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FOREWORD 

Much is said these days among Christians both about "evangelization" 
and "ecumenism," but it is not clear how the two goals can be recon­
ciled. Karl Rahner's important theory of "the anonymous Christian" 
has been mistakenly taken to imply that since the Good News has al­
ready been heard by everyone willing to hear it, evangelization is un­
necessary. All that is needed is ecumenical dialogue to help all to rec­
ognize that they really are already of one faith. Hence, the function of 
the branch of theology formerly called "apologetics" has largely dropped 
out of current literature and the theological curriculum. The place of 
apologetics has been taken by what appears to be a newer discipline of 
"fundamental" theology. The distinction between the two is clearly 
stated by Gerald O'Collins, S.l. in his Fundamelllal Theology' as fol­
lows: 

Fundamentallheology tackles a /lVo!old task by (a) methodologi­
cally renecting on the source of theological knowledge in the 
divine revelation recorded in tradition and Scripture, and (b) 
calling attention to the way human experience is open to receive 
that revelation .... [Since] the task of apologetics is to present, 
defend and justify rationally the Christian faith for unbelievers, 
its discussion with various kinds of "unbelievers" will presup­
pose human experience and reason but not faith - or at least not 
full Christian and Roman Catholic faith. 

This situation, however, has recently become more complicated. 
Francis Schussler Fiorenza in his Foundational Theology' points out 
that fundamental theology has tended to absorb apologetics by dealing 
not only with the meaning of the Christian tradition but also with its 

vii 



viii CHOOSING A WORLD-VIEW AND V AWE-SYSTEM 

Irlllh by one of IWO melhods: Ihe hislorical and the transcendental. The 
first correlates the fundamenlal truths of Christianity with hislorical 
facts according to a correspondence theory of truth. The second corre­
lates them with present experience according to a coherence theory of 
truth. This second transcendental method has led to the absorption of 
fundamenlal theology in its tum into "foundational theology" as in 
Karl Rahner's great work, FOl/lldatiollso!the Christiall Faith.' Fiorenza 
criticizes both fundamental and foundalional theology on the philo­
sophical assumption that there can be no absolute ground for testing 
the truth of any thought system, whether scientific or religious, since 
we are always caught in a hermeneutical circle in which experience, 
theory, and praxis mUlually condition each other. He proposes a herme­
neutic method in which a broad "reHective equilibrium" between all 
these elements is sought. 

In this highly sophisticated, hermeneutical perspective of current 
theology is it not more than ever necessary to remember the apologetic 
task of theology in the service ofecumenism and evangelization? Evan­
gelization is directed to those who do not believe (or do not think they 
believe) in Jesus Christ as their Savior (leaving open the question of 
their salvation through implicit faith in Him). Hence it seeks from the­
ology a kind of guidance that is no longer themalically presenled in 
most works or courses on fundamental or foundational theology. Ecu­
men ism also requires us "to place ourselves in the other fellow's shoes." 
Thus our theological schools which seek to prepare those who will 
minister not only to believers but who will evangelize or enter into 
ecumenical dialogue with the unbelieving cannot neglect special a!len­
tion to the apologetic task. 

John Paul" In his encyclical Fides et Ratio' accepts the term 
"fundamental theology" but broadens it to include classical apologetics 
in a passage that explains why an apologetic is needed by priests and 
catechists or indeed by all Christians in witness to the Gospel. As St. 
Peter counsels, "always be ready to give an explanation to anyone who 
asks you for a reason for your hope, but do it with gentleness and 
reverence" (I P 3: 15-16a). Though the Pope speaks principally of the 
apologetic use of philosophy, by which he especially means metaphys-
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ics, what he says applies also to the apologetic use of forms of human 
reason. 

With its specific character as a discipline charged with giving an 
account of faith (cf. I P 3: 15), the concern of ftllldamentalthe· 
ology will be to justify and expound the relationship between 
faith and philosophical thought. Recalling the teaching of Saint 
Paul (cf. Rm 1:19·20), the First Vatican Council pointed to the 
existence of truths which are naturally. and thus philosophically, 
knowable; and an acceptance of God's Revelation necessarily 
presupposes knowledge of these truths. In studying Revelation 
and its credibility, as well as the corresponding act of faith, fun· 
damentalth.ology should show how, in the light of the knowl· 
edge conferred by faith, there emerge certain truths which rca· 
son, from its own independent enquiry, already provides. Rev· 
elation endows these truths with their fullest meaning, directing 
them towards the richness of the revealed mystery in which they 
find their ultimate purpose. Consider, for example, the natural 
knowledge of God, the possibility of distinguishing divine Rev· 
elation from other phenomena or the recognition of its credibil· 
ity,the capacity of human language to speak in a true and mean· 
ingful way even of things which transcend all human experi. 
ence. From all these truths, the mind is led to acknowledge the 
existence of a truly propaedeutic path to faith, one that can lead 
to the acceptance of Revelation without in any way compromis· 
ing the principles and autonomy of the mind itself. 

Similarly, fundamental theology should demonstrate the pro· 
found compatibility that exists between faith and it' need to find 
expression by way of human reason fully free to give its assent. 
Faith will thus be able "to show fully the path to reason in a 
sincere search for the truth. Although faith, a gift of God, is not 
based on reason, it can certainly not dispense with it. At the 
same time, it becomes apparent that reason needs to be rein· 
forced by railh. in order to discover horizons it cannot reach on 
its own." 

The current neglect of apologetics, occasioned in part by the ne· 
glect of metaphysics thatlohn Paul II deplores, is understandable when 
we examine the condition of this theological discipline before Vatican 
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II. Its presentation often suffered from two grave defects. First, it was 
developed in a ratiOlwlistic manner as if faith were Ihe conclusion of a 
syllogism rather than a gift of God surpassing the mode of all human 
reason and involving not only the human intelligence but also the total­
ity of the human person. Second, it was presented in a manner which 
neglected our pluralistic culture and contradicted our commitment to 
ecumenism, that is, in such a way as to demand from all who were not 
Catholics or even Christians the recantation of their "demonstrated" 
errors. 

In the following work I have attempted to develop in the manner 
of an essay rather than an exhaustive treatise a line of apologetic or 
rather evallgelical argument which is rational but not rationalistic. I 
have also tried to base it on an ecumenical and thus hermeneutical 
attitude to other religions as well as to purely secular world-views. 

I will not attempt to describe religions other than Christianity in 
detail as do the specialists in Hans Kiing' s well known Christiallity alld 
World Religiolls: Paths 10 Dialoglle.' Instead I supply sufficient bibli­
ography for a reader to explore in detail the beliefs and practices of the 
various world-views concerning which I here only try to generalize. 
For the present purposes I believe it is sufficient to consider the chief 
apparelll differences between these world-views that have been recog­
nized by experts in comparative religion. It is the task of ecumenical 
dialogue to determine how real these differences are. What Christian 
apologetics is concerned about is to disclose Jesus Christ as the Truth 
in which all truth, from whatever source it comes. can be honestly 
acknowledged and reconciled. 

Notes 

• New York: Pnulist Press, 1981 . pp. 22·23. 
1 New York: Crossroad. 19K4, Pf' 251-310. 
) New York : Scabury/Cro~sroad. 1978. 
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CHAPTER I 

DOES EVERYONE NEED A WORLD-VIEW 
AND VALUE-SYSTEM? 

1. "I Am Not n Religious Person." 

The public discourse of our universities and other centers of culture 
give the impression that at the end of the twentieth century many of the 
elite of our day feel no need for "religion." The popular media, though 
they give occasional attention to religious affairs, also picture modem 
life in America as little concerned with issues of religious faith. Many 
Americans do not seem to be anti-religious but simply find the claims 
and practices of Christianity or Judaism or other traditional religions 
irrelevant to their lives. Nor does the absence of religious faith leave a 
void in their daily existence. Many feel their lives are full enough with­
out bothering about theological dogmas, traditional rituals, religiously 
sanctioned codes of conduct or special times of prayer. Of course life 
has its tragic puzzles, but religious solutions to these seem illusory. Is 
it not more honest just to admit that for some problems, both intellec­
tual and practical, there are no satisfactory answers? 

