be ’requlre.d as
the only explanation possible of the historical events. That is to
52y, if we are to treat God as an explanatory hypothesis demanded
by particular events, we must be prepared to withdraw the hypo-
thesis, if our investigations show that the events happened rather
differently from what we originally thought.

1. “What is to become of philosophical theology ?” in Contemporary Br. itish

Philosophy, ed. prof. 1. D. Lewis (London: Allen and Unwin, 1956), p. 229;
my italics,
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And yet, an extraordinary amount of contemporary theology
is devoted to arguments that try to deny this obvious point,
arguments that try to show that the hypothesis can remain un-
challenged even if we become radically agnostic about the events
it is supposed to be explaining. The influence and popularity of
these arguments will, I think, justify the space given to discussion
of them in the following pages.

Of course the arguments of actual theologians are more diverse
and complex than simplified philosophical outlines can suggest.
For instance, the theologian does not always think of us as start-
ing from historically attested events and thence arguing our
way to God. Theological presuppositions can often undergird
those preliminary decisions about whether certain events did
or did not happen in the past. And this complicates the whole
problem.

Jesus being the Person he was, we are told, it is reasonable to
accept the testimony of miracles told of him—with Jess evidential
support than we should be right to demand in the case of other
historical figures. Here is an argument about history and what we
are to make of it, but involving appeal far deyond the data of his-
tory. The sceptic also uses such an argument if he says that no
testimony could reasonably convince us that certain things oc-
curred: it would always be more reasonable to distrust the testi-
mony than accept the event. To which comes the obvious reply
that the empiricist has less right than anyone else to lay down «
priori what is and is not possible. In particular, the Christian may
argue, one has no right to demand specially favoured attestation
for any group of historical events. We have enough evidence of
the broad historicity of the New Testament for faith to be a
possibility. God does not compel us into slavish (and hence
worthless) belief. But, on the same level of debate, his opponent
may protest that the margin of historical probability in what the
New Testament describes is so small (if it exists at all) as not to
look like the signature of a loving God revealing himself graci-
ously to man, but more like a God who torments him with
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uncertainty about whether or not a revelation has taken place in
history.

And so it goes on. . . . Neither sceptic nor Christian can dodge
those disputes on the periphery of historical research: both
equally must be concerned with establishing valid ways of inter-
preting what data there are, of evaluating the different pre-
suppositions that can swing the balance of judgement from belief
to unbelief or back. Today, both are forced to agree on the.one
hand that the Scriptures are by no means historically infallible,
and on the other, that there is no good reason to deny that a man
called Jesus lived and taught. With those short-cuts. blocked, the
argument over historicity must be long and irredugbly comp}ex.
Indeed, our main quarrel in these chapters will be with theologians
who fail to see how complex it is, and seek prema.turely.a. secure
resting-place for an imperturbable faith. The radlc.alucrmcs, wcel:
shall see, with their theological followers, are especia f_:y‘ }t::mpte’
to exploit certain important ambiguities in the notion o 1sForl}' )
in order to hide the nakedness of the critical land. /.&lternanve %
they are blunt in confessing how meagre the historical ’dat; are;
but exhibit this not as catastrophe, but as triumph. God.s c oseg
mode of revelation, they say, uses the limitat.ions, d}elﬁ.mmde. afll
fragility, of human historical existence as its vehicle: precxseky
here is his condescending love in action. But, we s.hall hfz;}vc;1 to ask,

does not this approach run a serious risk of cutting 0h tl e v;xz
branch upon which the theologian is perched? For the less b
historical data are to be trusted, the more uncertain it must be

Whether God /as condescended. . . . . 6 )
As a preface to our more detailed discussmfl of specific irgu
ments, it may be useful to offer the merest outline of some phases

of recent historical criticism.

The nineteenth- and early twentieth-century attempts to re-
cover the ‘biography’ of Jesus, to strip off theological accretions,
legendary embellishments, and so on, all unexpected_ly collaps.ed.
Renan, most memorably, aimed at ‘rewriting it f'tccordmg
to those canons of what is probable and intelligible in human
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life’.! Harnack’s What is Christianity? (1900) took the core of
the Gospel to be (inoffensively) the fatherhood of God and the
dignity of human life.

Albert Schweitzer and others, however, showed that the
Gospels were mutilated, not restored, by removing the refer-
ences to ‘eschatology’—the dramatic interventions by God into
history. If we are entitled to say anything about how Jesus saw
his own vocation, it was not as gentle, Arcadian poet-preacher
but as herald of imminent divine judgement. Historical critics
became less and less sure that the Gospels (even Mark, the earliest)
took pains over chronological sequence, that they provided the
materials for a possible life-history of Jesus. The Gospel-writers
were interested far more in the grouping of ‘sayings’, parables,
similarly patterned miracle-stories to fill out the stylized ‘keryg-
ma’, the form in which the earliest proclamations of the faith
were couched. No probing behind the extant documents revealed
any level at which the miraculous and prophetic ‘accretions’ had
not yet appeared. There was, accordingly, nothing either rational
or scientific in holding to the Jesus of the Liberal biographies.

‘Form Criticism’ argued, and still argues, that there is com-
pelling evidence that the stories we have about Jesus were given
their common literary patterns through their liturgical and apolo-
getic employment in the life of the early Church. They are not
straightforward pieces of reportage: if we see Jesus through them,
it is Jesus as reflected in the mirror of Church life. He is not in-
dependently accessible to us in the way Renan and company
supposed. We may have good reasons for trusting the interpre-
tation of his life provided by the Gospel-writers, but little or

no hope of confirming it by reference to his original actions and
words.

Influential though Form Criticism is, not all scholars accept its
scepticism about piercing the veil between early Church and
historical Jesus. They differ over the thickness or flimsiness of
that veil and over legitimate methods of probing it. Is it so thin

1 Dean Church, reviewing Renan’s Vie de Jésus (1863).
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that the testimony of the New Testament to the empty tomb, the
details of the resurrection appearances, may be trusted much as
they stand? Or so thick that one can conclude only that after
Jesus’ death ‘something happened’—something commensurate
with the sudden transformation of the apostles’ grief to infectious
joy? We shall glance in a later part of this study at one
method of reasoning back to the events, a method which assumes
that the early Church altered its fund of memories of Jesus in a
few discoverable directions that can be reversed in imagination
and thus allow 2 good deal of penetration behind the veil. The
disagreements that are, however, of greater interest to Us are not
those over what we can know about Jesus, but about how much
We need to know before Christian faith is adequately supported.

2

Consider first some arguments of those Christians who b’eheve
we have little or no hope of access to ‘the Jesus of history’, al.’ld
Who yet ingjst that in some sense Christianity is tenable as a 1115:-
torical religion. Tillich denies that the Christian could l{ve as if
any day the postman might bring fatal tidings of some historical
1Scovery that upset his verdict about Jesus. He der}xes also that
the Christian need live at the mercy of the historian. We can
opderstand very well the uneasiness of the view he rejects, especi-
a 1}’ since the ‘peace of God’ is one of the promised fruits f’f the
Pl-ri & but it i altogether a different question Wheth(ﬂ: this un-
opness can be avoided without loss of intellectual integrity;
Whethe.r the Christian can fashion for himself an account of
Ze;illanon, thoroughly ‘historical’, and yet allowing }'umlto }e;)]:
Urdéjs §0me. do exclaim, that ‘we are relieved of t-he m;lo edraztail

of JeSus? anxiety concerning historn.:al re:searches lr?tO the e
1 SXistence’.! Conscious sophistry is not a fair accusation

D. D, wiy . :
1953), p. l0\:(."“‘5‘1'“8, Interpreting Theology, 1918~1952 (London: S.C.M.,
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against these writers: but some devices by which anxiety is being
stilled are logically most curious.

One of the commonest and most fashionable of these is the dis-
tinction (borrowed from the existentialists) between ‘objective
history’ and ‘personal grasp of meaning’. ... It is one thing to
recall detachedly what happened in the past: it is another thing to
resolve to model one’s behaviour on some pattern exemplified
there, to take it as revealing unrealized possibilities of present and
future experience. A scholar might devote his lifetime to historical
detective-work upon the resurrection and fail ever to feel its
imaginative and moral impact, to meditate or pray over it, or ever
to understand why one should wish to write music about it like
the music Bach wrote to the words ‘£t resurrexit ...

No historical religion is exclusively or even predominantly in-
terested in the objective-historical, the brutely factual. The ‘ex-
istential-historical’, the second alternative, is its major concern.
Even of historical study in general, not only within a religion, it
may be said that the primary quest is always for the revelation of
alternative modes of human existence, not the accumulation of in-
ventories of facts. The archaeologist is no exception: his fragments
of pottery, charred rubble, coins, and crumbled dykes are taken
as clues to a pattern of living, not extant, but (because Auman) of
present ‘human interest’. Approaching from the other side; if one
shows that some mode of existence is a human possibility, one
may have done more to establish its ‘existential-historicity’ than
if one had proved by objective-historical research that people did
live that way at one particular point of time in the past. Con-
versely: to linger indefinitely over the establishing of objective
history can be a way of evading the existential (practical, moral)
demands of the way of life in question.

Reinhold Niebuhr works this distinction hard, when he says
of the Cross and resurrection, ‘It is the revelatory depth of the
fact which is the primary concern of faith’, not the confirming
of it as an event of the past ‘through specific historical details’.!

1 Faith and History (London: Nisbet, 1949), p. 167.
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Scientific detachment is not the attitude in which the New Testa-
ment should be investigated. “The revelatory power of this whole
story, drama, event, and person requires that it be viewF:d notasa
Spectator might view an ordinary drama.’! It requires to be
‘apprehended by man in the total unity of his personality and not
merely by his reason’.2 For Niebuhr there is something blasphe-
mous in the very search for confirmation of the New. Tesfamf}nt
claims for Christ. Only people who are culpably lacking in faith
Pry after miracles certified as objective history, in ordf:r to work
up conviction. In short, “faith’s apprehension of the significance
of the story’ matters far more than the confirming of the events as
ancient history, sheerly past and done with.3 o
If now the Gospel-writers, having ‘apprehendefi tfhe signi-
ficance’ of the resurrection, yet altered the factual details in writing
of it; if they told of an empty tomb instead of the ob;ec;wea-,
factua] ‘eXperience of communion’ with Jesus, which was the 4ar.
fact—we have, Niebuhr concludes, no cause for alarm. He is con-
vinced that the attitudes of spectator or reporter are notb‘ﬂPPr 0_‘
Priate 1o the ‘saving events’; the Gospel-writers cannot he cegf
sured for noy assuming these attitudes. Far from accusing them
Iflaking their case for the resurrection stronger than they wer:ei;l:
tiled 1o, Niebuhr suggests instead that ‘the sense of th; [rearra-
*ory] dimensiop, of the story influences the telling of t e]n. "
tve'd we 4o not have objective history in our Gospels: u:
then objective history is neither the only nor the most 1m1?0r;im
=ort of hismr}’- ‘The story of this triumph over death 15 t ui
shrouded iy 3 mystery which places it in a different or erdo
Y than the Story of the crucifixion.” % A d1ﬁ'e.rent or }fr
from the 0biective-historica] crucifixion; but still Azstory. The
real miracje s not to he searched for in the obscure lurflbelr-
;?22; %f Objectiye history. 1t lies before our eyes: tht}el n;:Zf] ;
not e’:jzt ;nl the Tesurrection, With01.1t which the‘ Chhughurch] «
L M the neyy paragraph this becomes—‘[the :
1tk and History (London: Nisbet, 1949), p. 160. 2 7bid., loc. cit.

S 77, ;
15, P. 166. 4 1bid., loc. cis. 5 Loc. cit. ® Ibid., p. 167.
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founded in the miracle of the recognition of the true Christ in the
resurrection’.

Now for some comments on this strange piece of argumenta-
tion.

Nothing here is strictly self-contradictory. Granting that there
might be good reasons for taking the resurrection-accounts as
Niebuhr takes them, as an authentic communion with the risen
Christ, embellished (piously) with non-objective ‘detail’; we
should be committed to an important part of the Christian claim.
But a rather serious snag is that we have been given no independ-
ent evidence for the trustworthiness of zaking the accounts in this
way. All the early evidence is in these same documents. Putting it
generously, Niebuhr has yet to show us that we are justified in be-
lieving that the New Testament writers interpreted whatever
events there were along sound lines, and did not distort or warp
them. This trustworthiness is assumed and not argued for, when
they are said to have apprehended the ‘revelatory significance’ of
the events. Second, Niebuhr does not believe it is necessary to ask
whether the sense of communion with the risen Christ could have
been infallible and self-authenticating, as he againseems to assume.
Yet it by no means follows from the fact that someone has a
sense ‘as of personal encounter’ that there stands over against him
some real person. This, we saw earlier, was a serious difficulty in
arguing from experiences of /-T#kou encounter to God. Genuine
personal relations certainly do have an immediacy, a directness,
and uniqueness; but this sense of immediacy is not self-authen-
ticating, cannot infallibly answer the questions, ‘Is there a person
here or not? Is there someone here with whom I car enter on
personal relations?’ But if you are confronted with a human form,
human facial expression, gestures, a voice responsive in conversa-
tion (and the ‘detailed’ resurrection-narratives provide all these
with respect to the risen Christ), then the possibilities of illusion,
hallucination, and the rest are enormously diminished. They are re-
duced to vanishing-point when a// the features present in a normal
meeting with a person are present also in the case in question.
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To see this is to see what a dubious exchange Niebuhr is Oﬁ..et-
ing. We are to deny objective historicity to the resurrectf{on
stories, and trust instead to a sense of contact with Jesus after
death, which seems at least as fallible as any documentarylfl?clca)s}?:
about the rolling away of a stone or angels at th_e tomb. ::nem
seems unconscious of having missed any steps in the. g abou;
when he goes on to speak, not of the Christian corwzctzonS AR
the risen Jesus, nor about a sense of encounter, bu-t }Ea o one
alternatives had been ruled out) of ‘this triumpk’, W}“’CH 52 that
ought on pain of blasphemy to try to confirm. If' we Sn_hist};rical
the resurrection, though not accessible to ob]ectf{‘llltj o are
research, belongs nevertheless to ‘a different order 0 senl;y },1 o
we saying any more than that some people, past and presimo, Nie-
a sense as of the presence of Christ? If we read more logically
buhr’s words, as he himself intends we should, are we P
entitled to do so? In particular, we can no l'onger I}J:"?g , ;_'ﬁcation
the objective historicity of Christ’s resurrection as t ejsz resence
of the otherwise rash assertion that all these senses _Oh ?esus of
have been and are of the same person, identical wit oubtedly
Nazareth. And that appeal to objectivity he‘re as ur}bilities of
been the supreme traditional defence against possi
imaginative illusion, . rder of his-

We are offered not only an event in ‘ different 0 le of be-
tory’, but also a “miracle of a different order’—the mlracth's be?
lief in the Tesurrection, What sort of miracle could lhoulc.l
Miraculous, because founded on tenuous evidence? But we St e
certainly not want to agtribute to the God of Chnsna:}):aZthat
mir.aculous implanting of some belief, unles? we knevﬁ 1d per-
belief was true, 1}, were false or highly dubious, we shou 5 to

haps marvel at the stubbornness with which people contlnu}‘i and
bezlieve it, but hardly attribute its persistence toa God of trlit .
wisdom. Yet, i the present case, how can We independently ¢

. it to be
ffirlm :he truth of the belief in the resurrection, Or show it t
alse?

To put the Problem in a different way:
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‘What was the miracle?’

“The miracle was that tenacious refusal to believe death had put
an end to Jesus.’

‘Miracle? Why don’t you simply call it an inexplicable or just
surprising belief: for the history of belief in the resurrection may
be the history of a stubborn illusion. “Miracle” strongly suggests
that this belief was divinely implanted in man and, since God does
not deceive, must be true.’

‘Exactly: it certainly is true.’

‘But unless you have evidence inaccessible to other believers,
you are in no position to say with authority: This is miracle, not
illusion; or that people had little solid evidence to go on, but,
thanks to God, they were right in their beliefs. Besides, to call
belief in the resurrection ‘“the real miracle” suggests that some-
how, because this real miracle has occurred, we have better
grounds for belief than if it had not occurred: the miracle is itself
supplementary evidence for the resurrection. But this would be so
only if the ““miracle” of belief could be shown independently to
emanate from God (whatever such a demonstration would be
like). That it was a zrue belief might count in favour of divine ori-
gin: but even this, I’ve insisted, cannot be shown apart from that
very same evidence on which the belief is based. All we have is
the evidence of the early Church in the New Testament: to call

belief upon that evidence “miraculous”, is to beg the crucial
question of its reliability, not to make belief more reasonable, or
more plausible, or even more wonderful.’

Before leaving Niebuhr, more must be said about the issue with
which this discussion commenced, the deflection of scrutiny from
objective history to its existential meaning. One thing canbe stated
confidently: before we can say, ‘It is the revelatory depth of the
fact that is the primary concern of faith’, we must already be sure
that there is afact (objective-historically), and that it Aas revelatory
depth. Attempts at confirming the fact are blasphemous only if
for quite other reasons we could say, Jesus is undoubtedly Son of
God. But if we were able to say that, our need for confirmation
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(for the resurrection or any other event in his life) would be
very much less! As it stands, we cannot say anything of the kind,
least of all if we base belief in the resurrection upon any illusion-
prone ‘sense of communion’. Above all, it cannot be reprehensible
for faith not to be sure of itself, if that faith is dubiously sup-
ported.! Niebuhr himself presumably wishes to retain the words
by which to say exactly this about non-Christian faiths—that
they are not as well founded as his own. N othing could be odder
than to censure anxiety about the basis of faith in the very course
of investigating whether that faith is or is not well based. And
nothing could better show up the quixotic effects of existentialist
and quasi-existentialist approaches to historicity. o

It would be altogether different if Niebuhr saw Christianity as
N0 more or less than a manner of living, a moral and social code,
an imaginative ‘slant’ on the world like that of a poet or a novelist.
Then, the exchange of objective history for existential would be
no real loss at all. Provided that we had a blue print of that way of
life, it would be of no importance whether that blue print took the
form of parable, fable, legend, or the narration of what also hap-
pened to be objectively historical. But Niebuhr constantly speaks
as if Christianity were much more than this. The resurrection is
N0t just a good ideq with valuable moral implications. It does not
simply spotlight existing human possibilities, but claims to h:jwe
brought ey, possibilities, of being reconciled to God, of being
resurrected with Jesus, and so on; possibilities that are not open
if the resurrection never took place. In short, to mlshandie the
distinction between the objective and existential levels of hist(?ry
an easily obscure that vital difference between (i) a*.lternatlve
ways of life, which are equally well delineated by ﬁ'ctlon as by
Darration of fact, and (ii) claims like the Christian claim that, but
for certain events of the past, the present possibilities would be
other thap they are. Questions of objective history thus cannot
P? Smugeled out of the way by extolling the importance of the
Significance for life’ of the doctrines concerned. The appeal to

! Compare Chapter Five above, pp. 84 ff.
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significance cannot properly displace the anxiety and risk attend-
ing historical research into New Testament origins. Or, if it can,
Niebuhr has not shown how.

3

Let us try again. Quite recently, F. Gogarten, the Gottingen
theologian, published a work called Demythologizing and History.!
This is an explicit attempt, in brief compass, to justify the most
daring flight from the objective-historical, while insisting with
all possible emphasis that his own theology is ‘historical’ through
and through. It is a stridently polemical work, very relevant to
our present study, since a good deal of his argumentation is
directed against just the sort of points I have been making in
answer to Niebuhr.

Gogarten starts by saying in effect: Try taking the common-
sensical, objective-historical line if you want to. See where it leads
you. See, in fact, if it does not lead you into far worse nonsense
than you accuse the existentialist historian of perpetrating. Sup-
pose your New Testament events were confirmed by every objec-
tive test known to historical science. What then? Would your
Christianity be proved true? Far from it. For to draw religious
conclusions from the objective-historical events is to do much
more than to acknowledge that this man received his sight and
that man came to life again. It is to interpret the events as being
related in some important way to the unconditioned, eternal, in-
finite being that is God: to call them manifestations of his power,
his love, and so on. This is no longer purely historical talk: the
eventsas religious revelation are ot ‘historically comprehensible’.2
The nonsense appears in the efforts made to reconcile these de-
mands—the events are in history, but somehow or other point

1 Stuttgart: 1953: London: S.C.M., 1955.
2 For the argument which I am paraphrasing, see Gogarten, op. cit., pp.
39 ff.
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beyond history, are in space and time, and yet tell us of a being
who is in neither. Can the orthodox believer work out these
problems with any Jess breakdown in logic than can be laid at the
door of existentialist historians? Very probably not. Here Go-
garten and I are in substantial agreement.

But here too, alas, our agreement ends. Gogarten proceeds to
argue that one can be as sceptical about metaphysics as one likes
and interpret revelation in its entirety as an ‘historical’ pheno-
menon, provided one does not restrict ‘history’ to sheer, objective
Past events. We are reminded again of the Niebuhr arguments
when Gogarten writes, ‘the actual historical character . . . of the
€vents recorded in the New Testament, is not to be sought in the
“objective” and historically [oéjective-historically] ascerFainabIe
fact of their having taken place, but in the . . . proclama}tlon and
witness that in the events of this history God turns with grace
towards mankind. . . .’ 1 Obviously too the same primary objec-
tion to Niebuhr applies equally to Gogarten. Events of history
have to be realized existentially, if they are to be more to us than
brute facts about the past. But to be realized existentlally3 t%h.ey
must first be facts. Prayer to a living Jesus today is a possibility
only if Jesus did rise in the first century A.D.

Look once more at the sentence I quoted. It begins by turning
away from the task of confirming objectively that there were such
EVents as the New Testament describes. Then, more approvingly,
it speaks of the ‘proclamation and witness that in the events of this

istory God turns . . .. In what events? Why, the objective-
historica] events whose reality is surely being assumed, despite all
the disclaimers, But we have no business assuming it, W'/ldtever the
istorica] critics say, nor to deny that their verdict might falsify
Certain crycja] claims, or might back them up. Least of all can we
afford o look forward to the day when ‘such chimeras and
phantasmagorias as “‘objective-factualness” and ‘‘objectively real
events” ]| qQuite automatically disappear’.2

The reader will not be surprised to find that, because of Go-

! Gogarten, op. cit., pp- 37 f. 2 7bid., p- 89.
104



Historicity and Risk

garten’s insistence that the significance of the events matters more
than their occurrence or non-occurrence, several quite definite
questions of oBjective historicity are either begged or shunned.
For example, he tells us to approach miracle with neither the
closed mind of scepticism nor the too-open mind of superstition,
but simply ask of a miracle its significance as Word of God:! we
must ask what can be learned hereabout God’s redeemingactivity.
It would seem, however, to follow that an entirely fictional
miracle-story, whose implications were consistent at all points
with the divine will, should be accepted as of equal status and
authority with any New Testament miracle—a conclusion from
which, presumably, Gogarten would vigorously recoil, if he could
be brought to face this issue squarely. He contents himself with
ruling out one alternative (confirmation of miracle through ob-
jective-historical research), as a serious case of ‘objectifying’ God
and God’s Word, and so denying him.2 This, of course, is closely
parallel to Niebuhr’s charges of blasphemy against ‘blameworthy’
scepticism. It is hard to see any real strength in Gogarten’s
equation of ‘objectifying God’ and pursuing historical research
into the occurrence of miracles. Grant that God confronts man as
a subject, a Thou, not as an object. It is quite compatible with this
that he should choose certain events in the world through which
to manifest himself. There are difficulties enough in understanding
how the eternal could break into time; but to speak of God as
personal and to speak of him acting through events does not seem
to me to involve a contradiction in terms. On these assumptions,
we should know what God was revealing only by discovering
(perhaps with difficulty) what exactly these events had been like.
We should certainly miss the revelation if we lost track of the
events. (Though we might still miss it if we noticed only the
events, but failed to grasp their meaning.) Taking their objective
historicity utterly seriously, would, on this view, be no violation
of God’s personal being: quite the reverse.

Of these events, Christians have maintained, the Cross and

1 Gogarten, op. cit., pp. 86 fI. 2 Ibid., p. 87.
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resurrection are the most revealing of all. Because these things
happened, we are entitled to speak of God’s love and forgiveness.
Compare, however, Gogarten. The Cross indeed ‘has its origin in
time in the historical occurrence of the crucifixion of Jesus of
Nazareth; but one would be setting one’s reliance upon the world
. .. if one were to seek in this for the trustworthiness of the con-
tents of the tradition. The tradition must carry within itself and no-
where else the trustworthiness which is here being enquired for.!
Somehow in the very fact of the proclamation of the Gospel the
Christian is to find his confirmation; and not in the well-
foundedness of what is proclaimed.

‘The tradition must carry within its :
‘must’ is this? ‘Must’, if there is to be no risk of historical falsifica-
tion: ‘must’, in order to keep anxiety at bay? Once again we have
to discriminate; between the truth that it is only in hearmg. aéc?ut
the Cross or resurrection that I can come to realize whrjlt mgmﬁ—
cance it may have for my life; and the error that this testimony it-
self is self-certifying, that it ought not t0 be challenged as to its
sound or flimsy base in objective history- .