A study by Evert C. Call, Jr. and Seymour M. Lipset, The Di­
vided Academy' in 1975 and another by Howard R. Bowen and Jack H. 
Schuster, American Professors' in 1985 showed that a considerable 
part of the academic elite of the United States seem indifferent to reli­
gion. The latter study found that 36% did not consider themselves even 
"moderately religious" and 52% did not attend worship services even 
once a month. Moreover these figures included small colleges where 

3 



4 CHooStNG A WORLD-VtEW AND V AWE-SYSTEM 

faculties are probably somewhat more traditional. Tlte COllllecricm 
Mmllal Life Report 011 Americall Vailles) showed that the situation was 

much the same for non-academic elites such as public media profes­
sionals. 

What percentage of the American people feels as these individu­
als do about religion? In 1997 Tlte Gallop Poll' summarized its findings 
on this question as follows: 

IN]ine out of ten adults both indicate a religious preFerence of 
one kind or another and say that they attend church on at least 
some occasions. Two-thirds maintain an affiliation with a church 
or synagogue. and six in tcn consider religion to be very impor­
tantto their personal lives. At the same time. the percentage who 
attend church regularly is much lower, close to four in ten 
... [Most] of these patterns of religious belief and practice have 
held relatively steady for the past three decades. since the early 
1970's. Prior to that time, religious commitmenllcnded to be 
slightly higher. although frequency of church attendance has 
been remarkably stable for almost sixty years. with the excep­
tion of the 1950'5. when churchgoing went up. Eighty-seven 
percent put themselves in one of four major Christian groups: 
58% are Protestant. 27% Roman Catholic. I % Mormon. and 
another I % are affiliated with an Eastern Onhodox church. Ju­
daism is embraced by 3% ... A mix of other less prevalent reli­
gions comprises another 3%. leaving only 5% of respondents 
who have no religious preference whatsoever. Among Protes­
tants, the most common denomination is Baptist, with 19% or 
respondents calling themselves either Southern Baptist or an­
other type. Methodists at 9% are the secood largest denomina­
tion. rollowed by other mainline Protestant groups including 
Lutherans (6%). Presbylerians (5%) members orth. Church of 
Christ (9%) and Episcopalians (2%). About one-third (30%) are 
devout practitioners of their faith. saying they attend church or 
synagogue at least once per week. Another 60% indicate that 
they do attend. albeit with varying degrees of frequency: 13% 
go almost weekly. 17% about once per month. Another 30% go. 
but seldom. Only 9% never attend a church or synagogue. What 
is perhaps most telling is lhat two out of three (67%) of U.S. 
adults claim that they have made a "personal commitment to 
Jesus Christ that is still imponant in their life today.'" 
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As all commentators on such data agree, the United States is 
remarkably "religious" compared with the countries of Western Eu­
rope. For example a recent study on Great Britain' found that only 31 % 
believed in "a personal God" and only 41 % in a "life after death." 
Another study' showed that in The Netherlands, which many had re­
garded as religiously stable, belief in "a personal God" fell from 34% 
in 1981 to 28% in 1990 and weekly church allendance from 26% to 
20%. Other European rates are similar. Thus in France only 60% "be­
lieve in God" and 10% are convinced atheists, and only II % allend 
church regularly. 

Vet also in the United States, in spite of the high level of people's 
identification of themselves as Catholic, Protestant or Jewish, a 1988 
report' showed that 44% of all Americans over the age of 18 (78 mil­
lion adults) today are functionally "unchurched." "This means that they 
do not belong to any church, synagogue or temple," or, though they 
claim membership, "have not voluntarily worshiped in the church, syna­
gogue or temple of their choice for six months or more, not counting 
funerals, weddings, Christmas, Easter or the High Holydays." Thus it 
is evident that in the United States by a conservative estimate there are 
at least 30% of the population who are secularized to the extent that 
their practical outlook on life is not that of any of the traditional reli­
gions. Perhaps even more significant are the statistics for the largest 
Christian denomination in the United States, Roman Catholicism. In 
this church a 1998 poll' shows that of members 20-29 years of age only 
65% think that in their "vision of the Catholic faith" it is "essential" to 
believe that "God is present in the sacraments." Of the same younger 
Catholics only 58% believe that it is required "to make charitable ef­
forts toward helping the poor," 58% "that Christ is really present in the 
Eucharist," and 53% that "devotion to Mary, the Mother of God" is 
required. Furthermore only 42% hold for "the teaching that Christ es­
tablished the authority of the bishops by choosing Peter, 37% that there 
is an obligation to allend Mass once a week, or to go to confession to a 
priest (32%), and only 31% think that abortion is wrong. Only 30% 
said that they had regularly allended Mass once a week in the previous 
year." Another 1996 poll of the General Social Survey of the National 
Science Foundation'O showed that the 30-49 group who in 1970 thought 
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that premarital sex was wrong by 48%, now only about 20% think so. 
lt also showed that of those who in 1970 thought homosexual relations 
were wrong by about 78%, only 56% now think so. Such figures cer­
tainly manifest a wide gap between official church doctrine and per­
haps a majority of church members in the direction of secular influences. 

2, Is Religion Dying? 

How then are we to interpret this fact that in advanced countries from 
a third to half the people, and especially the dominating elites, find 
religion largely irrelevant, although the half or two-thirds still find it 
very important in their lives? The most obvious interpretation is the 
one often given by the religionless themselves. They commonly claim 
that modernization necessarily undermines religion because religion is 
based on an irrational, mythical view of reality supported by asiatic 
traditionalism that must inevilably yield to cultural progress" with the 
advance of science and technology and the consequent urbanization, 
universal communication, and social rationalization. 

The former Marxist governments of Eastern Europe and that of 
China loday, have always denounced religion as "Ihe opiale of the 
people" and maintained thai in a communiS! society religious organi­
zations, along with the class .Iruggle and the state, will quielly "wilher 
away." This prediction is not only unsubstantiated, but contradicted by 
the fact that such governments like that of the former Soviet Union and 
now of China have found it necessary 10 conlinue Iheir harassmenl of 
religion for many years. Religion may be suffering a percentage de­
cline, but a strongly resistant religious minority remains. 

"Post-modems" disillusioned about the inevitability of human 
progress propose a different explanation of the percentage decline of 
religion. They no longer claim religion will simply mell away wilh the 
dawn of scientific rmionalism. Inslead these sociologists view the growth 
orthe religion less as the consequence of seclIlarization." The constitu­
tional separation of church and state adopted by most democratic gov­
ernments logically commits them not only to neutrality toward de­
nominational religion bUI even toward the competition bel ween reli-
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gion and irreligion. This neutrality inevitably reflects and promotes 
shrinkage of the sphere of the sacred to make room to enlarge the secu­
lar areas of life. 

Some theologians have also accepted this secularization theory. 
Of these some declare that "for modem man, come of age, God is 
dead" and consequently the values formerly expressed by sacred sym­
bols must now be reinterpreted in secular terms." Others who are un­
willing to grant the demise of God nevertheless actually welcome this 
desacralization of life. They argue that authentic Christianity, unlike 
other traditional faiths, is not a religion because it has freed us from 
idolatry, mythology, ritualism, and ecclesiasticism. They advocate a 
"non-religious" Christianity, although they have found some difficulty 
in making their fellow Christians understand what this might mean." 

In opposition to such interpretations of the growth of irreligion, 
other sociologists bring forward evidence that neither modernization 
nor secularization necessarily results in the death of religion. This "per­
sistence of religion" in tbe face of rapid change, pluralism, and the 
secularization of modem culture, it is argued, provides strong evidence 
that religion will survive." Indeed some religious sociologists main­
tain that free-market competition among religions and between reli­
gion and irreligion actually invigorates religion." 

Moreover, this school of thought maintains that the statistical 
growth of those who are unchurched indicates not so much a decline in 
religious commitment as the pril'atizatioll of religion. Many people 
today are fed-up nOl with religion as such but with "organized" reli­
gion. They prefer to seek religious experience individually or in inti­
mate informal groupings rather than in institutions which so often seem 
formalistic or even hypocritical and exploitative. Secularization, be­
cause it has removed religion from the public sphere of politics, has 
encouraged this privatization and the growth of what Thomas Luckman 
called the "Invisible Religion."" Furthermore, the religious scene is 
changing so rapidly that it is difficult to predict what it will soon be. 
George Barna" in a survey of recent studies concludes: 

The religious scene in America today is undergoing fundamcn· 
tal changes of seismic proportions. Like almost everything in 
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our culture looay. there is nothing sacred anymore. even in the 
realm of the sacred. Americans are questioning everything about 
religion and failh, and Ihe long tenn taboos have been discarded 
in favor of a wholesale re-evaluation .... [TJhe undeniable real­
ity is that America is transitioning from a Christian nation to a 
syncretistic, spiritually diverse society_ It is shifting from a de­
nominationallandscapc to a domain ofindependcnt churches .... 
What is "ot lost in Ihis spiritual upheaval is the new perception 
of religion: a personalized. customized form offaith views which 
meet personal needs. minimize rules and absolutes, and which 
bear little resemblance to the "pure" form of any of the world's 
major religions. 

That such a "personalized, customized form of faith" really can 
"meet personal needs" in a way that satisfactorily fulfills the functions 
of a world-view and value-system that the traditional religions met is, 
however, questionable. Hence sociologists of religion are inclined to 
think that the increase of the percentage of persons who reject "orga­
nized religion" for purely individual philosophies of life isjust another 
example of the allomie or lIormlesslless of our complex society, along 
with high rates of crime, suicide, and divorce. Rapid social change, 
they say, disrupts human value-systems and the communities based on 
them. Thus while one sector of the society clings to religion as its last 
hope of a stable way of life transmissible from generation to genera­
tion, another loses its religious identity and just drifts. Such people 
have not rejected religion. They simply feel confused about it or de­
serted by its leaders who speak with an uncertain voice. Some theorists 
consider this anomie as pathological. Hence they look for a remedy in 
what they caU"civil religion." They define this civil religion as a wide­
spread aUegiance, often expressed in our political rhetoric, to a set of 
common values and value-laden symbols, largely derived from our 
historic Protestantism, but vague enough to be acceptable to Catholics 
and even to Jews. 19 

Other sociologists attack the notion of civil religion and argue 
that modem pluralistic societies do not operate on the basis of some 
"public philosophy" on which there is consensus but on the acknowl­
edged co-existence of different value-systems. Hence Americans should 
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not vainly attempt to develop a civil religion but should seek more 
effective ways to bring all interests into dialogue, arbitration, and prag­
matic compromise in the "culture wars." This is supponed by some 
"deconstructionist" philosophers who believe that our times of "post­
modernity" require us always to be aware of the "difference" or the 
"otherness" of views not our own, since no one point of view can do 
justice to the complexity of reality.'· 

Finally, it can be argued that the recent statistical growth of the 
religionless may not be as significant as some suppose, but may only 
represent the ups-and-downs of cultural fashion. Historians of "popu­
lar religion" have shown that even in the so-called" Ages of Faith" 
there was still a great gap between the teachings of the institutional 
Church and the actual perceptions and practices of the majority of the 
faithful." If we could have taken a Gallup Poll in 13th-century France, 
would it not have showed that most people were only superficially 
influenced by the official theology? Of course people then lived in a 
world of Christian symbols, but did these symbols mean to them what 
they meant to the university theologians? Today secularization has 
largely replaced those ancient symbols with TV images, but perhaps 
these new secular symbols better express the values that long since 
have really characterized American life. Whichever of these interpre­
tations or some combination of them we may prefer, the fact remains 
that our dominant elites and the very considerable sector of the popu­
lation most directly influenced by them, especially in economically 
developed countries, are today without commitment to anyone of the 
traditional world religions. 

3. The Functional DefinItion of Religion 

For a better understanding of the relation between those who seem to 
be religiously committed and those who do not, it is necessary to ask. 
"Exactly what is religion and what function does it fulfill in our lives, 
if any?" Sociologists of religion generally prefer a/lIl1ctiollal to a mb­
stalllive definition of religion." A substantive definition would require 
us to identify the content of beliefs and practices generically common 
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to all those systems which are labeled "religion" by common usage, 
such as Judaism, Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucian­
ism, Taoism, and the tribal religions of Africa, Asia, the Pacific, and 
the Americas. 

The problem with such a substantive definition is that it seems 
impossible to find beliefs and practices truly common to all these "re­
ligions." Judaism, Christianity, and Islam confess the same personal 
God, but it is not clear that Buddhism and Confucianism believe in 
such a God at all. Some "religions" are founded on belief in survival of 
the human person after death; others are not. Some have a priesthood; 
others do not. For every doctrine or practice in one religion another 
religion can be found which lacks or even contradicts it. The more we 
study the different systems labeled "religion" the more obvious it be­
comes that, as regards substantive content, their similarities are only 
analogical. Consequently, if we are to compare one religion with an­
other fairly and objectively, without privileging one particular religion 
because it is the one most familiar to us, as the perfect exemplar, we 
must define religion not in terms of content but ofjllnction." 

What are the functions of religion in human life? W. Richard 
Comstock" cites Roben Menon's distinction between "manifest" and 
"latent" functions to show that social behavior often serves a social 
function of which the panicipants are not conscious. Allowing for this 
distinction, Comstock identifies three types of function for religion. 

I. Religion by its rituals and its accompanying myths is socially ilJlegra· 
live in the following ways: 

a) Reiigions),mbolicallyarticlflales social relations, c.g .. the relations 
between the gods serves as a model for human social relations. 

b) !tvalidates these relations. Thus authority is attributed to the Dalai 
Lama as the "living Buddha" or the Pope as the "Vicar of Christ." 

c) It is peiformalOry. c.g .• a congregation in church or synagogue or 
temple performs a social act. 

d) It is heuristic in that it concentrates human energies on a particular 
social act and teaches how to carry it out. Thus the ritual of ordina· 
tion prepares the brahm.m or priest to sacrifice. 

e) It is creative in helping overcome social problems. Thus a ritual 
may reconcile quarreling parties. 
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o It is miligali"e by enabling some social acts to be performed tact­
fully. Thus a ritual may be uscd to make a divorce less painful or 
going imo War less terrifying. 

2. Religion by managing the identity crises of birth. puberty. and death 
which require some initiation or "rile of passage:' has a biological­
pSyc/lO/ogkal function. 

3. Rcligion by hclping us cope with and find meaning in the incscapable 
"limit situations" of life that cannot be overcome by pragmatic means 
has a depth-psychological function. Religion also helps us to give ex­
pression 10 our feelings in these situations and hence to find joy in life 
events which are othcrwise inexpressible. Thus a funeral ritual helps 
us both to express our grief and find some meaning and consolation 
within its pain. 

Since Ihe use of riluals. mylhs and olher symbolic forms of ex­
pression seem so typical of religions many sociologists of religion fa­
vor Clifford Geertz' symbolic definition of religion." Semiotic theory 
shows that while matters of ordinary praclicallife can be expressed in 
literal language. this is more difficult for limit situalions Ihal touch on 
whal is mosl primal. comprehensive. and profound in our experience. 
For such experiences symbolic expression is often more effective. To 
understand why this is so il is necessary to define the term "symbol," as 
well as the lerm "melaphor" which often substitutes for it." "Symbol" 
and "melaphor" are currently used by many wrilers in contrast to "sign." 
on Ihe grounds Ihat a "sign" has only one meaning, while symbols and 
metaphors are "polyvalent," that is, Ihey convey many meanings. It 
seems to me Ihe former philosophical classification was more precise 
according 10 which "sign" is a generic lerm for anything thaI signifies 
something, and "symbol" was a species of sign characterized by poly­
valence. Forexample in religious lilurgy, a lighled candle is a sign Ihat 
can have one or many meanings. It can simply say, "Be attentive, the 
service is about to begin" or it can raise a flood of images that signify 
God's presence, life, the Gospel, the coming of evening, or dealh, elc. 
A symbol can carry such a weighl of meaning, while a merely lileral 
sign cannot, because human thought tends to extend a sign having one 
meaning 10 include many similar or otherwise related meanings. 