The word which, more than any other, comes to one’s !lps
in reading both Niebuhr and Gogarten is ‘subjectivism’. It is a
subjectivism of the most thorough-going kind. Instead of tbe
verification of the original events, we are told that w}}at matters is
the impact of zalk about the events. Instead of objective reStrrec=
tion appearances, we have to be content with a sense of com-
munion in believers. But Gogarten, and his master Bultmann,
deny this charge of subjectivism with an elaborate ’and far-
reaching argument. In their own language, the Christians under-
standing is ‘transformed into an extremely subjectivistiC phen.o-
menon of consciousness which as such has no bearing on reah,ty
-+ " only if it is ‘transposed into the subject—object pattern’.®
What 4%5 this mean? We can best aPproach it by glancing back
at a point made earlier in this chapter. It is claimed that men are
not able to contemplate history with complete detachment, as One

! Gogarten, op. cir. 2 1bid., p- 55-

elf...> What sort of

» P- 77, my italics.
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regards a specimen on a dissecting-table; you the subject, it the
object. Since all history is human history, what we find there is
the world, not as it is in itself, but as it looks through the eyes of
men who are involved in all sorts of ways with it. We do not
know what man in the abstract would be like. We know only
particular men and women in particular historical contexts. We
have no idea what the world would look like to beings without
our needs, tasks, and capacities. We cannot speak properly here
either of ‘isolated subjects’ or of ‘isolated objects’. If one called
Gogarten’s interpretation ‘subjectivist’, one would be implying
that it could be contrasted with a purely ‘objectivist’ interpretation
in which the subject is reduced to a neutral, detached, anonymous
observer. But this has been ruled out as impossible.

Two points of criticism, however, suggest themselves. (i) The
argument owes much to the fashionable existentialist horror of a
mechanized civilization. It sees clearly, but exaggerates, the pres-
sures today tending to reduce people to mere machine-operators,
themselves manipulated by social scientists, as ‘de-personalized’
human automata. The operator’s relation to his machine is par
excellence a detached subject—object relation; and (because of this
fear of lost personality) that relation itself, whenever it occurs,
comes to be deprecated as degrading. But it is clearly not the same
thing (a) to draw attention to the dangers of the subject—object
relation dominating human life—a nightmare indeed; and (8)
ruling it out as improper in every context. The special sciences
may provide highly important data for the morally serious man:
the psychological, sociological, criminological sciences do so:
why not thehistorical ? In all these no philosophical fiaz can reason-
ably eliminate the need for subject—object relations; for objectivity.

Gogarten further claims ! that even within science ‘the subject—
object scheme of thought’ has been ‘rendered untenable’. And
indeed there are experimental situations in which no observation
of atomic particles is possible without interfering with these by
the very act of observation itself. But the sole conclusion from

1 Gogarten, op. cit., p. §I.
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such cases, interpreted in this way, is that ideal experimental con-
ditions are practically impossible, not that a certain attitude and
relation to the subject-matter of study is untenable.

(ii) How much truth is there in the additional claims, first that
man is ‘responsible for the form of the world’ I: he is not the pas-
sive spectator of ‘given’ events, but to a large extent makes them
what they are by seeing them in the light of his purposes, ideals,
imperfections, and so on: and that, second, the search for the
absolutely given datum of objective history is simply not worth
attempting—and, besides, impossible?

That there /s truth here cannot be denied. Man’s view of the
world can safely be said to be very different from an eagle’s or a
rabbit’s. What the impressionist ‘sees’ is not the same tfee.(to
€Xaggerate only very slightly) as the cubist who stands at hls side.
The ‘same’ landscape (say, a valley with a river) is very .dfﬁ'erent
to the bridge-constructing engineer and the native revisiting the
scene of his childhood. And doubtless this is true of past as well as
PIesent events. Nevertheless, it is not nonsense to speak of the
common tree or the common landscape. Cut down the tree, or dam
up the river, and o7 the existentially involved painters, engineers,
and natives wi]] have a radically altered view. We have not been
forced to deny a limit to creativity, a core of hard fact.. Wh}’:
similarly, shoylq not the historian be seen as building 4is inter-
Pretation upon often meagre but quite indispensable cores of
objective factuality? B

There are limits, in other words, to the malleability of events
under imagination or ‘interpretation’. Faces in the ﬁref can be seen
with neary, limitless variety; a poem may bear a fair number of
reasonable Optional interpretations, though not any and every
‘Mterpretation; 5 penny may be seen as circle or ellipse, but.not as
d Cone or a cyhe, So with historical investigations. A scrutiny of
each case ig necessary before a decision can be made about t%le
Teasonableness of any particular interpretation based upon avail-
able know]edge,

! Gogarten, op. cit., pp. 48 ff.
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Equally vital is the further question: ‘Does my knowledge of
the “‘event” give me enough information to back up an interpre-
tation of any kind? Or is scepticism the only sensible response?’
We might ask, “What crossed the path just now, ahead of us in the
shadows? A mouse? a ferret? a low-flying blackbird?’ We cannot
tell; it was too quick, unexpected, far away.

Thus man is neither the witness of a succession of ready-made
events complete with their ‘meanings’, nor does he fashion the
world by his own creativity. Both these exaggerations are equally
fatal to a sound philosophy of history.

4

While the origin of these views on historicity is continental, their
influence is increasingly strong in British theological writing.
They cannot simply be dismissed, therefore, as a remote curiosity
of thought, an aberration (uncongenial to the Anglo-Saxon mind)
from concreteness and empiricism. The problem of how to main-
tain a historical religion on what little pure history the biblical
critics have left us has been felt so persistently embarrassing, that
the Heidegger—Bultmann ‘solution’ is winning many converts.
The unhappy effect of this can perhaps best be seen in a work that
is largely a study of Bultmann, and Heidegger—John Macquarrie’s
An Existentialist Theology. Dr Macquarrie has a good stock of
straightforward commonsense. With what thankfulness one
reads, ‘There could only be saving events if there had been certain
objective events.’! We have touched down in the sanity of objec-
tive history. Only temporarily, however. The Bultmann influence
prompts Macquarrie to say also that, were the New Testament
events thoroughly confirmed by the historian, that would not
make much difference for religious faith, ‘and frankly, it would
be intolerable if it did. For then not only the theologian but
the ordinary Christian believer would be at the mercy of the
1 An Existentialist Theology (London: S.C.M., 1955), p. 170.
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historian’.! But if my argumentsin the present chapter have shown
anything at all they have shown that no amount of subtlety
can provide historicity without the risks of historicity. More-
over, Macquarrie believes that the primary confirmation c.>f
the ‘fact’ of the resurrection lies to hand in the ‘present possi-
bility’ offered by Christ through the proclamation of the Word.
It is from this that ‘we infer that something did once happen.. ...’.
What it was is ‘a matter for academic speculation only’.? Again,
how can it be only academic? If any of these theologians had sat
down to consider in turn possible alternative explanations O.f the
believer’s experience, his senses of communion, his moral serious-
ness, reckoning especially with the Freudian analysis in 1ts most
challenging forms; and if then he reasonably concluded that the
Christian interpretation was the most plausible one, the doubter
(convinced or not) could at least have 10 complaints over the
theologian’s thoroughness. But this is 70Z what we ﬁm,i' We find
a terminology calculated to turn aside all such questions about
valid and invalid interpretation, to rule them out as PSY‘:hOIQigl cal
irrelevancies. The present inquiry, we are told, is theology, ulrec;
ducibly such. Yet once more, psychology surely cannot be rule
out as irrelevant here. For what Macquarrie and company are
claiming is that from a consideration of the way t}.le.w?rld l? ?.1;_3
to Christians today, the way they feel, th‘? qus’bllfnesdlo i,le
open to them, one and only one interpretation is va-hd: at the
resurrection of Jesus occurred. Alternative explanations are not
worth attempting,
Suppose, laSﬂ%', that the Christian explanatifm did seem $e
most reasonable one—with only a small margin Over, sa};i the
F‘reudian account. Then suppose further that we consulted the
historian who was able to provide confirmation of the .actu:’il
occurrence of the events to which our anal)ésis of f_hci:l beh:':;ys
experience seemed. al] ; :nt. Would we not have
reason to rejoice ir,,ag}llilsn;]:;::rgg::y corroboration? The t.he.o-
logian could not deny i¢—if he were not a captive to existentialist
* Macquarrie, loc. cir. 2 Ibid., pp. 188 £.
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confusions. In the light of this, how unrealistic is Macquarrie’s
disclaimer that ‘attempts . . . to prove that the tomb was empty
. . . are simply beside the point, for in its character as saving event
the resurrection is to be understood existentially’.

In conclusion, if we accept Gogarten’s either [or; either the or-
thodox stress on objective historicity, or the existentialists’
account, then otk ways seem equally blocked; the first for
roughly the reasons Gogarten mentions, and the second for the
reasons adduced in our present discussion. Of course, there may
be other, unnoticed, options, among them (though the theo-
logian so often forgets it) a reluctant suspension of belief. Better
that perhaps than the conversion of a disappointingly negative
biblical criticism into an obscurantist mock-triumph.

1 Macquarrie, p. 188.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
HISTORICITY AND RISK (2)

O NE English theologian whose apologetic works are m:ldely
read is Professor Alan Richardson.! Perhaps equally n}ﬂu-
ential is the Theological Word Book of the Bible, which he edited,
and to which he contributed several of the main articles. The
problem of historicity is prominent in these works, and his treat-
ment of it deserves serious discussion here. We shall confine Olir
attention in this chapter almost entirely to Professor Richardson's
approach, rather than skim superficially over a Plurality of
theories. We shall find that several of the ideas already discusS<’:d
reappear in this writer (a further testimony to their impostance n
contemporary British thought), but Richardson adds Ori‘éi’na1
arguments at many points and provides a particularly interesting
account of miracles.

In his book Christian Apologetics we meet the same paradox a5

n Macquarrie’s dn Existentialist Theology. First, the Christ1iaid

%;th :u bound up with certain happenings in the past, and if these

beEE qu?is di?{uld be shown never to have occurred, or t0 have

then the wh01: I:;;from the biblical-Christian account of them,

be found to have 1bce of Christian faith, life and worship would

follow that histori‘:e‘in bmlt on sand’2 It would surely seem to

But the reader will}i1 crmc-ls-m could conceivably falsify belief-
1 See especially hi © cofldmoned by this stage against bewilder-
2 Christian AP};IO;ZZ’: L;)"&;r: Apologetics (London: S.C.M., 1947)-
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ment, when he further learns that the Christian ‘well knows that
the question of the historicity of the miracles or of the Gospel
record in general is not settled in the field of historical and
critical research’.!

Richardson’s defence of the paradox takes the following form.
History involves selection: #his is told, zhar is ignored. We bring
to the facts a principle by which the selection is made. We bring a
personal ‘standpoint’, a cast of mind, to which some historical
explanations will make sense, others not. A person with one stand-
Point may well refuse to admit the historicity of something which
another will swear by—on the same objective evidence. Yet with-
out some standpoint, some ‘faith-principle’ as Richardson calls it,
10 history can be written at all. The most adequate ‘faith-prin-
ciple’ will be the one that makes the greatest amount of sense out
of the highest proportion of data. Hence, we do not first work out
what took place and what did not take place, and zhen work out
the significance of what did happen. There are not two operations:
only one, in which data and significance are simultaneously d?s-
covered through applying a fruitful ‘faith-principle’ to tht_e his-
_IOrical siteation. On these assumptions, it should not surprise us
if ‘once the Christian meaning of the facts is denied, the facts
themselves begin to disappear into the mists of doubt and
Vagueness’ 2

Historicity is being seen by Richardson not primarily as in-
volving correspondence with fact, but above all the co/zerenc'e of the
data in patterns, webs of significance. A wrong faith-principle ob-
scures the pattern: the right one throws it into relief. Correspom.ii
.d ence is not, however, entirely superseded. The true acc‘01'1nt wil
In fact correspond with what happened in the past, but ‘since we
€an never know directly the facts which happened, co.rrcispon‘d-
ence is for us no criterion of objectivity at all’. ® This is quite
€rucial to Richardson’s whole position, as we shall see. At the
Moment, one comment may be made on the Jast-quoted sentence.
There is truth in what it says, but it is stated far too'strongly It
Y Christian Apologetics, p. 174. 2 Ibid, p. 105, * Ibid., p. 147
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seems to deny that a distinction can be made between (i) the evi-
E:;ce :vbe have for thf: historicity of an event, and (ii) what we
o the out the relations between. that event and others alleged
o occurred about the same time. We may know very well
cohe:; tev:?; r}rllagfeﬁf:d, but be unab-le to integrate it into any
for futurepex lana At we should call it an anomaly, a candidate
the oood 5 tion; but We.should not for that reason dismiss
Sg evidence we have of its actual occurrence.
1 abolig E)T? g‘:; Zxample, I made a set of ten experi
over the te};l inr 2y morning. I have }.1ad no time as yet to work
they will ‘coher itLUmEI.It-reac.imgs which they yleldec!. Per/z.aps
they may pro d ¢ eautlfully mn Sf)me pattern, as terms in a SEries;
I do not aI: e:clf a neat curve if 1 represent them on 2 graph.
that I kave t}}lle r:io-w' But this does not reduce my (fonﬁdeflce
the series or th readings and that they are accurate. Discovering
joltings, chan e curve would boost my confidence that no slips,
ment. S’up o gfls l?hCOnd'lt}ons, had brought error Into the experi-
touched algn g the original data remained for many years un-
that they shogwwé ?fhef figures in a notebook: t0 dlsc:over then
confirming Vale a ‘significant” pattern would be of still greater
corded, say, a ;l-e’ reducing enormously the chance that they re-
experir;lenf-’ alt}ist of random numbers, and not the results of an
enough to ;{arm‘;‘igh by itself the coherence test might not prove
experiment fro S(.)und inferences about the exact nature of the
m which they emanated.

Cases could be imagi Y e . . ] o
coherences might not gined in which discovery © very gr
extend the laborato confirm b.Ut shake belief in h15tor1c1ftiy. ()
had not in fact bee;y example: if I suspected that a set of figures
stead had been ‘cookeg’r operly arrived at by exper.uflent, but in-
deepened when 1 foundhy a lazy assistant, my ?USPIC}OII would be
{natical progression whj tllllat they were terms 10 2 simple mathe-
in other connectiong, 1 d recently encountered

Summing this up. w e
from a high degree of e are not entitled to argue to historicity

coherence considered by itself. In some
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cases such coherence as appears will reinforce our confidence
about the data themselves: in others, it will be too good to be true.
In others again (nearer the New Testament set of problems), it
will be impossible or next to impossible to discover how much
the original facts were ‘adjusted’ by their first reporters into
nearest conformity with the pattern they sought to bring out in
them and at which the facts indeed may have hinted. At any rate,
there can be no short-cuts that avoid the weighing up of these
options in each situation. And if coherence is not the adequate
test Richardson maintains it to be, there is nothing for it but once
again to take seriously the historical critics’ attempts to keep as
separate as possible the questions of event and significance.

Not only is the role of objective history minimized in Christian
Apologetics, but the emphases on coherence and the search for a
suitable faith-principle make the establishment of the New Testa-
ment events-and-significance seem a much easier task than it can
really be.

That perspective from which we see most clearly all the facts,
without having to explain any of them away, will be a rela-
tively true perspective. Christians believe that the perspective
of biblical faith enables us to see very clearly and without dis-
tortion the biblical facts as they really are: they see the facts
clearly because they see their true meaning. On the other hand,
when once the Christian meaning of the facts is denied, the
facts themselves begin to disappear . . .1

(1) An important question is begged in the first sentence. If we
accept as the best perspective the one which allows us to see all
the facts and explain none away, we are already assuming that
none of the alleged ‘facts’ oughs to be explained away, that the
records are in the main trustworthy. A ‘conservative’ biblical
critic would be able to say that, but not a radical critic. But to
admit this is to see that the historical quest cannot be reduced to
the quest for the coherence-bringing perspective.

1 Christian Apologetics, p. 105.
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(ii) The next sentence claims that the biblical perspective gives
a clear, undistorted view of the ‘biblical facts as they really are’.
Does this advance the argument for Christian belief? It can only
mean that once we grant the biblical presuppositions, the biblical
account cokeres. Which may be so; but cannot settle the question
of its truth or falsity. A poem, a novel, a fugue, may all be coherent
in their various ways: nothing follows as to whether the poet or
novelist recorded actual past events in their works. And musical
coherence is quite plainly unrelated to any reporting of events.

(iii) Christians ‘see the facts clearly because they see their true
meaning’. Maybe: but Richardson has not ruled out the possi-
bility that Christians merely see what the facts would have to be, in
order to bear the Christian interpretation. To see this is not the
same as being persuaded that the facts were so.

(iv) In the light of these comments, the final sentence qqued
comes to have a double edge to it. Deny the Christian ‘mc’aamng
of the facts’ and ‘the facts themselves begin to disappear’. The
doubter could take this as an admission of what I have satid about
(iii) above; re-emphasizing the extreme difficulty of settling what
the facts were, as distinct from settling what they would haye to
be, in order to bear the meaning the Christian desires. Taking it
this way, the doubter could only agree: but he would deny that
in this group of arguments Richardson had achieved what he set
out to achieve, .

Going further; the notion of ‘perspective’, separable and dis-
tinguishable, able to be labelled ‘biblical’, ‘naturalistic’, and so on,
can carry certain misleading suggestions. AlthoughI approach the
New Testament with a most sympathetic mind, my believing
perspective may gradually and imperceptibly change to uncer-
tainty and agnosticism through a great many intermediate posi-
tons, as I come to realize, say, the unanswered problems of mean-
ing in religious concepts, the strength of psycho—analytic accounts
of religious experience, and the tenuousness of historical evidence
on which the religious system is raised. What the historical critic
says is always relevant to the assessing of my overall position,
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whether this fact brings anxiety or not. Equally, if I interpret the
New Testament on the principle that all the miraculous elements
are free-fantasies on the (non-miraculous) life of a remarkable
man, I should be intellectually dishonest, if I did not modify this
perspective when I found that sometimes the New Testament
authors neglected clear and easy opportunities of adding to the
supernatural splendour of their writings. The epileptic boy in
Mark’s Gospel became ‘as one dead; insomuch that many said, He
is dead’. If the chosen perspective were sound, why on earth did
not Mark take a hint from the majority of the eyewitnesses, and
alter ‘as dead’ to ‘dead’?! If the language of ‘faith-principle’ or
‘perspective’ is retained, then it must be stressed that adopting
such a principle can be only a tentative venture, never finally
confirmed while historical and theological research and discussion
continue, giving no inviolate platform above the ebb and flow of
controversy. The principle may (as Richardson insists) be
brought o history, and may not be found there: nonetheless, it
may have to be corrected, perhaps discarded, in obedience to what
we do find in history.

As we have already noticed, there are many places in Ckristian
Apologetics where Richardson means by a Christian faith-
principle something more positive than this cast of mind: he takes
it not merely as the readiness to heed the New Testament sym-
pathetically, the refusal to write off its miracles a priori as absurd,

but he takes it as being prepared to accepr its authority about what
it proclaims.

Belief in the historicity of the Gospel miracles does not come
by means of any ‘scientific’ and ‘objective’ examination of the
evidence: it comes when we decide to accept thetestimony of the
apostles concerning the things which they saw with their eyes
and ... handled concerning the Word of Life.?

1 Mark 9, 26. On this point of criticism, see W. Manson, Jesus the Messiah.
(London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1943), p. 46.

% Christian Apologetics, p. 172.
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In taking up a pro-Christian Perspective in zhis sense, of course,
we have nothing to fear from critic or philosopher. But what has
happened is that the conclusions which an apologetic struggles
finally to reach have been pushed up into its initial presuppositions.
One will now, for instance, have no difficulty in accepting the
resurrection; not because sound evidence for it has been adduced,
but only because one’s study has been prefaced by an acceptance
of the reliability of the disputed records.

A principle of interpretation, then, may be either an attitudf{ of
mind brought to an inquiry or it may include a set of more specific
Suppositions; or jt may be located somewhere in the scale l.)etw.een
these two poles. In general we may conclude that as historical
vulnerability decreases, so too decreases the importance of the
conclusions we can reach; and vice versa. The more content we
give to our Presuppositions, the more weight of justification must
fall upon thoge presuppositions themselves. And we ha\,’e. seen
above how difficult that justification is, where ‘coherence’ is the

Principal test employed.
2

The most acyte historical problems of all have constantly cent.red
vPon the New Testament miracles. It has been to defend or reject
those that believers and unbelievers alike have most cla'mantly‘ in-
voked thejr rival ‘perspectives’, their notions of what is possible
il impossible, what fikely and unlikely, in the light of all that
€y indeP'Endently know about the sort of world we live in. In
his discussiop, of miracle, Professor Richardson wants, reasonably
enough, 1o do justice ];oth to our twentieth-century scientific
Fnowledge of i world, and to that biblical faith-principle which
he is anxioys 44 maintain.! The principal question we shall put to
m s, ‘Can these two aims be achieved together, harmoniously,
as he belieyeg they can
I Se , .
Stories f’ft?/lee 12?2;2;1 Eiaggdgﬁ?tgffé?;g’ 311;: xt)}.le same author’s The Miracle
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What, first of all, is meant by ‘miracle’? A two-fold definition
is offered. (i) Miracles are not contrary to nature, but only con-
trary to what we Anow about nature. ¢ “Science” as such can have
no objection to the conception of miracle as it is understood in
traditional theology; for miracle is merely that which occurs
according to the operation of those laws of nature which are as yet
unknown to us.” !

(ii) “The miraculous is that which arouses in us the feeling of
wonder, of awe and even of humility in its presence.” 2 In this
sense, the whole (law-obeying) universe may be called miraculous
by anyone who finds it awe-inspiring. Adding together the two
parts of the definition, we conclude that a miracle is an anomalous
event that arouses awe. Anomalous, not because no explanation of
it is theoretically possible in terms of natural law, but through our
present ignorance of the laws involved. Awe-inspiring—but
again, for all we know, law-abiding also. This definition clearly
cannot offend the twentieth-century mind; but can it really cover
all that the New Testament required of the concept of miracle?
More, surely, is meant by Christ’s ‘signs’ and ‘wonders’ than the
performance of (at the time) unexplained events, which aroused
awe in the spectators.

And indeed we find Richardson ceasing to speak of mere
anomalies and speaking instead of the ‘Gospel miracles’, which
‘were not the result of the operation of any force which the phys-
ical sciences can measure or describe’.? That the sciences could
account for them could be believed only by someone who made
the (philosophical) assumption that ‘the only forces in the universe
are those which physical science can measure’.4 Now, our defini-
tion tells us that a miracle of today (in sense (i)) could cease to be
miraculous tomorrow, if we found an explanation of it in terms of
natural law. But today it is unexplained, miraculous. It would not
be made any more miraculous by predicting that no such explana-
tory law would ever be found. That prediction, if taken seriously,
would simply discourage people from /looking for a possible
1 Christian Apologetics, pp. 154 f. 2 Ibid., p. 155. 3 Ibid., p. 174. % 1bid., loc cit.

119



C'/Eristiani{y and Paradox

explanation: and indeed this might be the very effect desired by
the predictor~guaranteeing that it should remain ‘miracle’ for an
indefinite time. Byt how could anyone be so sure that certain
events could not at some time he explained? The scientist does not
claim that his present armoury of concepts and theories is ade-
quate to account for every phenomenon. He is continually modi-
fying, Scrapping, replacing these in the interests of tidier hypo-
theses, theories of wider scope. He is committed only to a method,
the forrnulating of hypotheses that are verified, and not falsified
by experience. )

It seems to follow that once we accept the definition of ‘mlraclfe’
as ‘awe-arousing anomaly’, we cannot wriggle out of the possi-
bility of eventual causa] explanation of any once-miraculou§ event,
If the event Temains awe-inspiring after the explanation, it could
still qualify as 3 miracle. But with practically all the New Te.sta-
ment examples, most of the awesomeness itself almost certauzlly
results from the inability to explain. The one would tend to vanish
with the other, Or, if not, the wonder that remained, say, at a
healing miracle, would be of precisely the same ord.er as our won-
der at the twentieth-century surgeon’s skill. But plainly Fhe Cfms-
tian wishes 1o see the works of Jesus as miraculous in quite a
different Seénse, a sense we have not yet touched upon, but now
must, .

The point of Richardson’s denial that science could .eXplaln
all, is that he wants to find a way of seeing the miracles as in some
Special sense the action of God. This comes out very clearly in 4
Theological Word Book of the Bible. There again we are reassured
that miracleg in theory are explainable according to laws as yet un-
kn9wn. But then tha miracle of the resurrection of ]esus’ is de-
sc?lb.ed 3 ‘God’s mighty act in raising him from the dead’. And
this is simply tq follow the Scriptures. Back in Christian Apolo-
getzcs’z Richardsop considers certain rival, incompatible inter-
Pretations of the Miracyloys, Among these are (i) ‘manifestations

! London: S.