12 CflOOSING A WORLD-VIEW AND VALUE-SVSTllM 

This extension of signification is called lIllalogy. Since the hu­
man mind cannot grasp the whole of reality in any literal way, it is 
forced to use analogy when it attempts to express totality or ultimate 
matters. Analogy itself is subdivided into "metaphor" (an explicit meta­
phor is a "simile") if the point of comparison is merely superficial and 
"proper analogy" if it is essential. Thus to name God "The Rock" is 
metaphorical, but to name God "Love" is proper analogy since the 
comparison with our own experience of eanhly love tells us something 
essential about our relation to God and God's relation to us. 

SIGN: 

Univocation (one meaning) 

(many 
meanings) 

Metuphor (simile) 
(superficial likeness) 

Analogy 

"Sign" (one 
meaning) 

"Melaphor" 
(many 
meanings) 

Proper Analogy no equivalent 
(csscntiallikcness) 

current usage 

In panicular, symbols and metaphors have the propeny of being able to 
serve as substitutes for what they signify. Thus we may treat a religious 
leader as if the reverence due to God were due the leader personally. 

Because we humans are bodily beings who communicate not only 
by spoken and written language, but also by gesture, religious expres­
sion requires ritual, the performance of symbolic acts, often with the 
use of natural objects which have been given symbolism or anificial 
ones specially designed to convey such meanings. At the same time we 
express the meanings of these acts verbally by ritual formulae, songs, 
affirmations of belief, readings of sacred scriptures, etc. and often by 
the retelling of sacred stories or my tits which are explanatory of our 
actions. Ritual and myth thus complement one another. In Catholic 
theology the medieval Scholastics called this twofold aspect of a sac­
rament its "matter" (the ritual action) and its "form" (the verbal expres-
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sion). Yet as important as are these various kinds of symbols for the 
expression of religious beliefs - and in the rest of this book they must 
be given special atlention - it does not seem that Geertz' symbolic 
definition of religion should be preferred to a functional one. This is 
because in Comstock's classification of religious functions quoted above 
the providing of symbols is only one function, though a major one, of 
religion. Furthermore, to assert, as do some anthropologists of religion 
that the symbols in question refer to the "integration of the self' and not 
to realities that transcend the human self is once again to insert a sub· 
stantive element into the functional definition of religion. Of course 
these symbols may serve to integrate the self, but they also may refer to 
the nature of the cosmos of which the self is a part. The referential 
content and its truth· value of religious symbolism cannot be settled by 
a purely functional definition." 

Thus sociologically for the purposes of comparison we can clas· 
sify as religions any cultural complex that helps people (I) integrate 
their society, (2) deal with identity crises, (3) cope with limit situa· 
tions, especially by use of ritual and myth. But before we adopt such a 
functional definition, we must also recognize that some sociologists 
prefer a substantive one based on a dichotomy between the "transcen· 
dent," "supernatural" or "sacred" and the "mundane," "natural," Hem· 

pirical," "profane" or "secular." One difficulty with such definitions in 
terms of sacred vs. secular is that in some societies (particularly those 
based on simple economies) the sacred is not clearly distinguished 
from the secular, at least in the minds of the natives. Another difficulty 
is the vagueness of such terms as "transcendence" or "the sacred." 
RudolfOtlo in a famous book The Idea oftl.e Holy" defined the sacred 
as the mysterillmtremelldulII etfascillalls because we are fascinated by 
it yet are in awe of its overwhelming power. Note, however, that a 
definition of religion need not imply that the "transcendent" or "sa· 
cred" is outside us or absolutely beyond our control. You may stand in 
awe and fascination before your mirror because the depths of your own 
personality exceed your ordinary behavior and self·comprehension! 
An adolescent awakening to his own sexuality may be awestruck by 
this unexpected energy and may experience it as "sacred," as do artists 
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or scientists overwhelmed with the realization of their own creative 
powers. 

Since functionally religion deals with limit situations, it engages 
our awareness of the presence of a realm which exceeds ordinary, rou­
tine living, but this need not imply the existence of "supernatural" or 
"superempirical" powers that exceed the laws of nature or the limits of 
purely human experience and experiment. Hence "transcendence" is 
not necessarily a substantive element of the content of every religion, 
but simply another term for the third of Comstock's three principal 
functions of religion: "to cope with the limit situations of life." Yet to 
define religion functionally by the notion of "transcendence" taken in 
this merely relative sense seems to be too broad, because it does not 
clearly distinguish religion from esthetic and other experiences in which 
the humdrum and routine are also exceeded. Hence I prefer the func­
tional definition proposed by the Protestant theologian Paul Tillich~' 
according to whom religion deals with matters of "ultimate concern," 
i.e. our priorities or value·systems. A value·system, however, cannot 
be taken seriously unless we believe it to be grounded in a world-view, 
that is, in the actuality in which we live and its possibilities for the 
future. 

lt can be objected that religion deals not only with ultimate mat­
ters, but also with a host of others that do not seem ultimate, such as 
prayers for the success of a favorite football team. Tillich, however, 
meant that religion is concerned not only with our ultimate problems 
but also with everything in life as it relates to these problems. No mat­
ter how trivial some item of daily living may be, it has religious 
significance when viewed in the perspective of its relation to our pri­
mary goals in life, our personal identity (sometimes symbolized by our 
favorite sports team), our deepest personal relationships, our death. 
Thus Zen Buddhists teach that the one who has experienced salor; 
(enlightenment) goes on living as usual, but now sees everything dif­
ferently in relation to the ultimate mystery of the Void. 

Therefore, in this book to make the notion of "ultimate concerns" 
more concrete and to make clear that it includes both cognitive and 
pmctical concerns I will define "religion" as a world-v;elV alld I'aille-
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system. By "world-view" I mean a conception and perception of reality 
as a whole, as the horizon of one's life. Each of us lives in a "world" of 
which we are a part and in which we have a particular location in place 
and time. We perceive the universe as made up of various entities act­
ing and reacting on each other and on ourselves. For us this whole is 
ultimate (or appears so) although some religions consider it only phe­
nomenal, requiring to be wiped away so that the really ultimate Whole 
behind it can be uncovered. By the principle of what semioticians call 
"the hermeneutic circle" a whole enters into the meaning of all its parts 
just as the parts enter into the meaning of the whole. Hence there can be 
no meaning in anything in our life except in relation to or at least against 
the background and within the horizon of the whole, the ultimate. 

Our life, considered as a series of decisions and commitments, 
must also go on within a developing value-system in terms of which 
such decisions are made. This value-system for any agent or cooperat­
ing group of agents is also ultimate in the sense that it includes a whole 
scale of priorities and, for that agent or group, there is nothing of greater 
value. Anyone's world-view and value-system must be congruent, al­
though they are not reducible to each other, just as the "ought" cannot 
simply be reduced to the "is," "values" to "facts," or "prescription" to 
"description." It is because we have a certain view of the totality of 
reality and of our own place in it that we can judge some things valu­
able, others undesirable. 

Many religions believe that the human being is a microcosm that 
reHects the macrocosm. Certainly this is true in the broad sense that our 
world-view and value-system are summed up in the understanding of 
our own selves. Everything in the whole of reality has its meaning for 
me in relation to myself as part of that whole and I understand myself 
only in relation to that whole. Moreover, my life is part of the history of 
the whole and cannot be lived except through decisions made in view 
of the processes undergone by the whole. This is the dYllamic aspect 
that I also intend to include in my functional definition. Religion thus 
is that aspect of human life by which it takes on an ultimate meaning 
through being perceived and freely lived in relation to the whole taken 
not only structurally but in its historical unfolding. What that Whole is, 
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however, is precisely the question on which the different religions seem 
to disagree, which makes them substantively but not functionally di­
verse. 

Yet, is it true that most people have any such totality of outlook 
or clear scale of values? Doesn't the ordinary person simply live from 
day to day, solving this or that problem as it arises, without any coher­
ent view of life or general goal for his or her decisions? My reply to this 
objection would be that the commitment to some world-view and value­
system is precisely the first of our "ultimate" concerns, the very point 
at which religion arises in human life. Our life is largely incoherent and 
unplanned, lived in the pressing confusion of the immediate and ran­
dom. But this very fact raises for each of us enormous questions that, 
try as we will, we cannot avoid. What does it all meall? Where am I 
goillg?"' Freud is supposed to have said that anyone who asks such 
questions should return to the psychoanalytic couch, but will he or she 
find the answers there? Or merely learn to suppress them for a time? 
We cannot live for long without at least some working answer to such 
urgent problems. 