2p. 17 CM, I950. See articles on ‘Miracle’, ‘Resurrection’.
. 3.
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of the power and love of God’, and (ii) ‘the power of mind over
nature’, and (iii) ‘unscrupulous trickery’. These could be incom-
patible, only if the first is taken as a causal explanation of miracles,
like the other two theories. So in the resurrection account God
is seen as somehow interfering in nature, in order to reveal his
power in a way different from that in which any natural event
reveals it.

Obviously the definitions from which we started have been
left far behind. According to them, there is no reason why what
we have called miracle may not turn out to have been trickery
or explicable by psychical research. We should not have been
wrong to call it ‘miracle’ while our ignorance lasted. But now we
have seen the attempt to deny the possibility of explanation by
the scientist, so as to guarantee that yesterday’s miracle will not
become tomorrow’s commonplace. Further, Richardson has
suggested that there are phenomena which lie altogether beyond
the power of science to explain and require to be described as
‘manifestations of the power and love of God’. To say this is to
deny that the miracle is simply a wonder-generating anomaly, not
as yet explained. It is to say that the miracle Aas an explanation—
namely, the special intervention of God in the world. Only such a
slide in meaning could account for the following sentence:
‘Against all modern attempts to explain the resurrection as some-
thing natural and comprehensible . . . it is necessary to insist that
the resurrection of Jesus is miracle, mysterious and irreducible,
from the biblical point of view.”! On the old definition, this con-
trast could not be made—the contrast between the ‘natural and
comprehensible’ and the miraculous. For according to that an
event could be a miracle, and yet turn out to be natural and (in
course of time) comprehensible. Nor could one say that any
event was ‘irreducibly’ miraculous—except in the sense that it
might be expected to evoke wonderment at all times, even though
its explanation were found: otherwise, one could say only that its
explanation was pending.

1 4 Theological Word Book of the Bible, p. 194.
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The scientific ‘perspective’ forces Richardson to grant a
theoretical natural explanation of miracles: the biblical perspective
forces him to see God as himself causally initiating events in the
world. The two perspectives war against each other. Can they
be reconciled? We might try retaining both by saying: God is the
author of certain events, rather as human beings are of other
events. Then we could still say that miracles brought about by
God would be Iaw-abiding, natural, and theoretically explicable,
as the original definition demanded. But that definition also de-
manded that once an anomaly was explained, it ceased to count as
miracle. Once explain these events as God-initiated, and they
would no longer be miraculous. Paradoxical; but entailed as soon
as God is taken as causally intervening. ]

But at least it might be said, the intervention of God will re-
main awe-inspiring and thus allow us to go on seeing the events
he initiates a5 miraculous (on the second count). I wonder if it
would; once we had fully and rigorously thought through all it
would mean to think of God in this way. For we should no longer
be thinking of a God who ‘infinitely transcends the world’
(Tillich). we should be impairing that transcendence, were we to
conceive God gz causally operative upon nature in the same way
as natural events gre causally operative upon one another. Indeed,
1tis highly questionable whether we should still wish to call such a
peing God at all. Rather, we should have allowed (if we did s0) a
hard-won distinction between God and nature to lapse. Re-
member Professor Hodges’ words quoted in the previous
chapter. The conception of God is of a being

INCommensyrap]e with all objects of our experience, and [this

is an attribute] which it s hard to see as contributing to an ex-

Planatory hypohesis intended to account for particular facts.1

" If, on the Other hand, we are determined to take nothing away
rom God’g transcendence, and refuse to think of him as causally

! Compare the “rali: )
o b rel jection’ Cosmological Argument;
Chapter Nine bdowfplg.lo:ésc E)b}ecnon to the Cosmolog g 3
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intervening in the world, the difficulty now is to know how to
infer from the ‘awe-inspiring anomalous’ to ‘God manifesting his
power and love’. There is certainly an immense gulf between the
two. Many of the properties of liquid helium remain today
surprising and anomalous: our definition entitles us to call them
‘miraculous’, and because of the history of the word ‘miraculous’,
that would seem to entitle us also to say, ‘God here specially re-
veals himself.” But this last inference is shut off from us, as long
as we remain strictly within the terms of the definition, which says
nothing about God, only about our present ignorance of explana-
tions and our wonderment. It would be just as precarious to argue
from the /atter—the awe and wonder—to the claim, ‘God is here
revealed’; for how could one be in the least degree sure that a
world made by no God might not contain sights and sounds
which elicited these same responses?

‘Coherence’ can be appealed to here, however. The New Testa-
ment miracles are not unrelated, sporadic outcrops of odd happen-
ings. They focus attention on a life and doctrine which have a
pattern. Jesus is the second Adam, restoring what the fall of the
first Adam had despoiled. Healings, feedings, the overcoming of
death, are tokens of the divine redemptive work. We have there-
fore, on the Christian view, very much better ground for taking
some central New Testament miracle as authentic than if it were
one isolated, non-cohering tale about the remote past.

But what makes the pattern stand out? What is the background,
so to speak; and what the contrasting colour in which the pattern
is delineated? With the miracle-stories, doubtless, the striking
thing is their running counter to our knowledge of nature. This
(applying our definition) is due to our ignorance of the natural
laws to which they actually conform. Allow a long enough time
for research, and with the discovery of these laws the oddness
would vanish. So would the pattern, in so far as the miracles con-
tributed to it: just as the pattern of a rug would vanish, if it were
all dyed one colour. This might puzzle the Christian, who sees his
Gospel as for all time and all circumstances. But more worrying
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still is the fact that on these assumptions, when we call miracles
‘mighty works of God’ we are referring to no more than the
divine sagacity in focusing our attention in certain events through
our ignorance of their (quite unremarkable) causes. There might
be nothing morally reprehensible in thus ‘cashing in’ on human
ignorance: but as an account of miracle it seems a very far cry from
what the Christian normally means by God’s mighty works.

3

Not all biblical critics deny that it is possible to penetrate the
barrier between early Church and historical Jesus. Not all are so
Pessimistic aboy recovering ‘objective history’ as are most of
those we haye studied in these two chapters. Even if the For.m
Critics are right in detecting common oral and literary shape§ in
New Testamen; stories and ‘words’ of Jesus, it is still possible
that in Part their conzen; may quite authentically point back to
events which took Place before the death of Jesus, and thus be-
fore the Church-tradition began its formal stereotyping. )
_ The Germap, scholar, Joachim Jeremias, for example, has tried,
N astudy of the parables, to argue back from the New T estz;m;nt
{Nterpretation 1o he original spoken by Jesus. His method de-
Pends on hjg belief that the changes, embellishments,. eteetera,
UPon Jesus’ owp words took place in certain constant directions;
€ing expandeg and modified so as to speak to the needs of .the
urch in Own situation (not that of Jesus), and.bemg
fieveloped on allegorica] lines, never favoured by Jesus hlr.ns-e]f.
Allow off” fo o11 these tendencies, and something like the original
Parables cap he Teconstructed. The attempt, at any rate, is a.fas-
cinating piece of detective work, although unlikely to revolution-
ize the whole historica] problem. For one thing, it must take for
g7anted, and canpgy itself establish, the general trustworthiness
of the. New Testament picture of Jesus’ life, with its successive
Situationg’, Secondly, there is great room for speculative error in
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deciding that if a parable seems to fit some situation in Jesus’ life,
then we have probably recovered its actual original setting. Nor
can we check up independently on an assumption like, ‘Jesus
never used allegory.’

Yet this sort of piece-by-piece attempt to recover objective
history is by no means valueless, although its results are seldom
spectacular. The fact that such research is not caught in an im-
passe, prevents one concluding that we have all the evidence we
ever will have for or against historicity, and that therefore the
Christian must build his faith upon the proclamation of the first-
century Church and upon the ‘existential’ impact of proclaiming
it today. Whether the theologian likes it or not, it keeps open the
possibility of further confirming or falsifying what is proclaimed:
it puts a question-mark against attempts to insure the Gospel
against all objective-historical risks. Archaeological research
plays exactly the same role.

It is, of course, quite another question, not our present con-
cern, whether the objective history that is recovered is substantial
enough to confirm critical events, like the resurrection.

4

Four general conclusions stand out at the end of these studies on
historicity.

(i) In this field at least existentialist approaches are attractive
but highly dangerous. The distinction between objective history
and existential history is a valuable extension to our vocabulary,
but it cannot bear the weight increasingly laid upon it by many
theologians. In particular, its use leads to a sense of false security,
an illusion that the risks of history can be and have been elimin-
ated.

(i) It is true that there must come a point at which detailed

1 See Professor A. M. Hunter, reviewing The Parables of Jesus, in The
Journal of Theological Studies, 1955.
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historical analysis ends (temporarily) and a verdict is passed—to
believe or not to believe. But the verdict, to be jusz, must be
supported by the detailed historical conclusions; otherwise it is
irrational. It may also require revision in the light of new evidence.
Where the Christian Faith is on trial, appeals against former ver-
dicts are always in place. Above all, the logical distinction between
adducing evidence for the New Testament and pronouncing a
verdict upon it, does not entitle us to any release from the
‘anxiety of the historical’; any more than a jury’s verdict relieves
a court of appeal of the ‘anxiety’ of sifting over once more the
evidence on which the original verdict was based, rightly or
wrongly. The verdict cannot be floated off, detached fro.m, the
supporting evidence in such a way that it could remain un-
affected, should the evidence alter or be reinterpreted afte'r t}{e
verdict is passed. (To speak of being ‘committed’ to a faith is
Sometimes an attempt to do exactly this: once committed, one
may feel no longer obliged to keep on the guz vive for new evi-
dence Pro or con. This again is comfortable, but intellectually
dishonest.)

(iii) The intractability of the problem of miracle points to the
deepest difficulty in any endeavour to point at God as the ex-
Planation of natural events. For this amounts to the problem of
h‘OW a being who transcends the world can still be causally opera-
Uve within the world. The problem is intractable, whether one
5ays that miracles have ‘natural causes’ or that they do not llaYe
them, Different theologians, however, tackle these questions in
°0 many different ways, that space has permitted us to discuss
Only. the view of one influential writer—and that in the barest
outline. On the basis of that discussion we cannot draw any
general conclysjons about the possibility of an intelligible theory
of miracle,
tha(tng-lfz always, honesty demands kee]?ing open the ;.)0.551b1.11ty

W of the exiguous evidence in hand, scepticism is a
more reasonable course than the erection of the dubious defences
we have ¢Xamined. The theologian says in all earnestness that
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there must be a way of escape from the anxiety of historical risk,
for Christ is the bringer of peace. But we cannot lightheartedly
dismiss that other and more austere thought—that because
escape is not possible, Christ may not be after all so surely the
bringer of peace.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

SECULAR ETHICS AND MORAL
SERIOUSNESS

[4
DO we need God as the ultimate explanation of moral ex-
Perience?” We have recently seen a striking revival of in-

terest in the relation of morals and religion, both from the prac-
tical educationaljst point of view and from that of the theologian,
who claims thae here is one department of life in which the con-
cept of God has undoubtedly a crucial explanatory role to play.
But practice and theory cannot be kept apart in this topic. The
theologjan claims not only theoretical difficulties in accounting
f:OI: morality without God, but he often holds that without re-
ligious beljef moral seriousness is impossible; all the SOlemn}ty
and authority of the moral law, even the moral dignity of humanity
1tself—a| these go as soon as God is denied to be the authpr <?f
that Jay,. And without the expectation of eternal life mora.llt}’ 1s
frustrateq and mocked, loses all purchase over us. It is not simply
lt)hat the sceptic finds himself bereft of the prestige that God

rought to 5 way of life already and independently known to Pe
sorally g00d, nor that divine sponsorship made the go?d life
(gf ychologically) easier to achieve. It is a matter of logic and
Ra:ry of knowledge’—of what moral judge.mt?nts are. Paul
‘Go Siy States on the first page of his Basic Christian Lithics th,alt

35 something to do with the very meaning of obligation’.

1
it RaMSey, Basic Christian Ethics (London: 5.C.M. 1953), P 13 my
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What is being so frequently claimed, then, is that the man who
fully realizes what morality is, why he should do his duty and
what it is to do it, is already a theist—even if unknown to himself.
Or again, it is to claim that if the sceptic completely saw the moral
implications of his unbelief, he would prefer to doubt any specula-
tive argument rather than live out, put into practice, those im-
plications.

It should be noticed that, if this is a legitimate way of expressing
the moral argument, certain questions of psychology are here not
crucial. Quite a number of people might lose seriousness in carry-
ing out morally right actions once they lost all belief in the pros-
pect of final reward or punishment in a life hereafter. But before
this could count as a moral argument, we should have to discover
whether these people had ever clearly distinguished morals from
‘prudentials’—whether their change of attitude did in fact result
from change in the ‘very meaning of obligation’ or from the with-
drawal of the prospect of ‘pie in the sky’ and of the fear of damna-
tion. Our question is a philosophical one: can a secular ethic find
the language in which the whole gamut of moral experience can
be expressed without parasitic dependence on a dwindling Chris-
tian inspiration? or must it present a morally lop-sided picture of
man which tempts him to destructive Satanic pride, denies him his
dignity, terminates in his despair? If the latter is true, the theo-
logian would have gone far to justify his claim that only on the
hypothesis that God exists can moral experience in the largest
sense be explained.

2

Few theologians now claim bluntly that moral principles are noth-
ing but commands of God; or that the sole justification for obedi-
ence to any moral imperative is ‘God commands it’. Most would
agree, when pressed, that God ought to be obeyed because what
he commands is good. On any other view we have the worship of
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power only, obedience to the strong, as strong. Nevertheless,
sophisticated new versions of ‘will-of-God ethics’ abound in twen-
tieth-century Protestant theology. Their apologeticaimis tointer-
twine moral and religious discourse so closely that no understand-
ing of morality is possible without acceptance of its ‘divine war-
raut’. Bonhoeffer argued in his Zrhics that the notion of ‘author-
ity’is crucial to morals, If conflicting moral judgements are utt<.3red,
the one by a thoughtless child and the other by an adult w1t.h a
great deal of experience of life, we are of course justified in paying
more heed to the authoritative adu]t. The summit of authority is
God, whose ‘commandment is the only warrant for ethical dis-
course’! Were there conflict between human and divine ‘judge-
ments’ and should we have no moral insight into the rightness or
wrongness of God’s command, we ought analogously to subm.lt
to his supreme authority: for he alone possesses the full synoptic
vision of human relations in all their complexity and can see the
outworking, the immediate and remote consequences, of human
action. ‘In ethjcal discourse what matters is not only that the con-
tents of the assertion should be correct, but also that there should
be a concrete warrant, an authorization for this assertion. It is not
only what is said that matters, but also the man who says it.” 2
Grant an omniscient God, and much of this is incontestably
true. The sceptic may readily agree that it is beyond Auman
capacity to answer with finality questions about the long-term
e of, say, a radically new political

Yy arguing thay although we

Particular case, we may be sure that God’s will still ought to be

done. D i .
) ]:.ny' t}tns, and we could po longer defend ourselves if
1etrich B h .
2 Ibid., p. z;.)slf eefter, Edhics (London; S-C.M., 1955), p. 244.
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Someone protested in the following way. ‘Incongruities between
our judgement and God’s command,” he might say, ‘may be due
Tot to our ignorance or creaturely limitations but to God’s de-
ficiency of goodness.’ Only after we had established God’s good-
ness, by discovering that he consistently gave forth good com-
mands, could we begin to invoke the argument from authority in
cases where we chose not to trust our own judgement. But if all
this is true, then it cannot be demanded that, before we accept any
moral principle, it should be shown to be commanded by God—
In order to give it ‘authority’. For all that Bonhoeffer says, this is
one sense in which ‘the commandment of God’ must ‘be replaced
by our own choice’.! There is therefore no apologetic force in
this argument from authority alone, for before we can know
?Vhedler or not we are in the presence of a morally reliable author-
1ty, we have to make and trust certain inescapable direct moral
judgements which cannot themselves be justified in terms of
authority,

3

It is sometimes claimed that we must go a good deal further than
this. Not only are we unable to come by reliable moral judge-
ments without reference to divine authority, but moral i‘}d.gf’ment
O_f any kind is itself necessarily presumptuous, an eXhlbmfm of
sinful pride. Who is man to weigh up the commands of GOfi in the
scales of his ‘mere morality’? His sole fitting attitude is total
humility under the divine imperative, not under any self-imposed
mora/ imperative,
But it is relevant to ask the question: Ought we Y e

he Christian must consider this a proper question, to which nes
Prepared to say unhesitatingly: Yes. If he is to cont.mue Pr.azstng
Go.d for being good, he must believe that God might (without
Ogical contradiction) have been bad, might have issued commands

1 5. . -
Inentl bid, P- 245. Bonhoeffer is not himself concerned here to use his argu
3pologetically: but it is often so used.
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which ought not to be obeyed. (If not, there would be nothing to
be thankful about.) The question is proper: but what does it
mean? We can see that most easily by asking a fresh question,
again a proper one: Why should God be obeyed? We cannot say:
Because he is omnipotent, omniscient; for there is nothing logic-
ally improper in saying: He is omnipotent and omniscient and
morally wicked. Obviously, the only sort of answer that would
satisfy us is an account of certain morally relevant features of
God’s nature; for moral evaluations are shorthand ways of dra.w-
Ing attention to the presence of just such features, together with
the expressing of attitudes favourable or unfavourable to them.
Thus the moral evaluation of what we know about God’s being
and activity is once more inescapable—logically inescapa?le; for
without it we cannot say ‘God ought to be obeyed’. And if those
W.Ofds are denied us, there is no justification for humility under the
divine imperative, other than considerations of prudence.
. .D.espite their similar grammatical shape, ‘moral imperative’ and
.dlvme imperative’ are not logically parallel phrases. -They work
In rather different ways. To say that the moral imperative ought to
be obeyed is true but uninformative; for its truth follows frOI:rl th'e
meaning of the words ‘moral imperative’. A moral imperative is
¢ Prescription of what ought to be done. The same cannot b’e
Salc.l of the statement ‘the divine imperative Ought to be obeyed .
T%us 1S not trye by definition, since divine commanc?s c;oz'zld be
wncked, if there were an evil deity. ‘Divine imperative is not
lognc:jllly different from ‘managerial imperative’, ‘dictatorial im-
PErative’. Tt ought to be obeyed only if what is commanded is
right: the divine imperative is binding only if it coincides also with
the mora] imperative, To exhort people on moral grounds t.o re-
~ounce the moral in favour of the divine imperative is a logically
absurd request.
defyag,o :iher;; is not guilty of arrogance in rf‘:tai.ning tht_‘-‘ ;ight to
renounced, Sh ould God command what is evil: if t'ha.t right :)V;?:‘je
Furthey if,h € could no longer call.the God of Christianity g f
» 1t e is to call God good, it can only be by experience o
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his consistently good acts. One cannot go on indefinitely saying:
This looks like cruelty, or callousness or indifference on God's
part, but it can’ be, since he is good; for we cannot know s
goodness save through these and the like acts.

Nor can the appeal to underivative moral judgements be de-
flected into an acceptance instead of religious statements from
which these seem to follow. Duty to love one’s neighbour seems
to follow from the doctrine that God is the common father of a
single human family of brothers. But to state it like this, briefly,
is to omit certain necessary steps in the inference. How dbo
brothers behave to one another? Sometimes unlovingly. Are we
then to imitate a// facets of ‘brotherly’ relations? Noj; only those
we ought to imitate—those which exemplify brotherly love. Thus
before we can interpret the doctrine (see what is meant to ‘follow’
from it), we have to know already the moral conclusion towards
which we are working.! The doctrine cannot relieve us of the
need to judge morally by ourselves.

4

At this point an objector might say with great indignation, Are
you implying that the New Testament teaching, contrary to the
belief of two thousand years, is morally irrelevanz, that we can
accept its ethical instruction only if we previously and independ-
ently possess the insights it seeks to communicate? This is not in
fact implied at all: any moral theory (religious or secular) must
account for the occurrence of moral discovery and moral progress.
The New Testament morality of love, of concern for purity of
motive, the reversal of pharisaic ‘virtues’, may (and skoul/d) be
taken as expressing a quite fundamental moral advance. The dis-
tinction, however, which needs to be emphasized is that between
(1) taking these new judgements as moral advances and as also

1 On this problem, see D. D. Raphael, Mora! Judgement (London: Allen
and Unwin, 1955), p. 8o.
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revealed by God (two logically independent points),and (2) accept-
ance of these as advances decause revealed. It is only the second
view that must be rejected; for moral insight cannot (we have
seen) be reduced to insight into theological fact or divine com-
mand. But once this distinction is clearly made, the secular moral-
ist may return to his New Testament, and without hypocrisy or
‘double think’ may study and try to implement in practice the way
of life which it specifies. He will certainly not be able to accept
€very statement in it which the believer accepts; but the moral
Precepts and parables he may, take as binding upon him, ?v1tho.ut
inconsistency. Whether he succeeds in fulfilling them is quite
another matter,

5

No amount of theological statements of fact can rehfeve men of
the need to decide morally for themselves. What obhgan.ons we
have, therefore, cannot be ‘undermined’ by God”s non-existence.
But the theologian may challenge that ‘therefore’: he insists t}Eat
S0 enormous a change in one’s conception of human life—its
Origin, jts span—as is entailed by the transition from belief to un-
belief, 1755, have equally enormous repercussions upon moral bt?-
liefs also, 1, particular, to deny God is to deny that any man is
CVer assured of realizing the summum bonum: his Own progress to-
wards self-perfection is interrupted by death; likewise his ei.‘forts
t0 achieve the well-being of others is subject to all the precarious-
ness and fragility of existence unrelieved by any hqpe of life her.e-
after, The sceptic is quick to reply that this transition from b§hef
*0 unbelief does not ‘undermine’ moral obligations, unless Qbhga-
tlons are binding only if the good life is completely attainable.
But n fact morality makes the same demands whether or not our
ideals can be completely realized. Lying, stealing, or murdering is
10 whit more of less reprehensible if men are mortals or immor-
tals, Whether thejy way of life is to last a generation or all eternity.
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This answer will not immediately satisfy the religious moralist.
Some obligations, he says, do lose their bindingness, if unforeseen
changes occur in the context of their performance. A professional
footballer has no obligation to play (despite his contract), once his
opponents have quit the field: nor has an oboe-player, if three-
quarters of the orchestra have walked off the platform. The setting
of all human obligations, as the religious man sees it, is that of
harmonious cooperation between man and God towards the van-
quishing of evil, the achievement of the supreme good. If you
convince him there is no God, he is like the footballer or the
oboist, but in far worse plight—his vision of cosmic harmony is
shattered and with it his obligations are cancelled.

There is some plausibility in this line of thought: many con-
tracts, legal agreements are dissolved in the persistent failure of
one party to fulfil his side of the bargain. But note that not all
moral relations are contracts or agreements demanding recipro-
city: not all are preceded by the signing of documents or the
ritual of promise-making. To come to the point, it would be an
absurd piece of mythology to see @// obligations as contracts
made with God—even more fanciful than seeing the state as
founded by a historical ‘social contract’. Moreover, Christian
morality emphasizes the existence of a very important class of
non-reciprocal obligations—there must be no limit to forgiveness
of injuries, love not only for those who return it but for enemies
also. How then is the Christian, of all people, in a position to in-
sist that all obligations are undermined if the good life cannot

completely be realized? Consider, finally, a statement like the
following: ‘I ought to do what I can to relieve this child’s misery
(or that old person’s loneliness, or that animal’s suffering),
whether or not there exists any God who can make amends here-
after for what is amiss here and now, and whether these beings
are mortal or immortal. All these speculations are (at the moment)
beside the point—misery (loneliness, pain) ought to be relieve.d:
that is enough.” One could make a case for saying that it is Chris-
tian insight as much as anything which has taught us to see sucha

135



C/zristianz’{y and Paradox

Statement as morally noble. To revert to a demand for reciprocity,
for complete realization of the good life, as a condition of having
any obligations is to fall far below the New Testament’s own most
valuable teaching. And yet the Christian seems constantly

tempted to do so.

6

Suppose the secular moralist is right in what he has so far claimed.
It still does not follow that a non-religious ethic can legislate ade-
quately for every aspect of life without covertly drawing upon
Christian Ianguage and resources no longer his by right. Can he
reckon in particular with what the Christian calls the fact of sin,
with human capacity for love, with human dignity, and with ‘the
Teaningfulness of life’? Christian moralists have cried on all
counts, vehemently—No. It may be useful to discu.ss each of
those points in turn, beginning with the problem of sin.

The charge against the humanist has often been that he is
necessarily deprived of the dark colours of the palette. He Fhror?ic-
ally €Xaggerates man’s ability to undertake social engineering
Without disaster: he js fondly utopian, for he no longer realizes
that withoy; God, and the Son of God, man ‘can d? nothing’
John 15, 5]- A sober and informed statement of this view can be
found ip Reinhold Niebuhr’s Christian Realism and Political
Problems Secylar ethics and politics are bankrupt; their trust in
perfectibility and progress has been shown up in our catastrophic
century to be the sham it is. Human egocentricity has been fatally
‘Bhored. <, the belief that the power of man’s lusts .and ambi-
HO8S is 1o more than some sub-rational impulse, which can be
anaged with more astute social engineering or more psychiatric
l.e P, lends an 4, of sentimentality to the political 0pini<?ns of the
;u:rta,l world’.2 Among those vast arrogant social experiments of

'Me, Marxism most notably, ‘proves that no one is good or
! London: Faber and Faber, 1954.
% Op. cit., pp. 16 f. See also pp. 13 f.
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wise enough to be completely entrusted with the destiny of his
fellow-countrymen’.t Altruism in political reform ‘degenerates
into hatred for those who express their egotism in some ways
different from our own’.2 The only check is a return to the Chris-
tian consciousness of man’s sinful revolt against God.

First, one must admit how strong a case Niebuhr has. Utopian-
ism, revolutionary schemes of reform, have often indeed borne
fruit far different from their originators’ vision. Men do abuse the
language of psychotherapy in evading responsibility for their
moral blunders. They misuse equally the language of economics
and politics in order to give an air of impersonality to their mis-
calculations. Cruelty and selfishness are called maladjustment:
brutality and folly are labelled historical necessity. The question,
however, is whether Christian dogma alone can express those
judgements upon these evils and alone can offer effective counsel
against them.

Niebuhr, within limits, himself suggests, No. As we quoted,
our experience of Marxist communism itself ‘proves that no one
is good or wise enough’ to play the utopian manipulator. This
judgement has the form of a generalization from a ‘crucial experi-
ment’ on a colossal scale. It can be empirically reached, without
reliance on religious dogma. Revolutionary utopianism, it sug-
gests, is self-stultifying as a policy: experience demands that it be
modified to a piece-meal, gradual reform of state and society; that
no single person or party or é/ite should be trusted with unlimited
power. Granted the ability to reflect in this way upon experience,
self-regulation in morals and politics is seen to be possible.3 In
other words, there is no reason why humanist morals should re-
main naively optimistic about humanity, in defiance of all such
experience, and be unable to amend its policies in the light of
them. The secularist may fail to profiz from experience; but
equally may the Christian fail to live out his creed in practice.

1 Op. cit., p. 20. 2 Ibid., p. 22.
3 See Karl Popper’s notable defence of the fopen society’ in his book of
that title (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1945).

K 137



Cﬁristiani{y and Paradox

Second, the secular moralist is entitled to protest as vigorously
as Niebuhr, when the technical jargons of sociologists and
psychologists are used to deny that responsibility, blame, or
punishment are ever in place—that all ‘crime’ proceeds from
maladjustment or all wickedness from traumas of infancy. The
error in each case is the extension of indispensable specialist atti-
tudes to cover judgements of a general sort upon people—quite
outside the specialist situation. Moral condemnation is out of
Place between a doctor and his patient. But that does not mean it
never is in place. The sociologist is right to plan detac}?edly the
improvement of environment as an aid to reducing crime. But
again that does not mean detachment is invariably, and in every
situation, the proper attitude. These illicit extensions can be and
are deplored by sceptics as much as by Christians.! .

If the first part of our question has been answered,? the s.ec.o.nd
has not. Secular ethics may cope in theory with the potentialities
of evil in men, but can it offer effective counsel against that evil,
‘bring it home’ to people as the vocabulary of sin and fhe Fall
brings it home? This is a psychological or rhetorical question t.hat
can be assessed only in pragmatic terms. Which wa.y.of speakxfmg
makes the greater impact? At the present time rradmfmal Chris-
tianity is in 4 quandary over this. On the one hand, it pBSSCSSCS
unequalled resources of parable and precept, example, allegory,
symbolism, as vehicles of its ‘slant’ upon human evil. On the
Other hand, the value of these resources is very much reduced

€cause of the intellectual puzzlements that the same language
generates, jtg entanglement in affirmations about a transcendent
God, about hi Son, Very Man and Very God, and about an out-
moded, Pre-scientific cosmology. The edge is taken off what is

-l See, for example, Professor Antony Flew’s interesting paper ‘Crime or
DlzseaSe’ (The Brisish Journal of Sociology, 195 4).

I know that the doctrine of sin has implications that go far bey ond'th.e
need for cautiop and humility to which I have limited my discussior?. ThlS‘ is
at any rate a crycia) part of the doctrine, and one that can be dealt with by it-
self withou toq much distortion.
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being said about ‘egocentricity’ because of uncertainty over the
status of the whole linguistic fabric of which it forms a part.
Against this, the empiricist’s claim gains in attractiveness, his
claim to show why humility and caution are essentials, by point-
ing to the (very recent and dramatic) disasters that follow their
neglect. This gain in directness and intelligibility at least com-
pensates the loss of most of the resources of Christian language.

Some theologians, among them Brunner, would still deny that
even this repudiation of utopianism, this retention of moral
seriousness by the secular moralist, begins to do justice to all that
the Christian believes (or ought to believe) about sin. No amount
of self-regulation in politics or morals can remedy the impotence
of a corrupted will. Humanity at the Fall suffered a dislocation of
its moral life, turned from ‘God-centredness’ to ‘self-centredness’.
Far more than humility and caution are required to rehabilitate it
in the way it should go. The most earnest moral striving is worth-
less: ‘my duty to do good is precisely the sign that I cannot do it’2
The very sense of obligation, the tension between what we should
do and what we wish to do, is evidence that goodness lies at ‘an
infinite impassible distance’.? Once more, surrender to God,
obedience to His will, return to God-centredness are more realis-
tic responses to the human situation than any reliance upon mere
morality.

Three comments on this. First, if strictly we cannot make any
reliable moral discriminations, if our judgement is radically cor-
rupted, then (as we have already argued) no good moral reasons
remain for obeying God’s commands rather than those of anyone
else. Moral judgement cannot be so very untrustworthy if we are
to depend upon it (as we must) in making that boldest of all
judgements—‘God is morally perfect’.3

1 Brunner, God and Man, p. 78.

2 Brunner, T%e Divine Imperative (London: The Lutterworth Press, 1937),
p- 74

3 We may recall at this point our discussion of H. H. Farmer’s account of
our recognition of absolute values: see above, pp. 39 ff.
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Second, part of what is being said may be that as a matter of
empirical fact people who 4o live Christian lives tend more than
others to attain true goodness of character. There could be an
apologetic point here: their attainment of goodness could be held
as witness to the actuality of the God in whose direction their
lives are orientated, and who alone could make possible their
escape from self-centredness. Two flaws spoil this argument.
First, the claim is empirically impossible to establish; for no
criteria can satisfactorily discriminate between who is and who is
not a Christian. Church membership obviously will not do, nor
doctrinal adherence. To consider only those who show eminent
altruism and self-forgetfulness in their lives and to ignore those
whose religion is a sentimental source of comfort, a retreaz from
life, or whose Church work is an expression for a concealed, hard
€goism—would go very little way towards verifying that strong
claim. Moreover the sceptics (among them a good many Marxists)
could amass a formidable list of martyrs to their cause, martyrs
whose atheism denied them any compensatory hO}?e of heaven.

The other difficulty can be brought out by asking how one
could be syre of distinguishing the effects upon character of (a)
beliefin a God who in fact exists, and (8) belief (of equal earnest-
ness) ina God who (unknown to the believer) does not af:tuaHY
exist. A pioys mistake, the unfounded assurance that QOd did help
the believer, that he constantly directed his paths, might PSYChO‘
10gically Produce exactly the same character-transformation as a
well-founded assurance would produce. o

Adew Pages ago I argued that the practical moral impact of the
biblica] teaching is for many people blunted by puzzle.me.nt over
€ Meaning and truth of the dogmas in which it is set. Similarly—
?:Slddfifrhaps even more seriously—the language we ha"g ;‘;f_n
bilfi: ¢ Z’thnner,. t}}e emphasizing of huma.n v;‘feakn?SS an aca tl(;
the i’;me deprematmg (?f t.he ethical, the yielding o Pfln; a}i’nst
arrOgancr:amzl 9f .God, is itself not as trusty a V&:apona ghrig-

tian hag inas it is 1ntend(?d to be. For the l-ess Cf)nﬁ ence a ¢
moral reflection, the less he will wish to submit to a
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sober, humble investigation of a complex practical problem, to
hear all the opinions of morally sensitive men, or to heed evidence
as to the facts, which empirical ‘secular’ research may uncover.
So he is tempted to terminate such scrutiny prematurely with an
appeal to ‘God’s will’ as it appears to him. The very solemnity of
this appeal inhibits further minute, painstaking exploration of the
situation—especially if such exploration is a task for a special
science such as sociology, economics, or psychology; for these
disciplines may in this religious context appear as threats to man’s
‘personal’ status, reducing men to the status of statistical counters.

The Christian can legitimately retort that this path of degenera-
tion has not been followed in a great many investigations by re-
ligious bodies in recent years into such problems as marriage and
divorce, the morality of warfare, economic planning, and so on.
In many of these, Christians and non-Christians have profitably
interchanged ideas, have given due weight to conflicts of duties
and delicate estimates of consequences. Agreed: but what prevents
the degeneration can only be a series of reflections on the follow-
ing lines. ‘“This policy is God’s will . . . at any rate, so it seems to
me. But if I am fallible in moral judgement, am I any /Zess likely to
be fallible in judging what is or is not the divine will? Let me
therefore study most fully the situation under judgement and all
the moral implications of that situation as they seem to me and to
other morally sincere men. If I am finally persuaded that harm
would come of the policy, I may decide, in the light of this, that
it could not have emanated from God—for he would never com-
mand evil.” Nothing could be more reasonable: but the Christian
who thinks in this way has plainly renounced his claim that the
measure of sinfulness can be taken only by withholding from
moral judgement any competence at all: and he can no longer in-
voke the doctrine of a radical corruption through the Fall as the
one sheet-anchor against presumptuousness.

A note must be added on that contrast, beloved of the deprecia-
tors of ‘mere morality’, the contrast between ‘man-centred’ and
‘God-centred’ living. Whoever becomes a Christian, says
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Brunner, is ‘no longer . . . himself the centre of the picture, but
God’ is in the centre.! All secular moralities, this thought-model
implies, are ultimately self-centred, despite all their pretensions to
altruism. ‘Every form of natural ethics is anthropocentric—man
desires the summum bonum because it is “good” for him. . . . Even
the ethic which takes duty very seriously is an ethic of self-
righteousness. . . . The moralist who lives by duty also seeks
himself, his moral satisfaction, his own moral dignity. . . . Nat-
ural ethics is dominated by the principle of self-seeking and self-
reference. . . . In it, man . . . expects the good as the result of his
own efforts. . . . This is the root of that which the Bible calls
“sin”. ... Itis precisely morality which is evil.” 2 .
Countless apologetic publications and sermons testify to Fhe
Popularity and influence of this metaphor of the ‘altern.at-lve
centres’. And yet, for plotting the relationships between re!lgnon
and morality, 2 more distorting and logically confused image
could scarcely be found. First, the notion of ‘man-centredness’ is
radically ambiguous. Applied to a// secular ethics, it pre.sumably
stands equally for 2 Kantian type of theory, in which action from
a sense of duty takes primacy over all other springs (zf e-lc.tlor}—’
certainly over a]] self-regarding ‘inclinations’; or for a un!nta.n.an
type, which represents moral endeavour as aimed at maximizing
human well-being—again by no means only in one’s own person.
Bl.lt Brunner’s image permits him to glissade from th(?se to egoism
without seeing how vital a distinction is thereby ignored. He
moves (under the umbrella of the image) from ‘every form of
natural ethjcs i anthropocentric’ to ‘the moralist who lives by
duty .. . seeks himself’—a statement which would horrify no one
more than Kapy) Morality may be ‘man-centred’ in that it has to
do with men—with their joys, sufferings, loves, disappointments,
but that gives one no warrant for holding that this man-centred-
ness. makes €Very moral agent an egoist malgré lui. Yet it is pri-
marily by Suggesting exactly this that Brunner succeeds in show-
Ing man-centred ethics to be the evil thing he believes. Second,
! The Divine Imperative, p. 78. 2 Jbid., pp. 68-71.
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the image obscures the difference between (e) the logically
necessary sense in which every moral judgement must be some-
body’s judgement, and therefore inescapably ‘man-centred’, even
‘self-centred’, and (&) the sense in which some judgements are self-
regarding and some not—a question of their content, not their
logical form. It is ludicrous to wax indignant about self-centred-
ness in sense (a), for without it there can be no judgement at all:
it is equally ludicrous on empirical grounds to claim that the
judgements of all secular moralists are invariably self-regarding
in sense (). Brunner’s case borrows its plausibility, its apparent
self-evidence, from a slurring of the two senses, a failure clearly
to distinguish them.

Suppose someone were convinced of God’s existence and moral
goodness. Then indeed he would be blameworthy if he ignored
God’s commands, made no efforts to trust and love this Being
who so loved him. . . . In doing so he would not be abandoning
the ‘man-centredness’ of his judgements (in sense ()), although
in another intelligible sense his life would be also ‘God-centred’.
For just as the phrases ‘moral imperative’ and ‘divine imperative’
are not opposites, because they are not logically parallel; so
neither are ‘man-centred’ and ‘God-centred’ opposites or logical
parallels. The orientation of a Christian whose relation with God
is any other than blind servitude must be dotA man- and God-
centred.

Third, the paradoxical conclusion, ‘It is precisely morality
which s evil’, is reached by Brunner only by assuming that lines
of moral deterioration which are possible within the context of a
particular interpretation of ethics are not only possible but also
are practically inevitable, and logically necessary. Conscientious-
ness is not only always in danger of toppling cver into self-
righteous legalism, but somehow must so degenerate. But this
pattern is no more ‘necessary’ than that the Christian’s humility
should invariably become a subtly inverted pride through self-
congratulation over his achieving it. It is quite another thing to
say that (men being what they are) both patterns often occur.

143



Christianity and Paradox

Of course, those who employ the thought-model of the
‘centres’ do not hold consistently to these extraordinary implica-
tions that we have been unravelling. When not under its spell,
they give morality its due, as often as not. Unfortunately, such
qualifications as are made for the model are much less memorable
than the model itself.

In this section I hope, among other things, to have shown, not
that Christianity takes too gloomy, pessimistic a view of human
moral capacity, but that nothing prevents the secular moralist
from reckoning equally seriously with the dark side—even
though he uses different language to express himself. The apolo-
gist who denies this, and who gives an appearance of logical con-
clusiveness to his denial, does so only by distorting tl'}e logic of

moral discourse, by obliterating distinctions which in fact he
himself needs to make in other situations and needs to make quite
as urgently as his secular opponent.

7

The believer who claims that no secular ethic can account for the
enormity of sin, may say precisely the same about the other end
of the spectrum of human moral possibility—namely, fieny that
love is intelligible save upon certain theological assumptions. The
first argument of this kind which we shall look at assumes once
more that a non-religious ethic entraps a man in an impersonal
legalism, that ‘hinders him from seeing the other person as he
really is, and prevents him from hearing the real claim which his
neighbour makes on him’.! To the non-Christian, people are only
‘cases’: love is impossible. But the believer is released from this
net: he is not concerned to ‘educate, reform, provide for [his
neighbour] on any abstract principle whatever’: their relationship
€an never be formulated in any law’: man acts towards man
according to their unique needs. And now love is possible:
! Again, see The Divine Imperative, pp. 73, 79 f-
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because the morality of ‘I ought’, of principle, has been super-
seded.

The appeal of this argument derives from the grotesque carica-
ture it gives of a moral agent. No one is obliged to interpose a
formulated copy-book maxim between himself and the person
with reference to whom he acts. No more is a chess-player com-
pelled to find a written warrant in the rule-book for every move
he makes. His original or unconventional play may still proceed
according to principles. If challenged, the player could justify or
defend his move, by stating the (probably highly complex) prin-
ciple on which he acted. But the possibility of defending himself
in this way against the charge of random or quixotic play removes
nothing from his direct, non-legalistic response to the various
phases of his game. In just the same way we may love certain
people, just as they are in themselves, and preface none of our
acts towards them by any citing of maxims. Yet if someone asked
us why we felt compelled to act as we did on some occasion, we
could perhaps list the features of the situation which determined
our choice and agree that any exactly similar situation would de-
mand a similar response. That is, we invoke a ‘universalizable’
moral rule (again a complex one, for a complex situation). This
does not make us ‘legalists’ in Brunner’s sense. No over-simplified
maxim constrained us; nor was our ‘neighbour’s’ personal dis-
tinctiveness in any way violated. To act ‘within the moral law’ is
no more than to be prepared to defend one’s judgement by appeal
to features of the situation which make that judgement the appro-
priate one. The features can be as complex as human beings are
complex: so much the worse for the copybook maxim: but 7oz so
much the worse for morality. In short, to adopt a moral standpoint
is perfectly compatible with relations of love.

The French Catholic philosopher, Gabriel Marcel, resorts
to a very different argument. To love someone, says Marcel,
is to say, ‘Thou shalt not die.’” Once consider the loved one as
mortal, as sometime to suffer complete annihilation, and love
cannot survive. Perhaps pizy can, or tenderness or goodwill; but
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these are not love. *. . . The spirit of fidelity . . . requires of us an
explicit refusal, a definite negation, of death.” The ‘silence’ of
the beloved one’s death need not and must not be interpreted as
non-being: to regard it so js a ‘betrayal’. ‘If death is the ultimate
reality, value is annihilated in sheer scandal’; human communion
would be destroyed at its very centre.X Marcel is aware that this
is quite a different sort of argument for immortality from those
based upon, say, mediumistic communication, historical evidence
of Christ’s resurrection, or even philosophical arguments like
those of Plato or Aquinas. Nevertheless, he does speak as if this
‘existential’ analysis of love succeeds in making belief in im-
mortality Jess unreasonable. For all his qualifications, he means

-

1t to have apologetic valye.
I'am tempted, however,
ism. A scale could be const
description of death: Xw
“to lie in cold obstruction
fusal to think of death as more than abse .
but temporarily interrupted; there is still a felt continuity of rela-
tionship through ‘fidelity’ to the loved one. But it does not follow
from our ability to see death in a variety of such ways that the
Way most favouraple to the maintenance of love shou.I d b? the
only ya/yg Way, or indeed anything more than nostalgu? wistful
t.hinking, The spirit of fidelity may demand of me ‘a definite neg?-
ton of death’. But alas death may not choose to be negated. ‘T
can call spijrits from the ’vasty deep.” “Why, so can I or any man;
but wi| they come when you do call for them?’ The argument
€annot estabish Marcel’s conclusions. But need we even assume
S Premisses—gh, recognition of mortality is incompatible with
OVE’s Surviya]» Human relations apart, people db value transient
1Ngs; 2 Sunset, a fleeting optical effect on a landscape, the ex-

; cution of a by, movement that lasts a few seconds. Perhaps
Or some People love of the transient never escapes a certain
H:mf&;’{lmlt‘zjtzz Of:Be;,,g (London: The Harvill Press, 1951), Vol. IL, p. 153;

ubier: Editions Montaigne, 1944), pp. 205 ff., 211.
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sadness: but the sadness does not defeat the love, save sometimes
when one takes final leave of a landscape known over years or
watches a ballerina, who will not, for some reason, be seen
again. But all human encounters are not, mercifully, death-bed
partings. Only if they were so, and if we ourselves alone did not
skare the mortality that takes others from us, would love for
most people become too hard, too poignant, to bear. And this
would still be no more than a psyckological impediment to love,
not the quasi-philosophical impediment Marcel seems to dis-
cover.

Awareness of mortality may even intensify love, not destroy
it. And the intensification need not take the form of a carpe diem
sensuality, a throwing off of moral restraint. For if such indul-
gence brutalizes and obliterates personal distinctiveness, blunts
the very senses indulged, then there is just as strong ground for

shunning it on assumptions of mortality as on assumptions of life
everlasting,

8

What would it be like, the Christian sometimes asks himself, to
lose belief in man’s divine origin, in his ‘calling’ to sonship with
God, in his immortality ? It seems to him very often that to lose
these would involve loss also of all human dignity and the draining
of all meaning from life. T. S. Eliot has put it bluntly: ‘If you re-
move from the word “human” all that belief in the supernatural
has given to man, you can view him finally as no more than an
extremely clever, adaptable and mischievous little animal.” Deny
God and hereafter, and the difference between man and the
animals seems no longer important. If this is true, is every sincere
upholder of man’s dignity and uniqueness a theist in fact, whether
he label himself Christian or agnostic? On this view theapologist’s
task would be to show the sceptic that his scepticism, thank God,
does not go deep; and to recall him from an unconfessed to an
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overt faith. Thjs js the third charge to be considered against the
competence of 3 non-religious ethic. .

Isit being said, to start with, that it would no longer bff impor-
tant to treqs People differently from animals? that thelr moral,
aesthetic, and intellectual capacities might fittingly be ignored, as
if non-existen;» But it is a mystery why in an excess (?f self-
punishment, we shoyld add to the loss of religious belief the
further loss of decency, goodness, concern for beauty, f'md trut}}.
Men would continue to carry (along with their mortality) sensi-
tivity to pain, responsiveness to love, delight in the arts, curiosity
about natyre, Nothing would have been proved against the
reasonableness of accentuating the differences between man .ar?d
the animals—evep although both are mortal, and hfave their origin
in a commop ‘life-process’. Differences remain in plenty. Un-
doubtedly One cen view man as an ‘extremely cleYer, .adapta.ble
and mischieyoys little animal’, and (with the imaginative ass;ft'
ance of POets, noveljsts, dramatists, painters) as C‘?un_tlessf Other
things also. But to admit that imagination is versatile s a far cry
TOM agreeing with Eliot thar to the sceptic only one P‘sme re-
mains authengje. If man is not an immortal spirit, he oes not
}rve to be an animal. That he may be a man is less of a platitude
than it migh; seem.1 )

People lgike Eliot, however, do not simply mean that the sci;:ﬁtxc
ought to ignore the differences between men ant'i beastds-‘ Y
feel that, independent of all human choosing, heedmg, an ignor-
ing, the denja] of Christian doctrine alters, in some objective sense,
the valye of humanity. Humanity, in the universe as .ChrISEé.ms
intezlpret it, Possesses as 3 matter of fact a worth, a nobility, which
Stands or f3]]g with that retation alone.

he moraljst hag tg ifrzf;phere that this kind of language very

easily warps ang distorts our understanding of the concept of
‘Yalue’. It suggests that values are price-tags, affixed aUthor!t?~
tlvely on the Objects evaluated. The Great Evaluator may, at his

l.Cor.npare Gilbert Ryle, 7% Concept of Mind (London: Hutchinson’s
University Library, 1940), I,’ 328.
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pleasure, remove such price-tags, or down-value them as at sale-
time, and so on. The value of human beings, that is, can be read
off the appropriate price-tag. If we were mistaken in the belief
that God settled human value in this way (that is, if God does not
exist and thus did not ‘set all things under men’s feet’), then we
were equally mistaken in believing that men possessed value, dig-
nity, or nobility. The price-tags had never been affixed after all.
What grounds could we have any longer for claiming that he
does possess value?

The same gloomy implications do not follow, if we speak not
of value and dignity as queer sorts of things, but of ‘valuing’,
‘esteeming’, ‘holding in regard’, as activities which men can
always undertake if they so choose. To confer value is simply to
hold dearly. To emphasize this aspect of valuing is a hint that it
may not be paradoxical to go on esteeming humanity in the
absence of divine price-tagging. Valuing is a process logically
independent of describing: the sceptic will describe his world
differently from the Christian, but that does not entail that he
should evaluate the human world differently. Had there been a
divine blue print of the good life for men, men themselves would
have had to endorse iz, hold it in esteem (or reject it, should it
have been a bad one), before making its evaluations their own in
a moral fashion. If there is no blue print and no God, they are not
precluded from endorsing a scheme of values which still accords
dignity to mankind in general and to certain kinds of human
activity in particular. To ask, ‘Does man lose his dignity if Chris-
tianity is not true?’ suggests strongly that God, heaven and hell,
and human dignity are all in the same sense items in the furniture
of the universe, as the Christian sees it; and that the sceptic, the
rascal, is denying that any of them exists.

‘Does man lose his dignity . . .?" Ask, rather ‘Is there any being
to which I might reasonably accord greater value than man?’ and,
concerning particular judgements, ‘Why should I esteem this
act of heroism, self-sacrifice, devotion any the less, although there
exists no God, or deny dignity to beings capable of the things men
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are capable of?’ No logical blunders are being committed if I say
that dignity can be accorded to men on account of their freedom
to pattern their own unrepeatable lives, on account of their
courage in face of their finitude, the reality of death, and their
capacity for living the moral life and the aesthetically creative
life.

Or has something quite essential been left out of account?
Grant that valuing is according value, deciding to hold precious,
still, a critic may say, it matters tremendously wko does the valu-
ing. Here is the humanist’s characteristic blasphemy—dignity is
ours, he is claiming, if we choose to confer it upon ourselves,
whereas, what dignity properly belongs to us can be accorded by
God alone, as the conferring of a supreme honour.