4. Functional Equivalents for Religion 

I do not mean to imply by what has been said so far that those labeled 
"religionless" are living despairingly with no answers to these ultimate 
questions. No, my contention rather is that most of the "religionless" 
do in fact have a functional equivalent to religion. Even if they reject 
the label and claim to be religious, not religious, or anti-religious. they 
do have consistent world-views and value-systems that render for them 
those of the traditional religions irrelevant. 

Thus I would maintain that the issue today is not to choose reli­
gion or no religion, butlVhich religioll (functionally defined) to choose. 
No one can escape this question because life without a world-view and 
value-system. either for the individual or for a community of cooperat­
ing individuals, is impossible except as a temporary transitional or 
chronically pathological state of personal disintegration. 

In using the functional definition of religion for which I have 
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argued, we must avoid, as Peter Berger has cautioned us," any reduc­
tionist tendency to infer that therefore religion is nothing but an ideol­
ogy useful for individual peace of mind and social propaganda. We 
must leave room for each religion to establish its own world-view and 
value-system. The functional definition of religion cannot of itself serve 
to limit the various meanings of religion, but only to identify what 
systems we are comparing with each other. Once we have adopted this 
functional definition as the basis for comparing the traditional reli­
gions, we will notice that it includes other world-views and value­
systems not ordinarily labeled as religions. For example, Marxism has 
for many provided a world-view and value-system which, though ex­
plicitly anti-religious, nevertheless seems to have performed the func­
tion of religion for a number of societies and sub-societies and for the 
life projects of many well-integrated individuals. 

In the Humanist Manifesto of 1933 a distinguished group of 
Humanists including the philosopher John Dewey argued convincingly 
that Humanism deserves the honorable title of religion, although the 
Hllmanist Manifesto II of 1973 repudiated that title." Therefore, in 
order to avoid this paradox in this book I will usually speak of "phi­
losophies of life." This term is broad enough to include both the tradi­
tional religions and also other world-views and value-systems consid­
ered not as abstract theories but as ways of life meeting the criteria of 
the sociologists' functional definition of "religion." In thus using the 
term "philosophy" I do not mean to restrict it to purely rational beliefs 
nor to exclude world-views and value-systems that claim to be purely 
scientific. 

5_ Choosing n Philosophy of Life 

It seems, therefore, that everyone must choose or create a philosophy 
of life (but to create one requires genius) whether it be labeled a reli­
gion or not. Hence the 30% to 40% of our population who are 
"religion less" are not really so, but rather must have chosen some other 
philosophy of life than those offered by traditional religions. No doubt 
some of these persons have not definitively made their choice but are in 
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a process of transition or confusion. Perhaps they will finally commit 
themselves again to the religion of their ancestors for which they still 
express a nominal preference, but more likely they are in the process of 
genuine conversion to a philosophy of life which appears to be a "secu­
lar" equivalent of that "old time religion." 

Hence the choice which lies before every one of us and that is 
usually made in a personal way during adolescence or young adult­
hood is the commitment to a philosophy of life. This is either the reli­
gion of our parents or a replacement of that childhood religion by con­
version to some other traditional religion (a relatively infrequent oc­
currence), or to a philosophy of life such as Humanism or even Satanism. 
The statistical reports already quoted show that today during adoles­
cence or young adulthood (less commonly in middle age) a consider· 
able percentage of Christians and Jews" give up the religion of their 
parents as no longer relevant. What have been less studied are the kinds 
of philosophy of life that they adopt to replace their childhood faith. 

A peculiar feature of modem culture is the fact that a secular 
philosophy of life is often not named or expressed. Ask the average 
person who has abandoned traditional religion as irrelevant, "What 
philosophy of life do you find relevant?" and you are not likely to get 
an articulate response. In the following chapter I will attempt to articu­
late the philosophy of life which seems most common in the United 
States and which I myself in youth shared before my commitment to a 
kind of pantheism or atheism, then to Marxism, then to Roman Ca­
tholicism. Because it is the philosophy of life of many of the religionless 
of our country, especially of its innuential elites, it seems the right 
place to begin for those faced here and now with the need to choose a 
philosophy of life or to clarify one already chosen. 

In considering a philosophy of life, that is, a world-view and 
value-system, each of us must examine our own experience and the 
experiences of others that we have been able vicariously and imagina­
tively to share. This is so whether we renect on the world-view and 
value-system to which we are already committed or one to which we 
might commit ourselves, or to which are committed those we love. I 
can enter into the philosophy of life of the Sioux or the Nur only to the 
degree that I can translate their perceptions and feelings into what I 
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have perceived and felt and vice versa. In this hermeneutical effort I 
make explicit in my own experience many things that are already there 
but which I previously did not appreciate so clearly. Translation of one 
world-view into another is impossible unless we can identify some 
experience that is at least analogically common to both. 

Therefore, in this book we are setting out on a search for the 

meaning of our lives by means of an exploration of the principal articu­
lations that have been given to common human experience by the great 
religions and their secular equivalents and still have significant com­
munities of followers today. Of course many today think that they can 

create their own philosophy of life and prefer not to be committed to 
any "organized religion." We are, however, social animals, and a world­
view and scale of values that is purely idiosyncratic cannot function 
without being shared with at least some that are similarly committed. 

In fact when most people make up a purely personal religion it turns 
out to be an eclectic borrowing from various sources that gets such 
coherence as it may have from some dominate influence. Hence it seems 
most practical at least to first consider those philosophies of life that 
still function successfully for large human communities in our world 
today. The purpose of this exploration is to enable those who are in the 
process of choice to make their own choice and for those who have 
made a choice to deepen and enrich it. 

6. Weighing the Options 

My procedure in this book will be first to present the major options that 
someone seeking a world-view and value-system needs to consider 
today before making a choice. I will group these options into four chap­

ters: 

Chapter 2: Humanistic Philosophies of Life 
Chapter 3: Mythological Religions 
Chapter 4: Emanation Religions 
Chapter 5: Creation Religions 

Second, I will explore as follows how the truths found in each of 
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these types of world-views and value-systems can be ecumenically 
unified in Jesus Christ. 

Chapter 6: The Dialogue of Theism with Non-Theism 
Chapter 7: The Ecumenical Church: Sign of God's 

Self-Communication 
Chapter 8: Jesus Christ: God's Self-Communication in History 
Chapter 9: The Historical Christian Community 
Chapter 10: Cosmic Evil and Christian Hope 

By a dialogue in Chapter 6 between Theism and Non-Theism I hope to 
show that Humanism should not deny that the Mythological Religions 
contain imponant truths that Humanism often neglects. I then hope to 
show that these two world-views and those of the non-theistic Emana­
tion Religions tend to monotheism but lack an adequate conception of 
creation found in the Theistic religions. Then in Chapters 7, 8, and 9 I 
will go on to expound how among the theistic religions Judaism and 
Islam rightly show God's self-revelation in creation but to this Chris­
tianity adds God's more intimate self-revelation in Jesus Christ and his 
Community of Love. I will also ask how we can recognize the center 
with that Christian Church in which this revelation of God in Jesus 
Christ is so integrally maintained that it can draw all the other churches 
into unity. Then by its witness to Jesus it can become the global center 
in which all philosophies of life and religions can enter into dialogue in 
search of complete union in God's truth and love. In Chapter 10 I confirm 
this option for Catholic Christianity by showing that it does in fact give 
the best answer to the great problem for every religion and philosophy 
of life, the problem of evil and human suffering. 
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CHAPTER 2 

HUMANIST PHILOSOPHIES OF LIFE 

1. Break Away £rom Christianity 

As we begin to consider the options for a choice of a world-view and 
value-system, it seems best to start with the one that has a dominant 
position in the universities and public media in the United States and 
other technologically advanced countries, namely what I will call "Hu­
manism." What are its historic origins? What are its basic ideas? 

In its beginnings the Christian religion quickly spread to the whole 
Mediterranean world and east into Asia Minor and Persia, but in the 
seventh and following centuries lost much of its territory to the new 
rival religion of Islam. Europe, however, remained or became Chris­
tian, the northern Germanic and the eastern Slavic peoples being the 
last to be rnissionarized. Spain and Portugal, once liberated from Is­
lam, spread Christianity throughout the Americas. 

Thus, in spite of the division of Christians first into a Western and 
an Eastern church and then in the West into Catholics and Protestants, 
the civilization of Europe and its colonies remained identified with the 
Christian religion until about 1700. After that date a powerful new 
movement known as the Enlightenment gradually revealed itself as a 
philosophy oflife, a world-view and value-system distinct from, equiva­
lent to, and in rivalry with Christianity, just as Islam had become in the 
seventh century. 

Islam arose at a time when the semi-nomadic Arabs were eager 
to enter into the cultural mainstream by replacing their tribal polythe­
ism with some universal monotheistic religion. Vet the Christians, di-

25 
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vided by the politico-theological quarrels that finally separated the 
Eastern and Western churches. neglected to missionarize these peoples 
who otherwise might have received the GospeL' Similarly the Enlight­
enment breakaway from Christianity occurred because the intelleclual 
elites of Europe were weary and disillusioned with Ihe fratricidal reli­
gious wars between Catholics and Protestants that had concluded with 
the Treaty of Westphalia in 164& after the disastrous Thirty Years War. 
Hence these elites saw in the seventeenth century rise of modem sci­
ence a surer hope for a more rational and universalistic way of life than 
that offered by the Christian faith. This coincidence of disillusionment 
and new possibilities generated a new world-view and value-system.' 

The Enlightenment. however. was neither the cause nor the in­
evitable effect of the rise of modem science and technology. Historians 
of the transition from medieval science based directly on ancient Greek 
science to the modem science of Copernicus. Galileo. Kepler. Newton. 
Boyle. Vesalius. and Harvey have demonstrated the continuity of 
scientific development first under Christian and then under Enlighten­
ment patronage. The originators of modem science were committed 
Catholics or Protestants strongly motivated in their researches by their 
conviction that the scientific exploration of the universe would power­
fully confirm the Christian world-view and value-system and that its 
application to technology would promote the Kingdom of God on earth.' 
Their discoveries did not shake the fundamental Christian convictions 
of the discoverers. nor end the patronage of the churches. 

Nevertheless. as the Enlightenment came to place its own hopes 
in the power of scientific technology rather than in prayer to the Chris­
tian God. both Catholics and Protestants became increasingly suspi­
cious of the new science and allowed it to be co-opted by this rival 
philosophy of life. Thus. when in 1859 Charles Darwin's theory of 
evolution by the natural selection of the fittest seemed to eliminate the 
need for a Creator. "The Warfare between Science and Religion'" 
seemed to many. both theologians and scientists. to demand uncondi­
tional surrender by one party or the other.' 

The Enlightenment. unlike some philosophies of life. did not 
originate with a single great genius. a Buddha. Confucius. Jesus. 
Muhammad. or Marx. but like others (Hinduism. Gnosticism) was the 
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work of a number of interacting sages. It originated in England and 
Scotland, spread to France where it was radicalized, and then to Ger­
many, the rest of Europe, and the colonies. It taught that even if there 
is a Creator, once this Supreme Being has created the universe, it re­
frains from intervening in its creation and leaves it to operate according 
to its own autonomous mechanisms. Human creatures endowed by the 
Creator with reason have the freedom to conform to the natural moral 
law as this is known to them through natural instinct or discovered by 
rational reflection. Violation of this moral law brings its own sanctions 
by causing disorder in nature and society. 

Out of this first phase of the Enlightenment arose the exciting 
dream of a utopian social order based not on tradition, nor on heavy­
handed authority, but on a universal natural law. This natural law was 
supposed to be evident to all persons of good will. It protects the rights 
of all equally and - by democratic, or at least representative, republi­
can government - safeguards against any reversion to tyranny.' This 
hope was in a measure realized at the end of the eighteenth century by 
the establishment of the United States of America and the more radical 
First Republic of France. Eventually it has led to the adoption of con­
stitutional, democratic governments throughout the Western world. 

Soon these new governments, often at the expense of violent 
party struggles and of cycles of reform and reaction, wrote into law the 
principle of the separation of church and state, establishing the tolera­
tion of all traditional religions. The leaders of the Enlightenment cor­
rectly foresaw that this reduction of the old religions to the private 
sphere and the institution of universal public education neutral to reli­
gion would tend to make their own "philosophy" the unifying principle 
of public life. 

This new establishment was achieved only gradually during the 
nineteenth century and was slowed in mid-century by an apparent re­
vival of Christianity. In England this revival took the form of the so­
called "Victorian Compromise" and in the United States of enthusias­
tic evangelical movements and of a pseudo-Protestant civil religion. 
This revival, however, was unstable, and after the First World War it 
became increasingly clear that the Enlightenment had prevailed under 
the form of what is now called "secular humanism." Yet to avoid the 
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bad odor this tenn has received from its use by some right wing ex­
tremists, I will refer to it simply as "Humanism," recognizing, how­
ever, that the term "humanism" is used for many other attitudes.' It 
seem obvious today that this secularizing Humanism has won domi­
nant influence in Western society. 

In the meantime, important internal developments within Hu­
manism had occurred. Even in the eighteenth century some Humanists 
began to doubt that all aspects of human experience were amenable to 
scientific dissection. The mathematical, experimental, strictly objec­
tive Newtonian world-view was necessarily vallie free. The natural 
moral law cannot be deduced from the natural physical law, particu­
larly when this physical law takes a purely mathematical, non-teleo­
logical fonn. To attempt such a deduction is to commit the "naturalistic 
fallacy" of inferring the "ought" from the "is," values from facts. How 
then can a value-system be developed exclusively on the basis of the 
scientific world-view? And without a value-system how could Human­
ism be an adequate philosophy able to supplant Christianity?' 

It was chiefly Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) and Immanuel 
Kant (1724-1804) who provided Humanism with an effective answer 
to this dilemma.' Rousseau sought a foundation for an enlightened 
ethics in natural human instincts and sincere humane feelings, what 
one might call "common decency." When not distorted by the inhibi­
tions imposed by artificial or tyrannical man-made customs and arbi­
trary laws, human intuitive feeling is the safest guide, free of danger­
ous fanaticism, by which to recognize authentic human values in per­
sonallife. In politics also the People in its instinctive wisdom and "gen­
eral will," if allowed full expression through democratic, representa­
tive government, is the wisest legislator. 

Kant greatly admired the ethical and political thought of Rousseau, 
but was aware that the subjectivism of Rousseau had dangers for the 
rational objectivism of Newton (1642-1727). Kant was deeply impressed 
by Newtonian science, and hence much troubled by the skepticism of 
David Hume. Hume (1711-1776) seemed to show that science is not, 
as Enlightenment thinkers had at first supposed, a purely objective mirror 
of nature revealing a chain of causes and effects governed by universal 
deterministic laws. He argued that in fact the "principle of causality" is 
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nothing but an imposition of our human habits of thought on the flow 
of natural events whose real connections remain unknowable. All we 
actually observe in nature is one event following another. 

Thus Kant saw his task to be the rescue of the Enlightenment 
scientific world-view and the romantic value-system from the 
deconstruction threatened by Rousseau's emotivism and Hume 's skep­
ticism. In the footsteps of Descanes (a Catholic Christian influenced 
by St. Augustine rather than an Enlightenment thinker) by way of 
Leibnitz (1646-1716) whose metaphysics dominated the German uni­
versities, Kant found a way out of his quandary by a "tum to the sub­
ject," i.e., by reducing all knowledge to self-knowledge. Yet along 
with this reliance on subjectivity, he also was anxious to do justice to 
the objectivity of Newtonian science. Hence, while Kant agreed with 
Hume that no human science, even psychology, can penetrate to the 
reality (llollmella) of things, yet he maintained against Hume that the 
laws of nature are not mere projections of our habits of thought. In­
stead, these laws are certain and necessary because they reflect the 
structure of all human minds, not merely the prejudices of the indi­
vidual formed in a panicular culture. 