Examine, then, this language of conferring honours. In normal
contexts, when we speak of someone receiving, say, an a.lcademic
honour, we are entitled to ask what were the grounds of his award.
If these are unsatisfactory or undiscoverable, we challenge the
worthwhileness of the honour conferred. Similarly, Christians
usually admit that God’s choice of man for special dignity in the
hierarchy of being is not unrelated to the sort of creature man is:

€ Presence of his distinguishing characteristics mak.es his award
aPPropriate in a way it would nor be appropriate if man were
altogether a different kind of being. )

. Suppose, now, there is no actual conferring of dignity by God,
S1Nce God does not exist. Those characteristics of man which
might haye been the grounds for a possible divine conferring are
unchanged, and can serve the secular moralist as grounds for his
OWn judgement.

his conclusion may still be contested. Man does 7ot deserve
€ onour and dignity in which God invests him, some will say.

Herein lies Gog’s love for man as sinner. The humanist, however,
does not have to claim foolishly that men consistently (or even
Of;ter.z) live up to their capacities for noble conduct. He has not
d?m'f"d that thejr behaviour at times belies their dignity. To claim
dignity op man’s behalf is to speak of human porentialities, of an
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ideal only rarely approximated, not to describe his average actual
behaviour. If the honour is not merited by man because of his re-
volt against God, that does not imply that humanity is quite with-
out the features that could serve as a ground for the conferring
of dignity: it means no more than that the realization of his po-
tentialities has been thwarted. Even if his rebellion were to make
it inappropriate to confer dignity upon him, it would not make
it inappropriate in the same sense of the word as it would be to
confer dignity upon a beetle or a sardine.

If dignity can be reclaimed, is the same true of ‘the meaning of
life’? I think it is: but an adequate attempt to answer this ques-
tion, to clarify the logic of ‘meaning’ in this connection, would re-
quire a detailed separate study.! All I shall attempt here is to show
that arguments of the form ‘Reject Christianity and the meaning
vanishes from life’ rest on a misreading of that logic, or at least
upon an artificial restriction on the use of the phrase ‘the meaning
of life’.

This restrict.ion consists in assuming that life can have one and
only one meaning: that what it ‘means’ to you it will also ‘mean’
to me, if I am fortunate enough to discover that meaning. For
leje to have meaning, goodness must finally be vindicated and
triumphant; human ideals, strivings, aims must admit of ulti-
mate realization. No personal disaster, deprivation, must remain
sheer unredeemed loss. Deny that such fulfilments can be relied
upon, and up goes the cry, “The meaning is being emptied out
of life.’

Yet it is odd to assume that, while words can be ambiguous,
even have many strands of ambiguity, the meaning of /ife must be
quite unambiguous. In everyday contexts we do speak of a
variety of ways in which life can ‘mean’: people find ‘new meaning’
in life (in a new project, changed personal relations, or through
coming to see a pattern that gives unity to their lives: see auto-
biographies like those of G. K. Chesterton, Arthur Koestler, or

! For some tentative discussion of this, sce again Aristotelian Supplementary
Polume, 1956, pp. 14 fI. Also Chapter Eleven below.
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W. B. Yeats). ‘Meaning’ suffers temporary losses, temporary re-
coveries, in ways very closely related to the loss or retention of
initiative, purposefulness, or ‘command’, a rejection of passivity,
an ability to cope with whatever occurs. There is an important
sense in which the hero of a great tragedy, an Othello, a Hamlet,
even when confronted by the prospect of his immediate death, and
having no hopes of a hereafter, may so retain initiative as to make
nonsense of any suggestion that for him in his crisis life has lost its
meaning,. '

In other words, the phrase ‘the meaning of life’ is not logically
parallel to, say, ‘the meaning of “kitten” ’. Life may possess not
one but countless meanings. And since it is not the meaning of a
word that is being asked for, we have no reason to assume that
life ‘means’ in the same way as a word (even an ambiguous word)
‘means’. Neither resort to dictionaries nor appeal to or dinaf'y dis-
course is an appropriate way of discovering what meaning life can
have for a person in a particular situation. Rather, the agent must
ask himself: How can I make order of this chaos, exchange pas-
sivity for a regained initiative, harness all my resources to meet
whatever challenge I am encountering? If we are to speak stn'ctly,
meaning is given to life by individuals, not discovered. There is no
single setting of life that grants meaningfulness, while all others
take it away. In this the logic of ‘possessing meaning’ closely re-
sembles that of possessing value or dignity. We may change our
beliefs about the world most radically, without necessarily losing
either ‘possession’.

What is it that makes the Christian still so reluctant to admit
that life may be meaningful to the sceptic, that meaning can be
found within a finite and bounded life? It may be that he sees so
wide a gulf between what that meaning could be for the sceptic
and what it is to him. For his vision is of a universe in which
huma}n burposes and God’s purposes for the whole cosmog
are significantly related. The universe, outside man’s own little

world, is not bleakly indifferent to the drama of his existence,
The back-cloth it offers is the well-devised work of a craftsman
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who intends man to occupy the centre of the stage. The point
can be brought out by likening the Christian’s world to a room
whose every piece of furniture, every utensil, every object within
reach, is designed to minister to human wants. In contrast, the
sceptic’s universe is more like a cave strewn with random-shaped
stones, where if anything lends itself to human needs it is only
fortuitously so. Both analogies are caricatures, but the contrast
is plain.

If the Christian insists on setting aside the word ‘meaningful’
for his own ‘teleological’ vision, no one can prevent him.
Nor could one prevent a person from setting aside the word
‘evangelist’ only for preachers who converted at least one hundred
souls per sermon, or the word ‘chauflfeur’ only for uniformed
drivers of Rolls Royce cars. Let no one imagine, however, that if
he insists on using any of these terms according to these re-defini-
tions, that he will mean the same thing as his hearers when he says,
‘That preacher is not a real evangelist, even though he gained
thirty converts last week’, or, ‘I know he drives the Director’s
Humber: that doesn’t make him a chauffeur,” or finally, ‘To the
sceptic, life just cannor have any meaning.’ In each case the hearers
will be misled; for they, reasonably enough, assume that these
words are being used in their ordinary, not in these artificially
restricted, senses.

I am postponing to the last chapter a fuller discussion of what
life can mean to the sceptic; in particular, what it can mean to the
reluctant sceptic who has a ‘naturally religious mind’. The present
argument has attempted simply to show that the ambiguity and
logical complexity of the expression ‘the meaning of life’ rule out
those most common apologetic tactics—the claim that meaning-
fulness stands or falls with theological belief. Certainly the Chris-
tian who loses his belief, and with it his imaginative vision of the
world, has a colossal reorientation to carry out. He may feel like a
child who has awakened not in the familiar, friendly nursery in
which he fell asleep, his parents within easy call, but in a desolate
wilderness where no one knows of him, no one answers his cry.
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The logical possibility of imparting fresh meaning to life is one
thing: its practical difficulty quite another. When this task comes
to be faced, the click-clack of logical analysis ceases to be hel.pful-
Our need then is not a calculating machine, but those very differ-
ent things—imagination and practical wisdom.
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CHAPTER NINE
GOD AND COSMOS (1)

HISTORY and moral experience are by no means the only
thei uflet?r::f; Zi Olur W(‘)rld that have been .held to dema.nd God as
Spbt]ights ot P arlzatlon. Many apologfsts have trained their
or uponn L;I}))OH those, but upon the design and .oFder of nature
divine atural beauty as even more urgently requiring belief in a
uthor. One most famous argument stands somewhat
apart fror.n all these attempts to infer God’s existence from this or
that restricted set of phenomena, namely the ‘Cosmological Argu-
ment’. It takes as its starting-point the whole of phenomena, the
world? the universe, the cosmos, call it what you will. Because
thefe 1s a world of /imited things, it must owe its existence to an
unlimited being. Because everything we see or touch is conditioned
b}{ things outside itself, there must exist one totally unconditioned
emg: Because everything we know needs to be explained in terms
.Of.actxvity other than its own, something must exist whose being
IS 1ts own explanation.
. This is the path of argument followed by St Thomas Aquinas
In the first three of his famous ‘Five Ways’ or demonstrations of
God’s existence. This is also the argument refurbished today by
the Roman Catholic and Anglo-Catholic ‘neo-scholastics’, 2 most
Powerful group among theologians. If it is an abstract and dry
argument, it more than compensates for that by its apPafe’}dY
quite invulnerable premiss, which states simply that there s a
World—a world of limited things. It is not, therefore, exposed to
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falsification in the same obvious ways as were the arguments to
God from particular historical events, and the argument from
moral experience. In zkose cases the arguments fail, if the historical
evidence is shown to be inadequate, or if morality is reinter-
preted in a manner that no longer demands divine underpinning.
In addition, unlike those arguments, the Cosmological Argument
is brief, and (at first glance at least) logically transparent.

Philosophers of language, however, have tended to look with
great suspicion upon an argument so boldly metaphysical as this.
The argument is metaphysical in that strongest (and most
abhorred) sense: it tries to infer an unobserved and unobservable
entity from some highly general fact about the world. But, on the
other hand, theologians who use it are at least prepared to argue.
They remain in the same sphere of discourse as the philosopher:
communication with them is very much easier than with the
theologians of ‘existential leaps’ and ‘ineffable encounters’. Yet,
although new interpretations of the Argument are cor-ls.tantly
being produced today, philosophers, for their part, are failing to
grapple with these in discussion as seriously as they ought. Why
should this be so?

The main reason is that a great many philosophers are con-
vinced that the Cosmological Argument was once and fgr all de-
molished by Kant and Hume, and that restatements of it are no
more significant of life than the twitchings of a body already dead.
I believe, moreoever, that these philosophers are more nearly
right than they are wrong. The Cosmological Argument did re-
célve at least crippling wounds from Kant and Hume. A.nd yet,
because the Argument has not really a single form, b1:1t 1s more
accurately described as a c/uster of arguments, Protean in variety,
Phll?sophers have still the task of examining the claim that some
Versions are immune to these critical thrusts.

It is almost equally important to reckon with the battery of
SUpporting reflections—what I shall call ‘auxiliary arguments’—
that are deployed by apologists, in order to give imaginative and
intellectyga] stiffening to the bare skeleton of the Cosmological
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Argument itself. These auxiliaries are often decisively important
in determining whether the main line of reasoning will be found
acceptable or not. This is particularly true, where the Cosmo-
logical Argument is taken not primarily as a rigorous formal
proof, but as an aid to adopting a certain cast of mind, to feeling
a sense of the precariousness of everything finite and contingent,
and thus of their ‘need’ for divine undergirding.

Our study will divide up in this way. First must come a state-
ment of certain versions of the argument: then an outline of the
main line of refutation by philosophers of language. I shall follow
that with some more sophisticated re-formulations of the Argu-
ment, aimed at evading the stock criticisms. These will be assessed
in turn: and finally we shall look at one or two of the ‘auxiliary’
arguments, to see how well or badly they function.

2

Things, say the Thomists, are moved by other things and also
cause movement themselves. They have both passive and active
aspects. But a thing moves only if something else has moved it;
and things are able to be active only if conditions in their environ-
ment permit them to be active. There is no logical end to the re-
peating of the questions, “What made ¢4is thing move, or change,
or develop? or, “What made it possible for z4ar to be active?’
The first question initiates a regress of ‘thing moved by thing
moved by ..., and the other question starts off a regress of
conditions under which movement (in this very wide sense of the
word) is possible at all. According to the Thomist, both questions
lead in the end to God. It is impossible that everyzhing should be
engaged in passing on movement received from something else.
An unmoved mover, namely God, must be accepted to make
sense of the fact of change. Second, it is impossible that every-
thing should be dependent on something else for its capacity to
act (as I am dependent on pen, desk, chair, heat from the sun . . .
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in writing at this moment). If everything were like me in this re-
spect, how could it be that any movement or change could be tak-
ing place, as it undoubtedly is, at the present moment? Again,
we require to posit God as the one being on whom all depends,
but who himself depends on nothing outside himself.

High up in the circus-tent a light picks out a clown, standing
on a ball, balanced by a sea-lion, perched on a box. ... The
ground is in darkness, but we know that someone or something
must nevertheless have its feet on the ground.

If you suggest to the Thomist that the regress of causes and
conditions may be infinite, for all we know—and that therefore it
may noz demand an unmoved mover or first cause, he will reply
that this sort of regress would be for ever unable to explain how
there in fact is motion here and now, and how there are conditions
that make activity possible here and now.

This stress on “what is evident to the senses here and now’ is
important: for, despite the speculative daring of the argument, it
is held to have its roots in experience. St Thomas said, ‘It is evideny
20 our senses and certain that in the world some things are in
motion . . > and ‘Among phenomena we discover an order of
efficient causes. . , .” 1 Thomists are confident that their arguments
make ample concessions to empiricism, while going on to draw
out explicitly what experience knows only in a confused way,
This, they believe, is a vital and largely neglected part of the meta-
Physician’s task today.

I have just quoted the opening sentences of St Thomas’s First
and Second Ways. It is from these Ways that we have so far taken
our statements of the Argument. The Third Way is currently
€ven more highly thought of; and it too begins with an empirical
Preémiss. “We observe in our environment how things are born
and_ die away’.2 What does St Thomas think follows from that?
T!nngs that come into being and go out of being again can be
said to ‘happen’ 10 exist. With any one of them you choose, it
always makes senge to say, ‘It might not have existed at all.” As 3

! Summa Theologica, 1a. ii. 3. 2 Jbid., loc. cit.
158



God and Cosmos

recent translator of Aquinas so well puts it, these things are all
‘might-not-have-beens’. The core of the argument is this. Noz
everything, says St Thomas, could have been a might-not-have-
been. Otherwise at some time nothing whatever would have
existed. But if this has been so, nothing would exist today. (An
utter, universal ‘gap’ in existence would be irrevocable.) We are
compelled, then, to say that something must exist ‘necessarily’ (not
just happen to exist). And that being is God. God is no mere con-
tingent item of nature: for every item in nature hovers between
being and non-being. But the non-being of God is unthinkable.

Many variations on this Third Way can be found in recent
apologetics. Finite being, we are told, requires infinite being as
its Ground. The drama of mutability is played out against a back-
cloth of immutable being, being that cannot not exist. Combining
all three Ways, we may say that the world as we know it is frag-
mentary and dependent, a vast pointer to a being who is self-
explanatory, dependent on nothing, giving being to all, but him-
self receiving it from no source but himself.

Rather than present the Arguments formally we may prefer to
look on them as levers by which to prise ourselves out of our
habitual reluctance to see any mystery in the world’s existence.
Stop looking at things simply from a utilitarian standpoint. Stand
back and stare. And it will dawn on you that the sheer fact of its
existence is a great wonder. We may see it too as a ‘suppliant for
its existence’ 1 on a being that has a different mode of existence

from itself. If we do see it in this way, the arguments will have
done their work.

! M. C. D’Arcy, The Nature of Belief (London: Sheed and Ward, 1931),
PP- 258-262.
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3

The current critics of the Cosmological Argument detect logical
trouble in several places. One important ground of offence is the
use it makes of the words ‘cause’ or ‘move’ (in the transitive
sense). The vocabulary of ‘cause’ and ‘effect’, they argue, is useful
to us in various familiar ways. We use it to remind ourselves and
others of reliable procedures for manipulating our environment.
We use it for summing up regular patterns of events, which we
find by experience always to occur together, or to vary together
in a predictable manner. The critics reject crudely mechanistic
ideas of causality, which regard a cause as a quasi-material
‘coupling’ between adjacent events; one event pulling th‘e next
behind it like linked railway wagons. They equally avoid any
view that reduces the relation of cause and effect to one of strict
logical entailment, the effect being in principle deducib].e a priori
from knowledge of the cause. The procession of events is neither
like the march of a chained slave-gang, nor like the rational un-
folding of an argument. .

If these philosophers are right, and if what we might C’f‘H the
natural habitat of ‘cause’ words is the ordering and grouping of
our experiences and the manipulating of what is to come, then we
€an understand their distrust of the use made of those words in
the Cosmological Argument. For if we argue from the existence
ofa world to 3 First Cause, we are not in this case recording some
observed concomitance of events, or stating a causal law accord-
ing to which certain sets of events vary reciprocally. We are in-
stead uprooting the vocabulary of cause and effect from its habitat
in the language, in order to relate the known zo the unknown and
unknowable. 1t is not the case that every time we have observed a
universe, we have noticed a First Cause causing it, and that there-
fore we feel justified in saying, ‘No universes without First
Causes.” The transplanting of ideas here is all the more worrying
when we begin to cast doubt (as we shall) on the meaningfulness
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of talking about ‘the world” as the sort of thing that can have a
cause. Whereas cause-words have their use in our language in the
relating of limited thing to limited thing, the Cosmological Argu-
ment puts them to the work of relating an infinite being to the
totality of things. It is from just such redirections of linguistic
labour that breakdowns in meaning constantly occur.

‘Why all this anxiety?’ the defender of the Argument may re-
ply. ‘All that we have to know is that every event has a cause. We
do know that: and it makes no difference what events we are talk-
ing about nor how hard it is to conceive the cause which they re-
quire. And so the world requires God as its cause. The argument
is perfectly sound.’

‘Every event has a cause.” What kind of a statement is that? To
bear the load which the Thomist is now laying on it, it must be
taken not merely as ‘on the whole’ true, or ‘likely to be’ true, but
true without exception, cerzainly true. But if we are to argue from
it to the existence of God, it must be also an informative statement,
not a tautological or trivial one, like ‘If it’s raining, then it’s rain-
ing.” I think it can be shown, however, that if we interpret this
statement so as to make it certain, we are forced, by the same
procedure, to make it ¢riviall

What makes one so confident that this is an informative state-
ment is that it looks at first sight so vulnerable to falsification.
Could we find even one single event that had 7o cause, that would
suffice to discredit it. And it would surely be an impressive bit of
news about the world, if no such causeless event could be pro-
duced. So it looks as if our confidence in the truth of ‘Every event
has a cause’ could be reasonably interpreted as implying that no
causeless events have in fact turned up, so far as we know.

Yet this is unconvincing, for the following reason. Suppose
that we had searched exhaustively for the causes of a certain event,
and failed to find any. Would this entitle us to say at last, ‘Here

1 I am borrowing here extensively from the argument of G. J. Warnock’s

‘ “Every Event has a Cause”’, in Logic and Language 11, edited by Antony
Flew (London: Blackwell, 1953).
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is an instance that clearly refutes the statement, “Every event has
a cause”?” No: anyone who wished to go on believing the state-
ment to be true could and would say, ‘We have just not Jocated the
cause here yet, but there quite certainly s one. Blame our experi-
mental techniques or our lack of patience; but don’t regard the
Statement as falsified.” But if this is to be our response in all situa-

*ions of this kind; if we are always to brush off their challenge by

saying, ‘cause not yet found’, instead of, ‘maybe no cause here to

find’, then it is not nearly so clear that, when we say, ‘Every event
has a cause’, we are saying anything momentous and informative
about the world we live in. To go on saying it begins to look a
little more like stubbornness on our part and less like commend-
able tenacity. Putting it another way: our statement begins to be
used vacuously, from the moment we begin to deny that anything
will count against it.

But it does not sound vacuous or empty. How account for its
appearance at least of momentousness? This can be explained by
the fact that the statement borrows meaning from certain most in-
formative an( really momentous (but different) statements,
Among these is the statement that to an astonishing extent regular
patterns of concomitant events can be detected in nature, that
highly genera] Jays can be formulated which describe these pat-
terns and enable the prediction of future phenomena. But reports
of the scientists’ discovery of nature’s orderliness, and the state-
ment, ‘Every event has a cause’, are not identical by any means:
nor does the first imply the second. Individual uncaused events
might occur from time to time without in any way upsetting our
overall picture of orderliness, and yet they would suffice to falsify
the Philosopher’s statement that every event has a cause.

The Thomist will refuse to let this be the last word. He will
now bring out his trump card and claim that the critic has quite
misrepresented his crucial statement about causality. Of course
10 empirical fact could count against it: but this is only because
1t 18 IOt an empirjcal assertion in the first place, but a meta-
physical One, and one which so taken is exceptionally fruitful. I
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suspect, however, that to re-label the statement in this way gives
the defender only a verbal and temporary advantage.

In the first place: we are looking to the Cosmological Argu-
ment to furnish a certain kind of satisfaction by explaining the
world through its causal dependence on God. The Argument
leads us to expect that zis satisfaction is homogeneous with the
satisfaction provided by causal explanations generally, in every-
day life and in science. St Thomas’s empirical premisses (‘It is evi-
dent to our senses . . . that . . . things are in motion’, etc.) give
us licence to believe that the sort of demand the cosmos makes for
an Author is the same sort of demand as finite events make upon
finite events for causes and conditions. And thus we cannot
strengthen (or even save) the Cosmological Argument by driving
a deep wedge between empirical and metaphysical causalities.

In the second place, when the scholastic says that ‘Every event
has a cause’ is not a vacuous statement, but a fruitful, pregnant
metaphysical one, we do well to watch closely lest he indulge at
this point in circular reasoning. He may not be compelled to do
so; but there are strong pressures in this direction. What, we must
ask him, makes the statement momentous and fecund? By far the
most tempting answer is this. ‘It is fecund, because if we believe
that every event has a cause we seem forced to pose the question
of a First Cause for the world: it is momentous, because it makes
belief in God inescapable.” But if we make its fecundity our
ground for retaining it, if that is primarily what we mean by its
fecundity, then we are certainly reasoning in a circle. For in that
case, any proposition would qualify as fecund, if it entailed God’s
existence, whether the proposition were plausible or implausible.
No matter what it asserted, it would have to be accepted as true,
and momentously true!

That is to say, the theologian cannot rely on zhaz sort of ‘fe-
cundity’ to justify his use of ‘Every event has a cause’ as a meta-
physical statement. He may, however, deny that this religious
fecundity is his reason for holding the statement: he may deny in
fact that any justification is required for it at all. He may fall back
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on saying that he ‘just knows’ that every event has a cause, and
on ‘just knowing’ that this is not a vacuous utterance. If he digs
his heels in here quite stubbornly, we cannot argue to any profit
with him; although it may look initially as if we could.

Initially; yes. But it is not hard to show that the way is soon
blozked. Consider, for instance, certain classes of happening
that some people have claimed are uncaused, happenings that
Seem to count against the truth of ‘Every event has a cause’, if the
Statement is used non-vacuously. The freedom of the will is be-
lieved by some people to involve ‘uncaused events’ by moral
agents; the phenomena of quantum mechanics constitute another
sphere where the question, ‘What caused this or that particular
event?’ is not always in place. If we accept the hypothesis of
‘continuous creation’, it may not be possible toask what causes the
creation of each new atom. They may just ‘pop into being’. Could
We not argue with the scholastic on the ground that in a universe
Where these or some of these causeless phenomena may have to be
admitted, it will not do any more to say that every being simply
transmits the causal impetus passed on from some other being?
In fact, it would no longer be true in the completest sense that (in
St Thomas’s words) ‘we find an order of efficient Causes’.’ If we
are really holding the statement ‘Every event ha.s a cause’ non-
Vacuously, this should matter very much. For it 1mp1.1€s that the
Cosmological Argument loses all its rigour. There is now ad-
mittedly a class of non-caused events: and we may be hard put
t0 it to show that ‘the cosmos’ itself is not a member of that class.

But the scholastic’s way of meeting the challenge of that
Possible class of events reveals how little he really is perturbed by
the thought of it Take, for example, the ‘indeterminacy principle’
of the physicists. The physicist finds himself able to predict with
considerable accuracy how many clicks a Geiger counter will
make in 3 given time, as it records the activity of sub-atomic par-
ticles. He is ynable to state when any individual click will take
Place, or to assign a cause to it when it has taken place. Discussing
this, Dr E. L. Mascall admits that the positivist will say of the
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particular click—*It just happens.” But the theist, he says, denies
that anything just happens. God’s direct, ‘primary’ causality
determines the moment of the click, although it has no natural
cause.!

Now, what right has the theist to deny that some events just
happen, uncaused? It looks as if Dr Mascall is eliciting that right
from his belief that every occurrence must be ultimately caused by
God’s activity. But if so, we are using the conclusion of the Cosmo-
logical Argument (that God exists) in order to secure the validity
of one of its premisses (that all events have causes). Again a
circular procedure. But of course if Mascall replies that inde-
pendently of his theism he is still sure that all events have causes,
then I cannot see what rational procedure could either confirm or
falsify that claim.

Our argument over causality need not, however, be regarded
as profitless. Many people who feel confident that ‘Every event
has a cause’ is true and non-vacuous undoubtedly do so because
they confuse it with statements about the success of scientific
method, or deduce it from their prior belief in God’s sovereignty.
And our discussion should at least have shown these people the

weakness of their position, when regarded as a foundation for
the Cosmological Argument.

4

Suppose, however, we allowed that the universe might in fact de-
mand a cause. Suppose we agree that it cannot ‘owe its existence
to itself’, but must owe it to some other being. Would this con-
cession be enough to rid the Argument of its difficulties?