The world, Kant argued, necessarily appears to all of us as 
Newtonian because we are all human. All scientists organize their data 
in space and time, not because they are sure that space and time are real 
properties of things, but because the very structure of our human senses 
order observed phenomena in these "schemas" or patterns. As for the 
relations of cause and effect and other universal principles of intelligi­
bility these too result from the necessary structures or categories of our 
human intelligence. Yet the object in its reality outside our thought 
(Ding all sich) will always remain unknown to us. Hence Kant was led 
to advocate a "critical" consistency or coherence theory of truth (Truth 
is conformity of reality to the mind) in place of what he dismissed as 
the "naive" classical correspolldence theory (Truth is conformity of 
the mind to reality). This Kantian Revolution, more radical than the 
Copernican Revolution, was a direct consequence of the Cartesian 
Revolution that initiated modem philosophy. 

It seems odd that this idealism of Kant could come to dominate 
Enlightenment thought that was so scornful of the traditional religions 
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as trapped in "myths" while it prided itself on its hard-head realism. 
The appeal of Kant's revolution was that it seemed to promise a way to 
synthesize the value-free scientific world-view with the romantic con­
struction of a value-system. The result of its wide acceptance in the 
universities, especially in the German universities that had the leader­
ship in scientific advancement, was that the objectivity of science itself 
had to be interpreted in an idealist and therefore subjectivist fashion. 
Hence modem science has been deeply inHuenced, often unknowingly, 
by this Kantian idealism that emphasizes the constructive rather than 
the receptive work of the intelligence in trying to understand the world. 
This is especially evident since Einstein's relativity and the quantum 
theories have raised more and more problems for a realistic, physical 
interpretation of modem science's pragmatically successful mathemati­
cal models. Thus the "Copenhagen interpretation" of quantum physics 
was thought by Einstein to fall shon of scientific realism. 

Idealists after Kant, such as Schelling and Hegel, did not hesitate 
to overcome the Canesian-Kantian dualism between thought and ex­
ternal reality by opting for a principally spiritual world-view to which 
they vainly hoped modem science could be assimilated. Kant, how­
ever, had been forced by his devotion to the empiricism of Newtonian 
science to limit human theoretical knowledge to the study of sensible 
phenomena. Thus he had to deny the possibility of a theoretical knowl­
edge of God, of the spiritual human self, or even of the nature of mate­
rial things other than their phenomenal aspects accessible to the senses. 
This raised a grave problem for him, since one of his chief concerns 
was to save morality without recourse to Christian revelation. His so­
lution was to argue that, though we cannot theoretically prove the ex­
istence of a God who rewards and punishes human behavior, we can, 
for practical reasons. affirm his existence so that the moral order of 
society is maintained and a consistent world-view is sustained. Obvi­
ously such an exhonation to act "as if' there were a God, was not very 
satisfactory. Nevenhcless it was widely adopted by the romantic wing 
of the Enlightenment as the basis of its subjectivist value-system, leav­
ing to science the establishment of objective truth for a world-view 
limited to material reality. 

Kant also hoped to replace the Christian notion of faith as a su-
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pematural gift giving privileged access 10 a unique revelalion concern­
ing incomprehensible "mysleries" and ils reliance on miracle working 
prayer, by a ralional faith accessible 10 all and demanding of us humans 
responsibililY for our own welfare. Kanl Iherefore rejecled pelilionary 
prayer and all Ihe revealed doclrines of Chrislianily. He did, however, 
approve worship of a wise Crealor who cannot be bribed bUI leaves Ihe 
laws of nalure 10 lake Iheir course.'" Applying Ihe same melhod 10 
dealing wilh esthelic values, Kant denied Ihal nalure as objeclively 
sludied by science exhibilS any leleology or purposeful design. II ap­
pears 10 do so, he argued, because of Ihe lendency of our minds 10 
projecI such purpose inlo Ihe works of nalure jusl as we really embody 
Ihem in works of human art. Beauly, meaning, relevance, value are not 
discovered objeclively in the world bUI crealed by Ihe human subjecI 
seeking 10 express feelings and desires. When Ihese projeclions are in 
harmony wilh the SlruClures of universal human reason and sensibilily 
Ihey deserve Ihe approval of good lasle, jusl as Rousseau claimed, bUI 
they remain only projeclions. 

Subsequent crilicism of Kanl has led 10 a general abandonment 
of Ihe view Ihal the calegories thaI according 10 him human Ihinking 
imposes on Ihe dala of experience arc innale and universal ralher Ihan 
cullurally delermined orcrealively assumed by individual choice. Like­
wise mosl Humanisls loday see no need 10 mainlain even a pragmatic 
"as if' belief in God, since Ihey Ihink the moral order is sufficiently 
guaranteed by a social consensus based on agreement on human righls. 

Within ChrislianilY mosl philosophers, including Aquinas, have 
admiued thaI all world-views and value-syslems have a subjeclive as­
pecl. Aquinas was fond oflhe axiom, "A thing is received according 10 
Ihe mode of the recipient," and hence any human view of the world is 
limited by human subjeclive capachies for knowing. Bul he defended 
Ihe view thaI our knowing powers are primarily receplive so Ihat exler­
nal realilY ilself impresses certain lrulhs on Ihe human knower thaI 
human knowers can dislinguish from Iheir menlallimilalions. The de­
velopmenl of scientific, crilical melhodologies are designed for Ihis 
very purpose. On Ihe one hand, we all know in a common-sense way 
Ihal Ihere is a cycle of day and nighl. On Ihe olher hand, il required 
considerable scienlific efforl 10 be sure Ihal Ihis is so because Ihe earth, 
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not the sun, moves. With Descanes and above all with Kant this bal ­
ance of subjectivity and objectivity was reversed to give priority in 
modem philosophy to the subjective. The result is an idealism in which 
what we primarily know is our own thoughts about a world that makes 
only a phenomenal impression on us whose meaning is so ambiguous 
that we must ourselves supply it. In a Humanist culture modem science 
has fallen underthis pervasive Kantian influence. Though it confidently 
seeks to know objective reality and rightly prides itself on its successes, 
for fear it might be considered "dogmatic" it then hesitates and con­
fusedly feels it must admit that all it really knows is its theories about 
the world, not the world itself. 

Kant is the greatest thinker of the Enlightenment and of the Hu­
manism that it produced, because while defending scientific truth, the 
Enlightenment's fundamental value, he was able to reconcile this with 
a deep practical concern for human values. Thus he provided a 
justification for Romallticism, the movement which at the end of the 
eighteenth century arose to form the counter-scientific pole of Human­
ism." Romanticism, though more sympathetic to Christian culture as 
an historic achievement than Enlightenment scientism had been, was 
no more Christian. This fact is sometimes missed because some ro­
mantics had great enthusiasm for monasticism, chivalry, and Gothic 
architecture. Indeed some returned to the Church and some Christians 
were much influenced by this romantic sensibility. Nevenheless ro­
mantic interest in the Middle A !les was esthetic, not doctrinal. Typical 
romantics were more trusting in the new theories of science than in the 
old dogmas of orthodox Christianity. Thus fully developed Humanism 
as it appeared in the nineteenth century and prevails in our century is a 
Kantian synthesis of scientism and romanticism, of a world-view based 
on rigorously objective science and a value-system based on a subjec­
tive creation of values, meaning, and relevance. In this value-system 
the subjective happiness of the individual, protected by the social ac­
knowledgment of human rights, is supreme. 

Although Kant emphasized the universality of reason and natural 
law, his "tum to the subject" led romantics to a greater interest in the 
concrete events of history and the evolution of nature to which, some­
what later, Darwin was to give scientific form. The German idealists 
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who were Kant's immediate successors, especially the great Hegel, 
struggled with this problem and developed philosophies of history in 
which they tried to demonstmte that history for all its concreteness is 
still a manifestation of reason, indeed its ultimate realization. For a 
time they fostered the myth of inevitable human progress which served, 
and still serves, as a replacement for Christian eschatology." It also 
often goes under the name of "modernity." 

The myth of progress blossomed politically in many utopian 
movements such as the Age of Aquarius collectives of our '60's youth 
culture. " Today toward the end of the twentieth century, Humanists, 
the heirs of the Enlightenment, are suffering from a disillusionment 
that is often called "post-modernity" that tends to the take Ihe form of 
exislenlialism and elhical relativism. Each individual, wilhout hope of 
any community consensus on values or even deeply suspicious of any 
apparenl consensus musl courageously creale his or her own value­
syslem by which to live in loneliness. The French philosopher Jacques 
Derrida has proclaimed thaI all human reason is circular since il always 
resls on assumptions (foundationalism), often hidden from honest ex­
aminalion, Ihat are themselves Ihe conclusions of what is claimed 10 be 
proved in Iheir light. Hence Ihe claim of Ihe Enlighlenmenllhal reason 
can hope al leasl in principle 10 masler lhe 10lalily of realily is inher­
ently unrealizable." 