Only if, for one thing, we could be sure that the being who
caused the universe to exist did not himself require a cause of a
still higher order. If everything without exception demands a
cause, then God must have 4is cause too. God, replies the Thomist

L E. L. Mascall, Christian Theology and Natural Science (London: Long-
mans, Green and Co, 1956), pp. 200 f.
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is not a dependent or derivative being. But then, his critic points
out, here is an exception to the rule: not everything demands
a cause, after all. And if this is so, how do I know that the world
demands a cause, or everything in the world? Admit exceptions,
and the Cosmo]ogical Argument at once loses its purch.ase.

The agnostic may begin to erect a plausible case for himself on
these lines. The Cosmological Argument concludes that the.re is
one being who is not the effect of any cause. Among the premisses
of the Argument is the claim that every being requires.a caL}se.
Therefore. . . . The Thomist interrupts him, ‘Any '_ﬁ:nfte being
requires a cause. But that does not rule out the possibility .Of an
infinite being—an infinite being which may very we}l require no
cause for its existence.’

Does this crush the agnostic’s attempt to show that the Arg}l-
ment contradicts itself? Not entirely. For how is the Thomist
to characterize this ‘infinite being’® The phrase is by no means
self-explanatory. In practice, when he does try to give anaccount
of its meaning, he is forced to include among other attributes the
attribute of being causally underivative. That is, the appeal to
‘infinite being’ is not an answer to the problem that the agnostic
raised; but merely substitutes for the originally PUZZl‘ng idea
another idea in which the first is covertly contained. ‘Infinite be-
ing’ cannot be unpacked without reference to ‘causally un-
derivative’, )

This diﬂiculty might be nicknamed the problem of halting the
regress of causes. If for the moment we assume that thg regress
could be halted at the point where the argument requifes it to halt,
2 new difficulty at once arises, a peculiarly religious difficulty.

The God at whom we would have arrived by tracing back the
causal regress woylq be a God far too closely tied to his creation
to satisfy Christiap demands for his ‘otherness’ or transcendence,
Whatever inaugurated the causal sequence would be part and
parcel of the natyyry] world in which it is causally operative. We
may think we cap conceive of an alternative, but only through a
tempting sleight of imagination. Why 7ot imagine a being en-
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tirely outside the universe, infusing energy into the universe,
without becoming in any way part of it? Why is this absurd? It
is absurd because in imagining this, we inevitably picture the
world as a limited system with a boundary beyond which dwells
the God who is the world’s cause. But this would really be no
different from thinking of a parz of the world and of a being who
dwells in another part but is in contact with the first. Paul Tillich
is perfectly right when he says that the Cosmological Argument
degrades God to the level of the world itself.! Alternatively, we
could say, to be an adequate object of worship, God must be
wholly independent of the world. But the Cosmological Argu-
ment finds a place for God as the one who completes the world’s
pattern: he is the missing piece of the cosmic jig-saw—a crucial
piece no doubt, but not so utterly different from all the other
pieces as piety requires him to be.

5

A page or two back I touched lightly on a vexing problem, the
problem of what sense we can make of statements that talk about
‘the whole universe’. When we are seriously speaking of abso-
lutely everything there is, are we speaking of something that re-
quires a cause, in the way that events iz the universe may require
causes? What indeed can be safely said at all about the totality of
things? For a great many remarks that one can make with perfect
propriety about limited things quite obviously canrnor be made
about the cosmos itself. It cannot, for instance, be said meaning-
fully to be ‘above’ or ‘below’ anything, although things-in-the-
universe can be so related to one another. Whatever we might
claim to be ‘below the universe’ would turn out to be just some
more universe. We should have been relating part to part, instead
of relating the whole to something not-the-universe. The same

! Systematic Theology, Vol. 1 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
1951), p. 205.
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applies to ‘outside the universe’. We can readily imagine a bound-
ary, a garden wall, shall we say, round something that we want
to call the universe. But if we imagine ourselves boring a hole
through that wall and pushing a stick out beyond it into a nameless
zone ‘outside’, we should still not in fact have given meaning to
the phrase ‘outside the universe’. For the place into which the
stick was intruding would deserve to be called a part of the uni-
verse (even if consisting of empty space, no matter) just as much
as the area within the walls. We should have demonstrated noz that
the universe has an outside, but that what we took to be the whole
universe was not really the whole. )

Our problem is this. Supposing we could draw up a list of
questions that can be asked about objects in the universe, but
cannot be asked about the whole universe: would the question,
‘Has it a cause?’ be on that list? One thing is clear. Whether or
not this question is on the proscribed list, we are not enti.tled ?o
argue as the Cosmological Argument does that because things in
the world have causes, therefore the sum of things must also have
its cause. No more (as we have just seen) can we argue f:rom the
fact that things in the world have tops and bottoms, insides and
outsides, and are related to other things, to the belief. that the
universe has its top and bottom, inside and outside, and is related
t0 a supra-cosmical something,. .

Neo-Thomists themselves are sometimes aware of the logical
trickiness of talk about the totality of things. In the book quoted
earlier, Dr Mascal] casts doubt on claims that the second law of
thermodynamics cap, properly be said to apply to the world as a
whole, to produce 2 theory of a ‘running-down universe’.l It
is most dubious whether we can attribute to the universe either a
‘boundary’ or an ‘environment’: and it cannot therefore be con-
sidered as on all foyrg with the c’:losed, ‘lagged’ systems from the
study of which the relevant laws were formulated. Should he not
be equally unsure Whether the notion of cause and effect can be
transposed from the description of limited events to a cosmic

1 Op. cit., p. 142.
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setting? John Laird’s suspicion seems justified—that while the
world is indeed the zheatre of causes and effects, we are not en-
titled to claim that it is itself an effect of some super-cause.! I can-
not be dogmatic here; for I am not able to discover any clear
principles on which to construct the list of things that one can and
cannot, sensibly, say about the universe as a whole. The fact of
this uncertainty, however, is quite enough to refute the scholas-
tic’s claim that the Cosmological Argument is logically foolproof
and affords sure knowledge of God. The believer who builds his
faith on it is taking a big gamble in logic. Yet this is noz how his
situation is presented to him by the Catholic apologist.

The universe is not a limited thing like a box of biscuits or a
galaxy. More helpfully; the word ‘universe’ is not a thing-word,
and therefore it must not be expected to conform to the logical
behaviour of thing-words. Popular apologists often present the
Argument in terms of our inability to say of any given being,
nebula or single atom, “This just brought itself into being.” Sup-
pose that nebula or atom were the sole and original occupant of
the universe, it would, they argue, require a cause, some impetus
from without. But we can reject this and any similar version of
the Argument by refusing to identify the nebula or atom or what-
ever it is with zke universe. To identify them is to forget the lesson
just learned, that thing-words and words like ‘cosmos’ and ‘uni-
verse” have crucially different logics. Indeed, the farther science
moves from the Newtonian picture of the world (matter disposed
about a space-receptacle), the larger the gulf between their logics
seems to become.

Those points have widely ranging application in neo-scholastic
writings. Even when not formally employing the Cosmological
Argument, these writers frequently speak of God as the one who
‘sustains’, ‘conserves’, ‘energizes’, ‘maintains’ the cosmos in being.
These words are innocent-looking, respectably scientific in
appearance. But in these contexts they are not doing a scientific

! See John Laird, Theism and Cosmology (London: Allen and Unwin,
1940), P- 95-
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job. Here lies the danger of their use. A scientist may ‘energize’ a
circuit in an experimental situation; and we know what he means
by that. He may ‘maintain’ a gas at a constant temperature and
pressure; and zhat is intelligible enough. But once more transplant
those words from these contexts, and speak of energizing and
maintaining the universe; and although an impression of intact
meaning remains (plus the ‘prestige’ overtones of scientiﬁf: jar-
gon), yet no firm meaning may actually be left. So great 1s the
difference between a limited electric circuit, a gas in a flask, and—
the sum of things.!

1 I made a number of these points in a review of Christian Theology and
Natural Science in The Journal of Theological Studies, Vol. VIII, Part 2, pp.
385 ff.
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CHAPTER TEN
GOD AND COSMOS (2)

NOT every version of the Cosmological Argument turns on
the notions of cause and effect. St Thomas’s Third Way—
the argument about ‘might-not-have-beens’—uses instead the
concepts of ‘contingency’ and ‘necessity’. The contingent is
what happens to exist, but need not have existed: necessary being
is being that 4as to exist, that cannot nor exist. The argument
states that if there are contingent beings, there must be a necessary
being. The one is correlative to the other, like ‘front’ and
‘back’, ‘up’ and ‘down’, ‘convex’ and ‘concave’. The fact of a
contingent world implies the fact of a necessary being whose
world it is, and whose permanence stands behind the world’s
mutability.

The first difficulty about this version arises from the fact that
‘necessary’ and ‘contingent’, when used as correlatives, are words
normally at home in speaking not of things or beings, but of
propositions; a ‘necessary’ proposition being one that cannot be
denied without contradition, whereas a contingent one can. If we
wish to keep this logical use of ‘necessary’ and ‘contingent’, we
could rephrase the Argument in this way: ‘The proposition “God
exists”’ is necessary.” That is, it would be contradictory to deny
God’s existence. But Hume very properly objected to this that
one may deny the existence of any thing or person whatever and
never involve oneself in logical contradiction, although some-
times, of course, in falsity. To get a contradiction in such a
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sentence, one would have to include in the concept of n'hdtel;/er
being one was considering the idea of its existence. Only then
would the denial of its existence contradict what had already b'een
said. Before ‘existence’ cou/d be part of the concept of any belélqg;
it would have to be looked onas a characteristic or attribute of oa
being—like its colour or size or personality. But there ar€ gonds
logical reasons for saying that ‘existence’ is noz a word. t}:lat sta o
for a characteristic, that it cannot stand as part of tl:le mmlmumone
scription of any being. Once all the describing 18 complete, st
may then add, ‘And there is such a being’; or, ‘It doesn’t iics=
really.” But to say this is not to go on listing new characterts
it is to do something quite different. beings
To sum this up: if the Argument demands a regress from be o
whose non-existence is conceivable to a being whose ;‘O -
existence is inconceivable, then it fails. There can be no suc ];ut
gress, for its terminus would be not only infinitely remote
also logically impossible. . a5
This is what happens when we interpret the word necessal‘yh"3n
referring to our way of asserting God’s existence; namely, ;;V -
we take his existence as logically necessary. One might try, BO )
ever, to avoid this impasse by taking it in a different way, 5 155;1};5
ing something about God’s mode of existence itself. T cal )
existence ‘necessary’ might be to express its ‘complete aCt’Ula];Z;
indestructibility . . . independence of limiting conditions’-” = S
would this help? Not really: for these and the like charactetlstlce
now refer once again to the questions of causality that we hav
already found so perplexing. To call God completely actual an
independent of conditions are ways of stating that he is the being
who causes all things, but owes his existence to nothing, and can-
not forfeit his existence through the action of any other being-
Part of the elusiveness of the whole Argument comes from this
oscillati.on between logical and causal senses of ‘necessary - It
can easily be brought out by considering the clearly ambiguo¥®

sentence, ‘God necessitates himself’, If this is taken as caus?
1 _
A. C. A. Rainer, in New Essays in Philosophical Theology, p- 68.
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necessitation, then the version of the Cosmological Argu-
ment to which the sentence leads back is plainly a causal ver-
sion, and exposed to the criticisms already made. If it is /logical
necessitation, then the sentence is equivalent to * “God exists”
is logically necessary’, a claim that we have just seen to be
untenable.

These are the main objections currently made again the Argu-
ment by linguistic philosophers. It is worth adding that were these
objections in every case unfounded and the Argument sound,
what it actually would have established is very much less remark-
able than many apologists imply. Following Kant, we could argue
that we make good sense of the idea of necessity, when we are told
Of. the conditions under which whatever is necessary s necessary-
Given such and such conditions, then such and such is necessarily
the case. But the notion of God, we are told, is of an ‘uncondition-
ally necessary’ being. And this phrase, although grammaticall)’
unimpeachable, is logically vacuous; cather like ‘surfaceless
sphere’, and not far from ‘non-canine dog’. Secondly, if the causal
versions of the Argument are effective, they establish that one
being exists, which causes the world but is not itself caused. Th}s
flegatiw part of the conclusion (‘a being which is not itself? caused’)
is constantly transformed in an illicit way into the positive asser-
tion that God (now taken as the full theist or Christian God? is
the ‘Author of his own being’, that he ‘bestows being upon him-
self and upon the world’. Here we have clearly and obv1ousl}f
personal characteristics being conjured out of the mere fact (if
fact it be) that the cause of the world cannot be said to have a1
cause. God may be personal: but we cannot learn that by verba
acrobatics like these. . d

Those criticisms de not apply to certain scholastics who <_>
admit the meagreness of the conclusions derived from the Argu

i intin
ment. A number of them see it as doing no MO thart Eso; re%
the way to a mystery that only revelation can penetraté; Ph -

God from quite anotne

Paration for receiving knowledge about
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source. This is admirable caution. But on the other hand, if the
Argument is logically invalid, it may not be able to fulfil even
those humble functions.

2

The current objections to the Cosmological Argument are, I
think, fairly decisive refutations of its most frequently used forms.
There are, however, other refinements, sophisticated restatements
of the Argument, which are claimed by those who use them to
€scape the criticisms of Hume, Kant, and the modern analyst§.
The scholastic may agree that if God is thought of as th:e First
Cause or Mover i the ordinary sense of ‘cause’ and ‘move’, then
he would be merely an item in the regress of causes and movers and
therefore ofa piece with the world. But, he will contxr}ue, these
words are ot being used in the Argument in quite their normal
Senses. God does oy ‘move’ the world as my hand moves my
pen: he doeg N0t preserve it as a librarian preserves an ancient
manuscript, Or sustain it a5 2 patron sustains an artist—j—nor. is h.e
related to the world in any of the ways in which one f?mte thing is
related to any other finjte thing, not even as cause is re‘lated to
effect. Between God and cosmos exists a quite unique cosmo-
logica] relation’\of which nothing in the world p'rowdes an.ml—
Stance, althoug, many things in the world provide analogtes.
€€ analogies ‘sharPen our sense for the yniqueness'of this
Lrelationy. Causality g simply an analogy, which points be-
yond itself to the inexpr essible fact of creation.” 2 The Argument
would collapse into absurdity if ‘causality’ were taken /izerally as
tﬁe relation of God to world. It rnust not be so taken: therefore
t EEI‘ ﬁ;sg:ln;i:tcrnay not collapse. bscurant-
annot be censured as a mere retreat to obscu

1 See .
passim. Austin . arTer, Finite and Infinite (London: Dacre Press, 1943),

2 g ;
arrer, op, cu., pp. 285, 269,
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ism. In view of the kind of criticisms I have been using against
simpler versions of the Argument, I am in no position to deny
that if it is at all meaningful to speak of a relation between the
world and God, that relation cannot be an instance of relations
we encounter in our dealings with finite beings. If it were, God
would be made a creature among creatures. The analogical ver-
sion seems at once to strengthen and to weaken the Argument. It
strengthens it against logical criticism by passing beyond any
rigorous, formal, syllogistic pattern of reasoning, into the realm
of unanalysable, only half-communicable, movements of thOl.lg.ht.
It weakens it through moving away from its original empmj:al
basis. What we ‘discover’ in our environment are countless in-
stances of event causing event, in the ordinary, everydaty sense of
‘cause’. And so the idea of a regress of causes, moving to the
limits of our experience and beyond, is a plausible and Powerful
one. The same is 7oz true of the quite unique ‘cosmological rela-
tion’ that is now to replace the familiar causal relation. What the
regress of causes supposedly demanded is always another of the
same, another cause, and nothing in the world seemed capable of
halting that regress: hence God. But now God is introduced not
in response to the demand for an ultimate cause, but as standing
to the world in a relation only faintly analogous to that of cause
to effect. But if this is so, is it plausible to say any longer that the
regress of causes drives us on to posit God, as it certainly seemed
to do in the unsophisticated versions of the Argument, and as it
has to do for the Argument to gain momentum enough to carry
itself out of our experience altogether?

We appear to be checked either way. The Argument has most
drive if we interpret it naively as requiring God as ‘cause’ in the
ordinary sense. But this makes him Jess than God. If we think
more adequately of God’s relation to the world, it becomes far
less obvious that the world demands such a being, so related to it.
It certainly no longer follows from the facts of cause and of
movement observed within the world.

Further, so long as we thought of God as standing to the
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world as its cause, we could readily agree that such a being might
well explain the world’s existence, just as certain finite events can
explain other finite events that stand to them in the same rt?latloﬂo
But if we are to talk, instead, of a unique cosmological relaFIQﬂ be-
tween God and world, not causality as we know it, then 1t 1S not
so certain that to claim that God stands to the cosmos 1f} l}}‘:S
peculiar relation is to explain anything. It becomes, t0 53y dt ¢
least, exceedingly hard to decide whether we are being offered a1
explanation of a very queer sort, or no explanation at all.

3

What is hardest of all to decide (and my discussion of this mlllsf
be somewhat inconclusive) is whether or not there zs such a red 3_
tion as the sophisticated versions speak of, or how we could e-
cide whether there is or not. Are they gesturing towards, stamrr;ler

ing about, some real but scarcely expressible relation, or are : e};
creating the illusion of one only? We might recall here Profe?sos
Flew’s suspicion that Christians appear to make bold assert 1orl‘
about God, but whittle those claims away by successive quahﬁ?a

tions, until the original assertion is left vacuous—although ZOOkl;llg
as momentous as ever. Could the same be happening here? The
cosmos is related to a being, but nor as effect is related t0 cause;
nor quite as design to designer, artefact to artist, nor . . . n0f- - **
How could we tell whether anything meaningful survives this pro”
cess of erosion? It does not, superficially, look as if any me;,_mmg
could survive. No specific relation known to us, nor combination 0.
relations, will be accepted by the theologian as being his target’
we know this in advance. We may simply reach an impass€ "
vs./hich the objector says, ‘Well, there’s no room left for any relét‘

tion at all’; and the defender says, ‘If you can’t see it, you can_t

see it. But, to me, all these analogies point to a relation that 13
mysterious but real.’

Two examples may clarify the situation: perhaps neither of
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therr_l exactly describes that situation, but they may give us a new
b.eal‘lng on it. First, we are given a map-reference to a road junc-
tion. The junction lies noz on the top edge of the map, nor on the
left edge of the map, but at a given, determinate distance from
each. With this information, we can easily locate it. Second, sup-
pose we are told that the road junction lies in a determinate direc-
tion from a church and in another direction from a hilltop. But
we are not told what these compass directions are. We ask, is it
due north of the church, 10° east of the hill? and so on. But the
answer we receive to each question is, no: no matter what com-
pass direction we suggest. In this case we cannot obtain a ‘fix’ on
the junction; or even have adequate reason to believe in its exis-
tence, save by hearsay. It is absolutely no help to be told that
nevertheless the church and the hilltop do give clues to its loca-
tion.

In the theological case, God is said to be related to the world;
and clues to the nature of that relation are to be found in cause-
effec.t, artist-artefact relations, but in neither of these absolutely,
nor in any other dependence-relation. And, most important, n0
accurate specification can be given of the logical direction fror.n
these in which the one correct relation can be discovered- (This is
the force of calling that relation ‘inexpressible’.) The lack of such
specification is what makes this case suspiciously like the second
example. Putting the point as sympathetically as possible: we
nef:d great caution in accepting an argument that runs so acute
arisk of speaking of a ‘relation’ that may be no relation at all. The
ordinary senses of ‘cause’, ‘create’ etc. yield nonsense and heresy,
when applied to God’s relation with the world. Thus, these ar€
amended, in ways that cannot be iz principle accurately speciii€
(no compass bearing), in order to do justice tO the cosmo-
logical relation in all its uniqueness. But it is apparent ‘that we
cannot consider so precarious an argument as this as certain
demonstration of a God who stands in the cosmological relz;;lciz
to the world: at the most, this conclusion would be @ Do
Surmise.
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We should be more optimistic if we could fall back ona know-
ledge by acquaintance of God, and of the relation bethfeﬂ him
and the world. To illustrate this, suppose we aré jooking at 2
landscape from a hillside, trying to identify a parricglar farl.n}'1
house. We have been living there, and thus are acquam.ted w1§
its appearance. In this case, a most un-specific direction hl'rlt cou
be enough to bring my gaze to the relevant sector of my ViEW> an
then without further help I might spot the house. In the same wa}’:
if we had independent knowledge of God (and hence of the co}je
mological relation), we should manage to identify it fromé ;
various directions given by the theologian, such as they are ue
this would be much more than a variation of the argume{“]w
have been reviewing. It would introduce new premiss-materla y 0-
a controversial kind: in fact, it re-introduces the claims to';ne
counter with God discussed in Chapters Three and Four: -
Cosmological Argument would, further, have lost that neﬁ‘.ta briel,
formal structure that commends it so much to the apologist: i

But if in the end I am sceptical about the Argument, my sce[})1 .
cism takes the form of a genuine suspension of judgement, rat!
than a hostile dogmatism. 1 do seem able to attach SOmethlg,gS
rather /ike good sense to the notion of a Ground for the Woflll
existence, that is not strictly its cause or its designer . . - especta n)i
when the vision of such a being is expressed through the med}u ‘s
of great poetry. But it seems to me equally possible that this le
ultimately a misleading and deluding vision, produced by ,5“2; i
a.malgamation of the various analogical elements—"‘cause h‘?s
signer’, ‘Father’, etc. into a highly solemn composite image- T le
image might be unique in its impressiveness, but still not prov! .
a logically satisfactory account of a universe related to 2 supr?

mundane being, nor give grounds for believing that such being
must exist.
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4

Apologists employ a large variety of auxiliary arguments and re-
flections in order to reinforce the Cosmological Argument proper.
We have seen how that argument attempts to create a sense of fie-
pendence—of thing depending upon thing, of world depending
upon God. So too the auxiliaries are chiefly concerned to helght.en
a sense of the precariousness of all finite existence; a sense of in-
stability that can be countered only by the belief that underneat.h
are the everlasting arms. Or, if there are 7o everlasting arms, if
there is no upholder, then there is nothing but vertigo, meaning-
lessness, and despair. .
So scholastics speak of the striving of our thought and aspira-
tion towards the infinite, the ‘natural drive of the mind towards
transcendence, which must be seen in close connexion with the
Will’s drive towards the infinite good’.! This is not yet argument,
but easily acquires apologetic force, as St Thomas’s use of it
clearly has in the following sentence. “This orientation Of: mlfld
to the infinite would be in vain, unless there were an infinite in-
telligible thing, which must be the supreme being, and this we call
God.’ 2
I see two main obstacles to agreeing with St Thoma\.s. T}.IC
first one is that there seems nothing logically impossible in
uman beings setting themselves infinitely distant goals f)f
aspiration; even although they might prove unreah.zable n
full, and even although there existed no perfect being who
either realized them jn his own person or who set those goal.s
before humanity. To be able to pursue perfection does not entail
that perfection exists; any more than the procession of natural

numbers demands that there exists some last and greatest number
of all.

1Fr. F. C. Copleston, Aquines (Harmondsworth: Pelican Books, 1955),
P- 248.

2 Zbid., P- 249, quoting St Thomas, Summa Contra Gentiles, 1, 43-
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A second difficulty arises from the meaning of ‘this . . . would
be vain, unless . . ’. This phrase contains an important pre-
supposition, namely that nothing in the world can be expected to
be ‘vain’, irrational, or unplanned. But the only satisfactory
guarantee that the world was like this would be the belief that it is
a world planned by an omnipotent, benevolent, all-wise deity.
So it does not look as if it were possible to know in advance of
experience that every detail of the world is rationally planned,
without assuming at the start what this argument would like to
reach as its conclusjon, The atheistic-romantic conception of man
as ceaselessly striving for an ultimately unattainable, but in-
finitely desirable goal, is not, therefore, a self-demolishing one,
as St Thomas’s Ianguage would imply. If the world is not com-
pletely rationa], coherent; and if we cannot make perfect sense of it,
that is not to deny that it is rational and coherent 20 a degree, or
that quite an amount of sense can be made of some of it—enough
for the maintenance of sanity, the setting before us of practical
objectives, and even the radical manipulation of nature which is
applied science,

That last sentence sums up my reply to a recent article by a
Catholic writer, Brother Leo Williams. The Cosmological Argu-
ment asserts the necessity of God’s existence. Well, says Brother
Wil]ia}ms, that means tha j is impossible to deny his existence.
Wh)f Impossiblep Questions of logical necessity are not, he thinks,
crucial here. 1t jg impossible (for him at least) to deny God’s exis-
tence, because the implications of atheism are so unthinkably
grim. This would pe the world of Hardy’s novel, where ‘the Presi-
dent of the Immorty]s had finished his sport with Tess’: a world of
N0 purpose, with no explanation. ‘It is as unbearable as that.” But,
scientists ax}d People in everyday life do make sense of the situ-
i;zr;zs?l;;:r;hezh live and of problems with wl}ich they contex;d.
not live as if at]i nat there ;s purpose, explanation, sense. We do
witless as all eism were true. ‘If nature was as heartlgss and
have oo that ,as atheism requires it to be], why should it ever

€10 be> qf everything in the end was to be frustration,
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the sceptic could have no interest in publishing his own scepti-
cism.” !

In commenting on this, we must first of all think away as rhe-
torical extravagance the hint of Satanism brought by the Hardy
reference, and by words like ‘heartless’ and ‘witless’ applied to
nature. If nature is ultimately purposeless in some sense, that does
not mean that it is dominated by an evi/ purpose. If there is to be
no purpose, then let us take this quite seriously and not topple
over from belief in benign deities to belief in malevolent ones,
ignoring the middle possibility that there is no deity at all. But the
more moderate claims made here are also challengeable. For one
thing, we may again ask, ‘Can no explanations be valuable unless
complete and ultimate explanation is also possible?’ In point of
fact, we use the word ‘explain’ far more often to refer to proximate
explanations than to ultimate ones. And it has been pointed out
that the more sophisticated versions of the Cosmological Argu-
ment present us with a God related to the world in so peculiar a
way that it is not in the least certain that his existence does explain
the world in any intelligible sense. The asence of such a being and
the impossibility of such ‘explanation’ would not make our every-
day or scientific explanation any less useful or reliable.

Similarly, it may in one sense be true that ‘everything in the
end [will] be frustration’, if by that we mean that humanity will
sooner or later (perhaps very muck later) become extinct, and if
there is no hereafter. But why should it follow from this that ‘the
sceptic could have no interest in publishing his own scepticism’?
What is so absurd about a mortal and finite intelligent being con-
cerning himself with inquiries into truth while he is able to do so,
and believes these inquiries are as rewarding as any alternative
pursuit he could engage in? On the other view, I might as well
refuse to play with my dog (or even look after him) because he
will be dead in the next year or two; or pay no heed to a piece of
music because in ten minutes time it will have ended.

! Reviewing New Essays in Philosophical Theology, in The Downside Re-
view, Summer 1956.
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Earlier in this discussion, in talking of causality, I made the
point that nature might be quite orderly enough to make science
possible, even though certain events were ‘uncaused’. In th'e same
way, even although ‘ultimate’ explanations were unattainable,
even though the universe is not transparent to the thought of any
rational being, nor the manifestations of a single purpose, divine
or otherwise, still the nightmare of Brother Williams would nlot
be brought upon us. But only if it were brought uf’)on us, wou .d
we be entitled to say, as he does say, that God’s existence is

necessary.

y

The precariousness of existence without God, Sa.‘d’ wcx]s W}E‘:
these auxiliary arguments seek above all to emPhasm? an maOf
vivid. Obviously there are many ways of do.mg tl?xs, sonc;edo
them logically impeccable. Others, like th9se just dlscus;e]l, e
rely upon faulty reasoning. One more specimen may usc;:)u IZb

added. It is ap argument about #me; and it comes from a book by

Dom Illtyd Trethowan.

ippi lity ...
That 1 should be constantly slipping away frO{n rea
that my actions of five minutes ago should be (as it were) dead,

i i the
and my life confined to the evanescent point W.Itl_uI:h I cz:)l: o
Present—this produces in me a spiritual vertigo i cz;)nn ') y
hold of an eternal somewhat to save the world from absur Y,

from utter unreality.

. What s happening here is that the ordinary senses .of 'thle word
Present’ have been quietly replaced by a new and am‘ﬁcxal y nar-
TOW sense. What ‘1 call the present’ is normally 7ot an ‘evanescent
POInt’, despite Trethowan’s assumption that it is. I speak (accord-
Ing to the context) of ‘the present century’, ‘the present govern-
Lo; ;:;:S H(];tyd Trethowan, 4n Essay in Christian Philosophy (London:

» reen and Co, 1954), p. 67.
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ment’, of ‘making the most of the present’ (a holiday, a course of
study, a romance). To expect that there should be, distinct from
all these most flexible and proper uses, some one philosophically
correct concept of ‘The Present’, is to fall victim to an abstracting
vice that has received just castigation from a variety of recent
philosophers.

Trethowan induces vertigo by suggesting that the sense of
‘present’ which it is alone proper for us to employ is that occasion-
ally (rarely) needed one, in which the present is the slimmest of
ridges between past and future. Both past and future are out of
our reach. I cannot act in the future; and the past, we are told, even
the most recent past, is ‘dead’.

One again, here is rhetorical extravagance posing as argument.
To call the past ‘dead’ is to suggest, quite falsely, that all my
memories (even of what I did five minutes ago) are as cold, re-
mote, inaccessible, as my half-memory of a scarcely known great-
aunt whom I have not seen for decades. What we properly call
being ‘alive’ is a process of acting, thinking, talking in a present
which, as it were, draws its point, purpose, and sense largely from
the past. The person who is most inzensely alive is he whose words
and actions spring from a deeply felt sense of the pattern of his
life up to the present moment. His past is anything but ‘dead’ to
him. It makes a continual impact upon the present.

Even if no ‘eternal somewhat’ undergirded our temporal exis-
tence, Trethowan’s nightmare need not descend upon us, any
more than Brother Williams’s. Admittedly, the unbeliever must
agree that if ke does not reckon with his own past creatively, if
he does not by his own efforts impose some sort of sense or shape
on it, no one else can be counted upon to do it on his behalf. But
that does not mean that the world lapses into ‘absurdity’ or ‘utter

unreality’. The sceptic has no obligation to commit spiritual
suicide.
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6

One does not have to believe that philosophical arguments must
be either cogent and successful or else a worthless tissue of con-
ceptual confusions. The arguments we have looked at in these two
chapters are of very dubious validity, and yet their very persis-
tence over the centuries, their deep psychological appeal to many
of us, compel one to realize that they also express something of
Permanent human importance, whatever it is.

What is €xpressed seems to me to have two principal facets—
the expression of wonderment and the expression of anxiety, both
directed to highly general features of our experience. In the first
case the Argument embodies the experience of wonder at the fact
of there being a world at all: it is a movement of thought away
from taking the world for granted; a shifting of attention from
the nature, function, and uses of things to the simple but remark-
able fact of thejr existence.

From another point of view the Argument expresse:s what can
be called (solemnly) “ontological anxiety’, the anxiety inseparable
from oyr situation as finite beings, vulnerable to all kmd:s of
accidents ap( ailments, vulnerable above all to death: b.emgs
whose aspirations and yearning very often exceed their capacity to
satisfy them, We may imagine a mode of being that is fnstead
stable ang invulnerable, where there is ‘world enough anf:l time’ to
accomplish gy aims. The Argument indeed believes it can do
more and cyp, show that one being does really possess all these

lessings and can bestow them on us. But it is here that we part
€OMmpany with iy reasoning.

_2aul Tillich’s analysis of the Argument is wholly in accord
Vith the tenor of this discussion. To him, the Cosmological
?lrg‘ument €Xpresses our lack of self-sufficiency, but fails to prove
:alakt ;lg‘ere eXists a God who is all-sufficient ar?d underivativc?. To
and 4 Necessary existence’ reminds us drama.ucally of our finitude

Pendence; does not prove that any being dves exist neces-
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sarily. ‘The arguments for the existence of God neither are argu-
ments nor are they proof of the existence of God. They are ex-
pressions of the question of God which is implied in human
finitude.’

We are entirely right to feel that the Kantian, Humean, and
linguistic critiques of the Argument leave something important
unsaid. But what they do not adequately deal with are not logical
issues but those deep non-intellectual elements of wonderment
and anxiety that seek expression in all of the many variant forms
of cosmological reasoning. By themselves, however, they cannot
repair the logical defects. In a world that no God had made, we
could still wonder at the fact of its existence and ours. There
might very well be less to wonder at than in the theist’s world:
but zhis fact would not be changed. In a godless world too, we
should be perfectly able to experience ontological anxiety; but

there is no sure path of inference from the presence of anxiety to
the necessary existence of a comforter.

1 Systematic Theology, Vol. 1, p. 205.



CHAPTER ELEVEN

SCEPTICISM AND THE NATURALLY
RELIGIOUS MIND

THE starting-point of our whole study was the familiar fact
that religious language is a language of paradox. Some of
the Paradoxes Jje open to the view of every user or observer of
religious discourse. We work out our salvation with fear and
trembling, byt jt is God that works in us. God is one Go.d,-'but a
umty-imTrinity. He is closer than breathing; but he is in no
place, We Pray to him today; but he is ousside time. Othef para-
dgxes unfold themselves fully only if the concept of God is sub-
mitted to Jogjcy] analysis. But at whatever level they appear, the
PeIvasiveness of paradox cannot be denied. o
€ 1ave not attempted to reconcile the paradoxes in this study.
€ have taken 5 different approach, namely to inquire whether
eTe are Ways open to us whereby we may accept the paradoxes
if We have (o do so, but without abandoning belief. Two ways of
°Ing this Suggested themselves to us. The first was the way of
Ostensive definition: if God can be singled out, identified, what
Matters j; though our talk about him stammers in paradoxes? The
chctmd Way was the way of taking ‘God’ as an ex{nlcfnattfr_y clon-
inptil:n? to that extent a meaningful concept, justifying its p }alnce
Yes Anguage, although still enigmatic in numerous other
Pects,
al] 0:1 li results have been negative. We have found .neithe'r logfc-
¥ reliable Procedures for identifying God nor for invoking him
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as the explanation of features of the world or of the world’s exis-
tence. But two things need to be said about those negative results.
They cannot be taken as having by themselves shown a general or
comprehensive breakdown in the logic of apologetics. For the
problems and treatments of problems discussed in these pages
have been only a very few out of those we could have selected.
One glaring case of this selectivity is our brief discussion of the
pFoblem of miracle, a subject that is tackled very differently by
different writers, and which we had room for here only as pro-
pounded by a single apologist. This is the price to be paid for
dec'iding that analysis should turn to what theologians are actually
saying and writing, in detail, rather than content itself with
examining theological language in vacuo. A price, 1 think, that s
well worth paying.
If .thes? results are negative, they nonetheless carry important
positive implications. It should have been made cl
theolo . e clear that no
ology can ultimately escape those questions of meaning and
Venﬁcat.lon with which we have been concerned—even those
theologies which set their faces against natural religion, argu-
ments for God’s existence, or apologetics iz zoto. In so far as they
use words at all, questions about the use of those words can and
;nhl;lsésgghz:’l:ed}; lxl‘knd if the theologian accepts the linguistic
mercly b pole :1 ha 1eng.e, }}e need. not see the ensuing discussion as
o thinkifg - ical skirmish against a ﬁ.lnc!amentally hostile mode
o flann - He may use .the analyst’s insights into the workings
anguage as a valuable instrument for helping him to clarify the
Loglcal structure of his own theology. We have repeatedly seen
w(;tvlvli:tl;lch 1need there is for t}}is sort of logical spring—c-leax.li.ng
eology at the present time. We have seen the ambiguities
betweer.l ‘strict’ a}'ld ‘free’ Christological theories, for instance; the
llarll]celrtgm fum.bhng over .the. anal;ysis of personal encounters;
gled reasoning over the justification of moral decisions. In each
of thes.e areas of theological argument, and in many more, logical
analysw is urgently required; and required in enormously,greater
detail than has been possible in a single survey like this.
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2

I have admitteq that we cannot argue from a selective set of
s

tudies to any general conclusion about the state of theology

today. Yet enough may have been done to suggest that there is at

Ie;fsr the danger that 5 breakdown in theology is taking place, de-
Spite the immenge amount of self-assured talk of a contemporary
theologicy] 1 €naissance’. No joyous casting aside of rationa.l theo-
°BY> 3s some Protestants are casting it aside, can dismiss the
2Bonizing problems of sense and reference that confront even
revealed’ eligion. Now for the remainder of the book I am going
L0 suppose that this radical breakdown has in fact taken place: and
. AM going 5 5k how we could most rationally and most
1maginatively cope with it. .

s there, firg; of all, any way in which the Christian could
frankly accept the situ,ation with complete intellectual ho'nesfy
but Withour the sacrifice of his faith? Could he hold his faith in
et 2y as to accommodate the loss of apologetic arguments,
the ambiguities in religious experience, the failure of religious
e;‘ilanati(,m and ostensive definitions? I believe he COI.lld,'
:n;nzggbr; nlly by a series of very daring (some will say wild)
mane nl:a}.; Point out that as far as explanatio'n is. concerned., a %}I,:?;

ou}éhte levers have quite plainly given it .httle plac? in o
not fecq, God has been held to be perfectly righteous, in splzd e e,
live jn, ¢ of; the moral and immoral features of the w;)r ,;ov,,
of the Worlls d,goodne.SS has not been appealed to as the ezgz‘z a{;ad
belief i, o > condition, which is a far from perfect one. Simi 3 by,
the design , 3 Perfect wisdom has. not been taken as refqu;re . )_/
Perfectiop, t}? Purpose evidenced in nature. For there 1§1a ;o im
Say, the ¢ °re and apparent purposelessnesg Above all, he can

onfiden Way in which an ardent believer holds his faith
""xia; i:llo“fs’ Tam drawing (in a most simplified form) upon Alasdair
Vi Metaphysical Beliefs (London: S.C.M., 1957).
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is not the tentative and provisional way that is fitting for an ex-
planatory hypothesis, always open to revision as a result of new
evidence, and always liable to falsification. If you ask a thoughtful
believer why he maintains his beliefs in a world that seems at
every point to conflict with them, what he should say is that he
accepts these beliefs on the authority of Jesus. Whatever the con-
ceptual difficulties involved in speaking of God, we are provided
by Jesus with sufficient information about Him—in language we
can all understand—to be able to temper our agnosticism and
enter upon an intelligible programme of worship and practical
Christian living. This is a Christological theory, with the em-
phasis placed not on ‘constructing’ talk about God out of talk
about Jesus, but on the testimony of Jesus to a God about whom
we remain metaphysically ignorant, the enigmas in whose nature
we do not resolve, and whose existence and attributes we make
no move to verify. We walk by faith and not by sight. We are not
argued into belief by the apologists, but converted by the impact
of Jesus upon us into accepting his authority as absolute.

I do not think that this position can be attacked on purely
logical grounds, if one should want to attack it. The Christian
who adopts it abandons reliance on all the attempted ‘justifica-
tions’ and ‘confirmations’ of his faith that theologians have tried
to produce. He stakes all upon the words and deeds of one man.
of whose existence we learn through documents in which bio-
graphy and interpretation are inextricably, or nearly inextricably,
intertwined. He stakes all on this man, because here he is sure he
has discovered that ‘point in the world at which we worship [and]
accept the lordship of something not ourselves’.! What forces
him to his knees is not this or that bit of historical detective-work
concerning some miracle or prophecy, but the overall intense and
unique impression of this person who speaks with unparalleled
authority, who inspires at once dread, reverence, and love.

To appeal in this way to an unanalysable personal impact may,
as I suspect, be a logically invulnerable procedure. It is not of

! Maclntyre, op. cit., p. 202.
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course beyond another sort of challenge—from quite a different
Source. Just as different biographies, or paintings, of the same
man may present violently contrasting impressions of their sub-
JECt, 50 two readers of the New Testament may come away from
their study of Jesus with two strongly contrasted pictures of his
Person, and with varying estimates of his authority. Discussion
of the theologjcal Position that we have been examining would
e the form not of the search for flaws of argumentation, aber-
rations from that standard uses of words, but of the comparison
of and judgemen; between rival imaginative responses to the total
.New Testamen; witness to Jesus. Are we bowing the knee wher‘e
't ought noz 16 pe bowed? Is our picture of Jesus dependent, as it
should be, op, the New Testament alone, or is it borrowing from
Sentimenty] h'terary and pictorial embroiderings? Are we being
selective jp, the words and incidents in the Gospels that we allow
ourselves o linger over: do we hurry over hard sayings and
Sttuationg where in fact Jesus does not honestly impress us at all,
ut only Puzzles us or bewilders us? th
. € Must leave this approach and its problems .here, f(ir hey
ave quite obviously ceased to be problems of logical analysis.

3

SS:rﬁIe)OOS;’ °n the other hand, that the impact Jesus makzsit;l(gg;
s,urrendeuS 'S not a5 compelling as to warrant our uncon iiona
COme ho.;to his authority. Then our supreme question WO o
Or an jngq ft;o “OPe in our practical living without Christian ; X

e Period, or perhaps permanently. If we are peop ;
religious mind, we should want to know how muc

of a rei,: ..
< ligious Mentation of life could be salvaged and retamec.l in
tic sary: k of life as being

an g c
fuﬂd%ment 1 g, how far we could still thin .

€hce Ay wor thwhile; how far religiously-toned experi-
f; ¥ us would be now shut off from us, and how

ar th €
<y Would be still avajlaple.
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In trying to answer certain of these questions, I shall keep in
mind another class of people who are in just as much need of
answers to them as the sceptic. I mean the Christian believer who
is anxious and perplexed at the theologies of paradox, and wonders
uneasily whether some day he will be forced to rename them theo-
logies of contradiction; or who perhaps fears that there may not
after all be enough secure historical knowledge on which to build
his faith in the Incarnation. So long as he believes that loss of
faith would bring with it the loss of all sense of worthwhileness
and point in life, and that it would forever shut him off from
those religious experiences that he has held supremely valuable, he
is most likely to sacrifice intellectual integrity and suppress his
anxieties. The doubts, however, will continue to take their toll,
draining away enthusiasm and zest in living out his faith, leading
possibly to a harsh suspicion of free inquiry in general. If we
could show that a great many religious attitudes and experiences
can be retained with sincerity, and that religious symbols can con-
tinue to have an important part in the life of the sceptic, this
would remove the intolerable strain of believing that the ultimate
choice is between Christian faith or a life not worth living at all;
it would provide, as it were, a safety-net for him. It would at the
same time show those who are already non-believers that they
need do no violence to their religious natures, and that much of
what that nature desires, but decause of its scepticism feels shut
out from, can be restored in another way.

Earlier chapters of this book have already tried to answer cer-
tain of these problems—particularly the chapter on moral judge-
ment. If those theologians are wrong who have said ‘no moral
seriousness without religious belief’, then the sceptic’s worst fore-
bodings can quickly be dispelled. I have argued that we can (and
logically must be able to) make ultimate moral decisions that can-
not depend on what God has said, done, or is.! Whether he is
happy about it or not, even the theological moralist himself must
make such a judgement before he can call God unconditionally

1 See above, p. 130 ff.

191



C’érzstzam{y and Paradyq

a sccular moral theory is quite well
of human dignity, human wicked-

good. I haye also argued that
able to 3¢
, and that it does not need to make
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ness, the Meaningfulness of Jjfe
Nonsense of human love,

o hal 1N now, however, to more specifically religious
w far certain of these

ways of conceiving morality, and inquire ho :
are affected by breakdown in orthodox belief. A starting-pomt.for
this will pe found in, 4 fact to which I drew attention in discussing
t.he Problems of historicity.l In so far as a story or parable de-
lineates 5 Way of life that we judge to be valuable, it is not Cff para-
mount importance whether or not the story or parable is hxst9rlc-
ally trye, 1, €an do jts job equally well if fictitious; sometimes
etter,

Whgt job can it go» Mainly that of backing up a bare moral
rule with ap, imaginatively vivid instance of its being prac'used or
neglected. Ina paraple at its best we may have not only an illustra-
ton of wha, the ryle enjoins, but also in very little space some
}Jsgful Pointerg difficulties I;kely to impede our obedxeqce to it,
Insight inte the good effects of obeying, and maybe still ot}.ler
szrts of infom,an'on about it—all in one story. The pecuhlz::'
Ouiuzzdoi bt eaor loathsomeness of ways of life can bef:rr?rll]gre
effect; °pt €asily before the mind in su-ch stories, o
vely tha ¥ memorizing lists of maxims. They ‘"edm ’
s Most imaginatively satisfying when bou:[ otr(])e

dram, Inciden of one life-story, or as the .even.ts g
Provid’e (oe > O novel, given their own aesthetic unity. I Z’
or medit:,t?at 38ain the maxims fail to provid.e) a res“(;’g‘;Pi;‘i,

of One’s o, and , standing test for the vitality an D iy
ruleg, ¥R morg) life, not merely of its conformity to the

It is . .
the Oldt:g;p;ng and playsible to go much further and claim that
ro .SStaments as @ whole (and other religious docu-
bols, depicty, - 2 Single extended ‘story” or ‘myth’ or set of sym-
3 Pattern of Jife and giving just the same sort of
! See above, p. 102.
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aids to keen self-knowledge, and stimulus to moral effort, as the
parable proper gives.! The moral pattern of life is the funda-
mental thing: the story its vehicle.

Some of the theologians we looked at earlier come very near
to saying this: in particular the language of ‘existential history’
makes exactly the same emphasis—on what moral challenge his-
tory has at the present moment, not on the obijective-factual
happenings of the past. But the existentialist historian, we saw,
does not stop there. He would not be easy in his mind if you told
him that the biblical story was entirely fictitious,an extended para-
ble simply, having the sole function of confirming a manner of
living. He, and the vast majority of theologians with him, would
insist that the attitudes that the biblical story evokes in its reader
are responses to beliefs about certain faczs—however curious
facts they are—that God made the world, for instance, that he
sent his Son, and that the man who believes in him shall not perish.

- - They would deny that these responses would be obtained
equally strongly if the story were taken as fictitious parable. It
would be unthinkable to them that in one real sense Christ need not
have died: for on the view we are considering, the story of his
death (whether true or not) would be enough to give backing to
the Christlike way of life.

But the view is obviously an immensely attractive one to any-
body who wants to be at once empiricist and religious. For it
holds that the problems about the meaning of words like ‘God’,
‘heaven’, ‘resurrection’ are solved by showing the part these
words play in delineating the practical way of life. If they have a
use of this kind, then they have a meaning. But the Christian surely
cannot acquiesce in limiting the purpose of talk about God to this
fortifying of morality by parable. The language of ‘transcend-
ence’, the thought of God as a personal being, wholly other to
man, dwelling apart in majesty—this talk may well collapse into
meaninglessness in the last analysis. And yet to sacrifice it seems

! Compare R. B. Braithwaite, 4n Empiricist’s View of the Nature of Re-
ligious Belief (C.U.P., 1955).

193



Christianity and Paradox

T ing that I
at once to take one quite outside Chr1§tlaﬂ1tyci (ﬁlnitsiz}rllmégf what
do not feel guilty of making an arbitrary dehn
Christianity is.)! ] source

Ina simi};ar 3'ein, a writer recently suggested that iavze;im 25 2
of bafflement about God is our tendency to cﬁinc‘zst in the way
cosmic artisan or engineer manipulating {he world, ]r environment
we (sinfully) seek to dominate and m?anUIz:te 03 so he is quit®
and one another. St John said, ‘God is love’, arile world of €05
literally. He belongs to the moral world, not to t are nothing but
mology and impersonality. His comm.andmerlfsh - do or do not
the statement of the ‘conditions in whlc'h ,We ellt. ?o us disciplines
encounter Love, the only Source of Llf:e - Re lglncount er more
are ways of sensitizing the believer, making thatre which love 8
enduring, and increasing the areas of life ove i

reign.2 . in t!
so%rfcf more we note the centrality of moral ]uiiegizzquenfie
account. On morality everything else hinges. Butft/,i.stofi"a Chris
again is to disqualify the theory as an account 0 d celestial M€
tianity. For if it rescues God from being a deb?slf ing at 2 ], an
chanic, it is only to deny that ‘he’ is any sort of be " £ love be-
instead to transform ‘him’ into a relation, the. relation cen’ peopie
tween persons. The metaphor of love ‘standing be;'wers onifyin8
suggests (but of course does not justify) the fancy of P
that relation and calling it ‘God’. e

If I conclude, then, that an account of rellgIOﬁC;n cription ©
moral way of life backed up by parable fails as a des an there”
Christianity, I do 7oz want to go on and say that W€ pswering
fore count it of no value. For I see in it one way of af answer”
some of the religiously-minded sceptic’s worries; and o.numinat
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* John Wren-Lewis, The Philosophical Quarterly, July, 1955-
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any religious orientation of mind. And it goes far to suggest a
way of retaining such an orientation, despite the theological
breakdown.

We could describe as ‘religious’ any set of attitudes and beliefs
that satisfies three conditions. First, the believer commits himself
to a pattern of ethical behaviour. This way of life is simply decided
fc.’r as an ultimate moral choice: empirical facts will be relevant to
his choice, but he can derive his decision from no facts whatever,
not even from commands of God, should he believe in a God.
But (second) what will distinguish religious from moral language
1s that religious discourse provides a tightly cohering extended
?:Sr;li)r]:sc;; rr;)ytlh that vividly expresses the way of 1'§fe chosen, and
anh i assz e 1e;rer to implement it in practice. Third, the pargble
tion of the ]:liil'te pattern of behaviour legislate not for any frac-
b Supremeelz)eveir s life, but for’ every aspect 9f it. It c.omm.ar}ds
of nature aad }r:a;y ;nd ci:eterm}nes his total imaginative vision
through submitin h.et t1 ; beh.evet.: suffers no loss of. freedom
which all is baced g lrlr;s&]%3 Lo his faith: for the foundanon. upon
ments. Defined ithV}?.u N ed 1? own freely endo.rs.ed vah{e ;udge-
of life would o nels r0f:11 , 1 ormal way, a'rehgmus onen'tanon
possibility of spueiy c§ssar1h}.r1 include belief in a God, nor in the

In curpent peculative philosophy. o
d ot refur tssf?)%f;l il;)wevgr, the words ‘religious’ .and ‘religion’
content, Tt canen 1 one, but normally say something also about
claiming i not be emphasized too often that although 1 am
 lis §h N a\rtn Zr?::;;tc:c can, ifi he wishes, fashi‘on.a way of looking
claiming that § some egree.the title ‘religious’, I am not

€ can provide for himself adequate substitutes for

Prayer, sa .
e hy, or the peculiarly Christian antidotes for anxiety or
» Or the hopes which a

assumptions stou s | re warranted only on certain Chr’istian
nal part of this o es;:ny of the world. I :v,hall suggest in the
religious expetion aptﬁr that there are a few important kinds of
belief) that do - Cce (that is to say, part of the content of theistic
much 25 thess 4 eptic may find are still available to him, in as
0 not depend upon belief about the world or its
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) firstin 2
deities, but upon other things. We shall, however, look structure
little more detail at the task of giving a religious form or

to the moral life.
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. . 3 re’
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e . . N : ¢ 1
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OC & "L1t1s not the same, then we still await from the theo at
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ieverS}
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,The trend of this reasoning can be summed up in two ways.
Either we say, ‘God, to be God, must be non-existent: atheism is
the purest form of faith.” Or else we can say (more wisely if less
Sensationally) that the ‘only thoroughly satisfactory object of
1'e.Verence, or focus of ideals, must be imaginary’.! I say more
::E:ltyh,ebsziusi tlc{ ca!l this imaginary 'focus ‘(%ogl’ outr.ight is to
God as ‘per ol al,o“’“zg t%le 1ncompatxble Christian clalms. about
udgeme rﬁ t}slona >las ‘active’, and so on, to return, despite the

Now What?; on ogical grounds th.ey must be excludec{. ’
account of ¢ l'e?rmg do these reﬂect.lons ha.ve upon our ff)rmal
very close & : igion as parablo‘e associated w1fh a way of 1.1fe? A
God as the Nal'm%‘. The sceptic cannot conscientiously believe in
that lirtle op ner L'estament depicts him. It would seem to follow
concept of Go:]t 1113ng could be usefully salvagefi by him from the
Our religiously -u;we can see now that this is not who!ly true.
of the most Sa}t'.n;m ed sceptic can be seen as perpetu‘ally in quest
Cisions, He winls ?ﬁtor}’ set of parables to sum up his moral de-
S0me ambioye achieve progress, whenever h? manages to replace
finds moi cgs, Sprawhpg siory by a terse .ﬂlummatmg one, or
ences he wishe mPfeher.lswe symbol for a w1de. range of experi-
deal, doﬂbtlesz to consider as rel?ted tt.)gether in some way. His
understandi, offll?;‘,er to .be reallzfad, is to cat.ch up his w.hole
Vision, The n%ﬁ 1 efas it is ar.ld as it should b? ina s.lngle unified
needs in makip Onlo an 1def11 imaginary focus is pre.asely what }}e
Pointing the dirg f.ear to hlr'nself.the nature of this taskz z}nd in

eéction in which his quest must go. And itis as a

deve]
0 me 1 3 3 . .
eriVecllj, nt of the idea of God that this notion is most readily

He fac :
€5 @ many-sided task. It involves the scrutiny of alterna-

tiv. e
Vivi(;?; (iiﬁs tzf lfvmg? seen as far as possible in the round, realized
e field froe Imagination, and held in some powerful symbol.
t need not brn which he will glean material is indefinitely large.
¢ confined to a single sacred book, nor indeed to

1
Com a. H 1. .
‘StenCepber:el’)li: his Sef,n?n: Professor J. N. Findlay’s article, ‘Can God’s
Proved?’, in New Essays in Philosophical Theology.
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expliciely theobgical writings. He may stock his armoury of sym-
bols from such novels ag Orwell’s Animal Farm, and Koestler’s
Darkness az Noon; from Dostoievsky’s 7he Idiot, from Bunyan
and from Spenser, Promiscuously; from Euripides in The Bacchae.
UP ©n each encounter wirly these and the like myth-makers some-
thing will be taken, something rejected; the moral struggle seen
more sharply through the lens of the new parable; new linkages
made between old symbols—across the years, between the
authors, ang between the cultures. It is a task in which imagina-
tion cooperates intimately with moral judgement—discriminating,
amending, adapting, in order to build up an image of the best way
oflife ang of the best way of capturing it, in myth, parable, and
Symbol,

This stil] does not exhaust the field from which material may Ize
taken. The richest store of all may, of course, be found in one’s
OWn persong] €Xperience of life, as retained by memory. By re-
fiecting creatively on one’s past, one may strive to draw toge.ther
the Strands of ones life into the total parable, bringing ther.n into
relation (the closest we can attain) with the ideal, unattainable
fOCus.
b To OIganize one’s Jife in this way, would I think be admitted

Y Some People as 5 genuinely religious activity, in one acceptable
Sense of the word. But others will be far more struck by the
g?ﬁrence between it and traditional religions, and lament.h‘ow
o;l;k afP "OSpectit extends to the unfortunate sceptic. It is .} rehgn;g
m}'th:i the. mdiw’dual, he will say—the ‘worl,cmg. gut o PI:':H
involvenfP Tvate ivory towers. Whereas, ‘true .rehglon e}slser.x 1 o)fl_
Public WS elI?Wship, the breaking down of bamefs, the s aqng !
that the ;rshlp centred on a public parable. Or again, he may ju lgd
CPliccuts arather pathetic figure, once one sees vivhat so 1'11
Makeg hfsli.relally le.ft. with. In a friendless, enormous un;\}ffrse, e
CVising s;;;(-e decisions and' cloth'es them. in stories of his own
i 'ng to forget his puniness, his mortality, h}s lone-
the wajig of’:l‘l iCOndemnc?d Prisoner scratching ffeebl.e draWI.ng‘s‘ on
S cell. Third, he may say, ‘Call this view of life “re-
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gious” if you like, but does it really deserve the name, if you set
longside it (something it cannot duplicate) the great Christian
heme of the soul’s pilgrimage or adventure into the unknown,
/ith faith as its sole guide?’

I think it can be shown that these three indictments, although
atural enough, are not altogether fair.

First, we must admit that there is certainly no guarantee that
ny one set of symbols, any one parable, will commend itself to

sufficiently large number of people as to constitute a shared,
blic religion. But since the parables are desired above all to ex-
iress a moral pattern of life, that is, to embody a blue print for
ocial, not solitary living; it is to be expected that people who hold
o similar moral patterns will also respond sympathetically to the
ame parables, that they should take seriously one another’s
riticisms of the adeguacy of those parables, as people engaged in a
:ommon task.

Whatever the differences among their parables and symbols,
ecular religious people would be united in one respect. All would
>e engaged in the same sifting, discriminating activity that we
1ave tried to describe earlier. But to stress zkis, it might be ob-
ected, would be rather like making a religion out of the searck for
1 religion. Tt might be: but would that be so paradoxical, or even
0 very unfamiliar? Theologians constantly declare that no ana-
©0gy or image or symbol can adequately express God’s nature. He
s Father, but not in all respects like earthly fathers; he loves us,
b>ut with more than a human love . . . and so on. The best that
:an be done is to assert some analogy and then say, ‘But no: he is
not quite like that’, and then another analogy, and largely cancel
it in turn. No shot is a bull’s-eye, but the cluster of near-misses
manages to locate the target in a rough-and-ready fashion.
More seriously: the progress towards knowledge of God includes
the destruction of successive symbols, the endless pruning away
of misleading associations. The aim of all this labour (to the
Christian) is a knowledge of a God who in some sense is. The
sceptic, denying this, may nevertheless engage in his closely
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analogous search for parable—with a sense of equal dedication
and of fellowship with others who undertake it along with him.

Second: the Christian’s symbols and parables not only back
up a set of moral decisions (the Christian ethic) but also tell him
something about the world he lives in. The heavens declare God’s
glory: he makes the clouds his chariot and walks upon the wings
of the wind. No corner of the universe lacks his presence. If we
make our bed in hell, behold he is there. Personal being, intelli-
gence, and purpose are to be encountered not only in humanity
and in the works of humanity; but the entire world is replete with
them. So far the Christian. Is he right in claiming that without
these religious assumptions the world could be seen as little more
than a vast friendless tomb or prison?

.Our religiously minded sceptic would be entitled to reply that
this grim vision is by no means forced upon sceptics. It is one out
9f many possible imaginative slants on the world, none of which
1S More authoritative than any other, so long as they all are con-
s1Stent with the facts.! To take one very simple instance. Men cer-
tainly are minute compared in size and length of life with, say, the
so.lar System. Yet anyone who concluded ‘Men therefore are
miserable creatures—tiny and pathetically short-lived’ would be
expressing only one (imaginatively interesting though chilly)
slant, but not at all the whole truth. Someone else might properly
reply, ‘No; men are large creatures and long-lived: compare them
with molecules and lightning flashes.’

To take another example: ‘Nature is indifferent to all values:
see her callousness in the T.B. bacillus and polio virus.” This in-
Vites the reply, ‘But without these natural conditions, without
Just those evolutionary mechanisms, no intelligent life or purpose
Or awareness of beauty would have ever been possible.” Neither a
Satanic nor g benign vision exhausts nature’s ambiguity. Poets
and painters are endlessly singling out alternative pictures of
man’s relation to nature. Some are quixotic and fanciful, the play-

1
i See Antony Flew and Ronald W. Hepburn, ‘Problems of Perspective’,
N The Plaiy View for Winter 1955.
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thing of a lyric or sketch: but one lingers over others, because in
some way they project on to nature a vision with which one would
be well content to live, which one would choose, before any other
perspective, as providing the perfect backcloth to the way of life
one has opted to follow. If we set supreme value upon men, then
the perspective will not be one in which men are dwarfed by
cosmic immensity: the world will be seen as the theatre of moral
drama; elements in nature as symbols of human conflicts, achieve-
ments, and disasters. We may, of course, realize from time to time
that our slant is no more than one out of many other possible
slants, and that it is sustained by the work of imagination. But we
will be fortified by recalling that the alternative to the slant we
seek to maintain (the one which backs up our moral decisions) is
some other slant, which does this task less effectively. The alterna-
tive is not ‘reality’ in place of ‘illusion’; for every way of looking
at nature in the round involves plumping for some slant or other.
There is no escaping them. Obviously then, the religiously
minded sceptic will search not only for symbols that directly ex-
press his moral judgements in human terms (like the Grand In-
quisitor in Dostoievsky, or Big Brother in Nineteen Eighty-Four),
but at the same time for what we could call symbols of context or
setting (like the nature poems of Kathleen Raine, or the land-
scapes of Graham Sutherland or Paul Nash).

In short, nature is pliant to the imagination to an extent often
ignored by orthodox theologians: and sceptics are not necessarily
immured within some single fearful dungeon of loneliness from
which there can be no escape. On the other hand, it would be
foolish to claim that an agnostic’s imaginative slant, however well
adapted to his judgements of value, could provide an exact equiva-
lent to the biblical conceptions of God’s presence in every part of
the universe or of his love for man. To take a critical case: the
Christian would deny that a man who suffered and perhaps died in
complete solitariness was out of the reach of real personal en-
counter during his ordeal; the denial of this is part of what is
meant by his talk of God’s omnipresence. The unbeliever has no
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equivalent comfort, and would be unwise to delude himself that
he had.

Third: the idea of life as ‘pilgrimage’ is an astonishingly per-
vasive one among religions of widely different types. Itis at home
most naturally among those that believe men to be capable of
reaching beatitude in the strength of their own aspiring love for
God. But even those forms of Christianity which most vigorously
deny men the power to ‘save themselves’, and see salvation as
God’s work alone, have still clung to the pilgrimage-motif, and in
fact developed it more richly than the other. If Plotinus sums up
the first group with his quest of the alone to the Alone, Bunyan’s
Pilgrim nobly represents the second. It would be, on the face of
it, quite reasonable to complain that if our secular religious
orientation could not in any way embrace this notable image of
pilgrimage, it would be very much poorer and less satisfying in
consequence.

The sense of movement, voyaging, questing, in the Christian
notion of pilgrimage, has (at least) two strands. First, there is the
effort to realize the demands of Christian ethics, the ‘movement’
from challenge to challenge, the discovery of ways of coping with
a succession of testing situations (Vanity Fair, the Slough of
Despond), all of which are incorporated as significant landmarks
in the pilgrimage-route. Next, as a kind of counterpoint to this
theme, the pilgrimage is equally a journey ‘from this world to
that which is to come’! The imagery of moral progress as a
journey merges with that of death as a journey to the hereafter.

Our problem is this. Suppose we have to discount this second
strand altogether, can the pilgrimage-motif be retained: and even
if it can, does it really collapse into a fatuous platitude, a pic-
turesque but unilluminating way of looking at the moral life,
without any real imaginative grip? It is fair to suggest that if what
I have so far said about moral decision were the whole story, this
Cf)nclusion would be forced on us. But, fortunately, that over-
simplified account needs amending in any case.

1 The long title of The Pilgrim’s Progress.
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We have spoken as if people opted for a moral code, rather as
they might commission a builder to construct a house from a
particular architect’s plan. In each case, it is implied, we know ex-
actly what we are choosing: we can clearly visualize the finished
house, and, in the moral case, we can conceive precisely what it
would be like to live in that way. On this account, to realize the
chosen way of life may be a strenuous task, but cannot have the
spirit of an adventure into unmapped country. We know very
well to what we are committing ourselves. Now, this is in fact
never our position with regard to any momentous moral choice.
We begin with a general and rather empty conception of what we
want to achieve—say, a way of life in which love of neighbour is
the dominating theme. But what precisely loving one’s neighbour
is going to amount to, what particular forms it should take in par-
ticular situations and with particular neighbours, we do not yet
know. How far love involves the vigorous persuading of others
to do what one thinks good for them, and how far it involves a
near-refusal to manipulate anyone’s life, cannot be answered by
repeating the slogan ‘Love your neighbour’, or by referring to
a ‘parable’ (commending love) in which this tricky question is not
touched upon. New decisions must frequently be made which
were never envisaged at an earlier stage in one’s moral experience.

Furthermore, the effects of our moral decision on other people
and also on ourselves will soon present us with situations very
different from those in which our original commitment was
made: and it will go on constantly changing in ways hard to fore-
see. Thatactivity of constant adjustment between means and ends,
reassessment of policies in the light of unexpected results, the en-
riching of one’s conception of the ‘goal’, the skimming away of
immature, crude elements in one’s original idea of it, and the
effort to give all this expression in the symbols and parables of
which we have spoken—that may reassure us that the ideal of
pilgrimage is not so foreign to this conception of life as we feared.
The metaphor of a changing landscape of pilgrimage, of an ob-
scurely seen destination, a direction rather than a clear landmark,
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the determination not to sit passively under experience as it comes,
but to bring it as much as possible into relation (as parable or
imaginative slant) with the total visios, of life; these fit our out-
lined secular faith quite as much as they do Christianity. We lose
inevitably that strand of meaning in which the pilgrimage of this
life reaches its terminus only in the life to come. And this is real
loss, without question. But we may still derive from the idea of
pilgrimage an over-arching, controlling symbol within which all
other symbols, myths, and stories can find their setting.

5

The task we set ourselves was twofold: first to inquire whether
someone who cannot make sense of the orthodox Christian
claims can sg]] give to his life and thought some kind of religious
orientation, if he so wishes: and second to discover whether he
may continue to enjoy any specifically religious experiencF (be-
longing to the content rather than the form of religion) without
suspending his disbelief either playfully or disingenuously. Up to
this point the first of these problems has been central. The second
must be glanced at very briefly, by way of conclusion.

There is not, however, a watertight partition between the two
inquiries. The ‘sense of pilgrimage’, for instance, amounts to
more than 3 merely conceptual framework for moral reﬂect.lon.
It brings to that reflection a quite distinctive zimére and feeling-
tone, which has already taken us outside the realm of mere ﬁ?rm.

SO, the idea of an endless approach to an ideal focus, the. bring-
ing of more and more of one’s experience into relation w.xth that
focus, and constantly refining upon the way in which it is sym-
bolized—thjs idea also gives a place to positive religious attitudes
and emotiong: reverence for the ideal focus itself and indignation
at every idolatry of the second-best.1

1 Here again I am leaning on Professor Findlay’s article referred to above,
and the ensuing discussion reprinted along with it.
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Admitting that great areas of the Christian’s religious experi-
ence cannot be shared by the sceptic at all, it seems to me that one
or two quite basic experiences remain available to him—perhaps
unexpectedly—provided they are reinterpreted along different
lines from how the believer takes them. I shall single out one
notable example for discussion, the sense of the ‘numinous’ or
holy.

This is the characteristic tone of claimed encounters with
deity; the awe of Moses at the burning bush, the Israelites’ terror
on Mount Sinai; the dread and fascination felt before certain
phenomena of nature: it even appears in some of the Romantic
poets’ response to mountain crag and chasm. The common
element in these most varied experiences is what Otto memorably
described as the ‘numinous’; a stunning, but not horrifying
experience, a blend of wonder, ecstasy, and fear at what is too
great to be coped with intellectually. It is none of these feelings
exactly: beyond them all is some element of quite inexpressible
strangeness.

Some people possibly never meet this experience, and cannot
sympathize imaginatively with those who have. Some meet it only
in dreams or under drugs. Others again are haunted by it, awake.
Its impact is so compelling and authoritative, that a person who
was acquainted with it and who claimed that it disclosed a deity,
would suffer immense bewilderment, if he became convinced on
independent grounds that such a being does not (or logically
could not) exist. His urgent problem would be to know what on
earth to ‘do about’ the experiences to which in his ‘believing’
period he attached such momentous importance. Are they to be
quite discredited as valueless illusions of the senses or imagina-
tion? Suppose the Freudians are right and that it is the upsurging
of forgotten attitudes and emotions from early childhood which
produce this class of experiences through ‘projecting’ child and
parent relations on to the great cinema-screen of nature. What
would follow from this? Would the experience, as one suspects,
not only have been explained, but also explained eway? Could it
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be revived only by temporarily thinking away one’s scepticism in
a kind of half-hearted, ‘let’s pretend’ game? o
In the first place, theologians have been clearly right in insisting
that there is something irrational, ultimately non-intellectual,
about the experience. It does not yield us any clear concept that
entitles us to claim that we have learned something about (?od: at
least not in the way a visit to a zoo can teach us what a tiger or
racoon is like. I should want to go further and as!«: whetht?r
numinous awe need necessarily be interpreted as cognitlye experi-
ence of any being at all. And the key word here is ‘interprer’.
Sense of the numinous does not bring with it its own interpreta-
tion. This is the product of reflection about the experience and of
the decision about what thought-model will distort it least. To
call it ultimately irrational is to confess that no thought-model
S€ems to contain it really neatly. The theists’ interpretation can be
understood best by imagining a scale that distinguishes different
kinds of ‘encounter’. At the familiar end of the scale are everyday
Meetings with men and women in circumstances where they can
be seen, heard, touched; or where at least some of these c!’lecks are
Possible. Further along, would come those ‘intuitions of pre-
sence, the ‘hunch’ that someone is watching one, or that there is
2n interloper in 3 darkened room. Odd as these are, we can check
up on them by going on to discover (or not to discover) the sus-
Pected persons in the ordinary way. Project this scale beyond all
normal experience and beyond all normal tests of veriﬁcatl.orl.y af‘d
e have the suggestion that the sense of the numinous is in its
OWN Way also an intimation of ‘presence’, though not of the pre-

;::}:F of a human being, nor intimated in any understandable
10n,

 But this j5 not the only scale on which the numinous could be
EZ::V: }f: lace. We might try, f9r instar.lce, guite a diﬁ’erer}t }c])nsee,
studies :ve touched on from time to time in the COl.lI'Si <1>) ] tt 201
for Sati‘sfyF One pole we see the natural world as a m?nlpu ; ble ool

1O seej 'ng our Own wants, We.ca.n move away rom this vi
"€ it as an object of interest in its own right—a problem for
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intellectual understanding, or an object of aesthetic contemplation.
Those experiences of natural beauty which make the strongest
impact are those in which nature seems, as it were, to collaborate
with the spectator, to take the initiative almost; as when a land-
scape presents itself as a single, unified ‘composition’, with a
character and ‘togetherness’ that cannot be analysed simply in
terms of its minute ingredients—this clump of trees, this field,
that cloud. If we continue the scale in the same direction, it seems
as if experiences of the numinous (in nature at any rate) could be
shown to lie not far off it. For in these nature is /east of a/l seen as
a heap of disconnected bits and pieces, awaiting man’s exploitation
or his rearrangement of them into forms more agreeable to his
taste. Nature seems most strongly here to have the initiative, its
character to be most nearly personal. But, as on the earlier
stages of this scale, the language of ‘initiative’, ‘character’, ‘per-
sonality’ can be taken as still the metaphors which they clearly
were there. That nature should present itself in this way from
time to time is just one more brute fact about it, and indirectly one
more brute fact about the man who contemplates it.

This interpretation of the sense of the holy would be quite
compatible with the Freudian analysis of religious experience in
general. Even in the experience of the numinous, we could say,
nature is still being ‘manipulated’ by man. It is being made the
screen on which certain features of his inner life are projected; to
repeat the image used earlier. But just as there is a gulf between
the ravishing of nature in open-cast mining and the culling of
symbols from nature to articulate human thought and feeling (say
as Shakespeare culled them), so there is a second gulf between
that (largely conscious) symbolizing activity and the quite un-
conscious modes in which the projecting is accomplished, and
human conflicts and reconciliations writ large across the face of
nature.

If we regard the ultimate nightmare (from which religion seeks
to deliver us) as the failure of all efforts towards ‘humanizing’ the
context of life, a nightmare in which other people are seen only as
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threats to our own existence, and nature as utterly foreign to us,
then we shall still wish to accord a place of importance to numin-
ous and similar experiences, whatever their origin or whatever the
mechanism by which they occur. Psycho-analytic explanation de-
grades those experiences, only so long as they are taken as a sort
of knowing or encountering (set on our first scale, that is to say).
Taken simply as one way in which our environment can assume a
quasi-personal hue, they suffer no devaluation at all. .

What kind of reply could one make to the charge that this
whole attempt to retain a religious approach to nature is mere
fantasy and make-believe, ‘subjective’ through and through? Its
subjectivity is undeniable enough, in the sense that we see nature
in the light of our own purposes and commitments. But this is an
incomplete answer. It is still a matter for wonderment that nature
should Jend itself as it does to these human activities, should be
so malleable to our imagination, that it should ‘take’ our projec-
tions, and (from sometimes unpromising material!) make some-
thing so rich and strange out of them. This is a fact of importance
about nature itself—one of the many reasons against thinking of
it as destructive of| or at least hostile to, all value.

6

We have done no more than begin to open up the problems
raised by our two majp questions. With regard to the second of
them, the question of what specific religious experiences can be
still open to the sceptic, we have merely glanced at one insiance
(although an important one) of how a loss of dogmatic conviction
need 7ot be as destructive of these as we might have feared. A
great deal more detailed work needs to be done here.

Fifxally, and still more constructively, it should be noticed how
certain feat‘{fes of a secular religious orientation can avoid dan-
gers into which religions cengreq upon a supernatural or transcend-

ent God have fre(Iuently fallen. First, it has been stressed through-
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out the discussion that the foundations of the whole way of look-
ing at the world and the moral life are those logically underived
moral decisions to follow out a way of life. Since empirical in-
formation of all kinds (some of it produced by the special sciences)
can be highly relevant in making up one’s mind what way of life
one ought to follow, there can be no science/faith conflict in our
case. Second, although it is hospitable to experiences like the
numinous, it does not interpret them as communications from a
‘beyond’ concerning how men ought to live. It escapes, therefore,
the risks that go with the claims of prophets and pontiffs to in-
terpret the divine oracle, risks often of intolerance and impatience
with empirically informed opinion, and of shirking the hard work
of investigating the human effects of human policies by resorting
prematurely to the alleged will of God.

The chief value of adding fable, myth, and symbol to moral
judgement is that of enlivening the imagination with memorable
insights into the character of the way of life to which one has
committed oneself. Further, once it is seen clearly how inescap-
able is some imaginative perspective or slant on the non-human
world, commonsense alone would urge the adopting of that slant
that backs up, does not make nonsense of, the value-judgements
one has made. The ceaseless movement towards more adequate
understanding of the ideal (moral and aesthetic), the refinement
of the means of expression, we represented as the movement to-
wards an imaginary focus. From all this it follows that the proper
task of a religious orientation is the enricking of life in a great
many different ways. To see this is to see how ridiculous would
be any suggestion that non-religious, unimaginative people who
cannot easily use these aids, should feel guilty or remorseful or
inferior if, without them, they can effectively maintain moral
seriousness and achieve integration of character.
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