Nevertheless, Ihis dark mood does nol necessarily signallhe de­
cline of Humanism. Rather it is probably a sign thaI Humanism has 
now reached malurilY and like other great philosophies of life is finally 
able 10 acknowledge Ihal il is nol in exclusive possession of Ihe lrulh. 
It need no longer assume as self-evident Ihat it is Ihe wave oflhe future, 
but can be open 10 dialogue with other philosophies of life, even the 
ancient religions. 

2_ The Humonist World-View and Value-Syslem 

The foregoing brief survey of the origin and maturation of Humanism 
as a philosophy of life has already indicated some of its features, but 
they must now be described in more systematic detail. How can Hu-
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manism really be considered as a single, unified philosophy of life 
comparable to Christianity with its hierarchical church, dogmatic creed, 
and uniform liturgy and moral code? Isn 'tthe religionless sector of our 
society characterized precisely by its complete pluralism, freedom of 
thought and conscience, and by its rejection of any kind of ideological 
institution claiming authority over minds or wills? Who ever beller 
expressed the faith of Humanism than Thomas Jefferson in the famous 
vow inscribed in his white marble shrine in Washington, "I have sworn 
upon the altar of God eternal hostility to every form of tyranny over the 
mind of man"?15 

Of course it is true that the Enlightenment and the Humanism 
into which it consolidated were in vigorous reaction to the 
authoritarianism and doctrinal monopoly claimed by the Catholic 
Church but already undermined by the Reformers' demand for free­
dom of conscience. This fact, however, does not imply that Humanism 
itself is not unified by a set of theoretical and practical principles which 
operate as basic assumptions shared widely by Humanists who at the 
same time feel free to differ on many of their applications. A wide 
spectrum of opinions is also to be found within Christianity, Judaism, 
Islam, and Buddhism, yet each world-view has a basic unity. 

The fundamental principle which grounds Humanism's sincere 
commitment to freedom of thought and respect for pluralism and which 
gives it the unity by which it can be named and sharply marked off 
from Christianity, is that Hllmalli"m pillS its Jaith 1I0t i/l God bill ;'1 the 
11111/1011 potellIial. The human pOlential is what we can make of our­
selves and our environment by the creative and cooperative use of our 
unaided human intelligence, imagination, will and other powers. 

A Humanist is not necessarily an atheist, although from the be­
ginning of the Enlightenment some leading Humanists such as Denis 
Diderot and the Baron d'Holbach explicitly denied the existence of a 
God. Most early Humanists, however, were deists." After Kant's widely 
accepted deconstruction of the traditional objective arguments for God's 
existence, many Humanists became agnostics. There is no reason that 
even today a Humanist may not choose to believe in the God common 
to all the theistic religions, as did Franklin and Jefferson." 

The essential point for mature Humanism is that opinions about 
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God are regarded as purely personal and privale, nOI as lhe necessary 
foundalion of Ihe reSI of Ihe syslem. [nslead, Ihe necessary foundalion 
is Ihe conviclion Ihal Humanily mUSI solve ils own problems by ils own 
powers. Yel Humanisls may slill find value in prayer as a process of 
relaxalion, psychological inlegralion or even as eSlhelic expression of 
awe and reverence before lhe myslery of Ihe cosmos. 

Since Humanisls pUllheir failh not in God bUI in Ihe human po­
lenlial, we mUSI ask how Ihey conceive Ihis pOlenlial. They are nalural­
iSIS who believe lhallhe human race is Ihe producI of a purely nalural 
evolulionary process. Yellhey do not deny lhal we are unique among 
animals in our power 10 gain lechnological conlrol over Ihe forces of 
nalure and 10 reconslrucl iI, even 10 reconslrucl our own bodies and 
minds. 

Mosl Humanisls loday would hold Ihallhis human mind is nOlh­
ing more lhan lhe funclioning of our marvelously complex human brain 
(Ihe "mind-body idenlilY Iheory"). Deislic and idealislic Humanisls, 
however, may slill accepllhe nOlion of a human spiril of a somehow 
different order Ihan !he body. They may favor lheories of psychophysi­
cal parallelism, pan psych ism, or even reincarnalion. Yel Humanisls 
are generally agnoslic aboullife afler dealh and sloically ready 10 face 
dealh wilh serene courage. Whm is essenliallo Humanisl anlhropology 
is Ihal all such queslions be lef! open 10 privme opinion, so Ihal human­
kind may be chiefly concerned aboul Ihis life on earth and responsibil­
ily for il. 

This nmuralislic amhropology need not reduce human life 10 
malerialislic delerminism. Of course Ihere are serious philosophical 
problems aboul how 10 reconcile lhe nOlion of human freedom wilh lhe 
delerminism of lhe nalural laws of physics, and how 10 rei ale nalure 
and cullure wilhoul falling inlo Ihe "naluralislic fallacy" of Irying 10 
deduce values from facls. Generally Humanisls accepl a solulion oflhe 
Kanlian Iype according 10 which freedom is essenlially a subjeclive 
experience of nalural processes which for science are objeclively law­
delermined. Neverlheless, Humanisls are convinced Ihal our power of 
reason over nalure makes il possible for us 10 be lruly crealive, free 10 
masler and remake nalure which Ihey commonly regard as indifferenl 
10 human concerns. 
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Consequently, for Humanists human nature is not static but al ­
most indefinitely plastic, so there really are no limits to its possible 
modification by history and culture. Jean-Paul Sartre's claim that "man 
has no nature, only a history" is a radical formulation of this Humanist 
conviction. Therefore, Humanists generally reject the label "material­
ists" if this implies they must deny that humans are truly spiritual, that 
is, intelligent and free. 

We have seen that Humanists accept the "tum to the subject" by 
which Descartes initiated modem thought and by which Kant system­
atically made room for the romantic, counter-scientistic, aspect of 
Humanism. Hence they believe that thought must be "critical" in the 
sense that nothing is to be laken as dogma but must rest on the imme­
diate experience of the free, autonomous subject. We have the duty "to 
think for ourselves." Hence ultimately no authority is to be trusted 
except our own reason, conscience, and intuitive feelings . In the field 
of public discourse, however, the only valid and relevant knowledge is 
that provided by the objective, empirical, experimentally tested meth­
ods of modem science. 

In questions of value, on the other hand, subjective freedom is 
supreme. Hence consensus can only be obtained by effective commu­
nication, empathy, and persuasion. Ultimately a value can be tested 
and weighed only by personal esthetic experience. Above all it is in the 
fine arts that the power to create new values and to communicate them 
to others expressively is most perfectly achieved. Thus experiences 
sought by the religious through prayer and mystical contemplation are 
chieRy enjoyed by Humanists through the fine arts, including the erotic 
arts, and its artists and poets and passionate lovers are the best guides 
to the spiritual. For many Humanists the concert hall or the art museum 
are temples for the spiritual experiences they try to carry over into the 
quality of their daily lives. 

Kant's emphasis on human subjectivity led to German Idealism, 
congenial to the Romantic aspects of Humanism. The most inRuential 
thinker of this school was George W.F. Hegel (1770-1831) who con­
verted metaphysics into a philosophy of history. With this new roman­
tic emphasis on human historicity Humanism largely abandoned Kant's 
absolute, universal, and formal ethical norms in favor of a develop-
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mental, cultural view of its value-system and more and more resigned 
itself to ethical relativism and pragmatism. Ethical right and wrong 
were seen to depend on the standards of a particular time and culture. 

Hence they are to be judged in terms of their consequences for that 
unique culture. The only ethical absolutes are the obligations to protect 
the creati ve freedom ofindividuals and the pursuit of objective scientific 

truth. " 

3. The Capilalisl and Socialisl Versions or Humanism 

No world-view and value-system can be understood without examin­
ing its inner tensions and the sects that these tend to generate within its 
overall unity. Christianity arose as a sect within Judaism; Islam as a 

sect within the broader Judeo-Christian tradition. It is nOl strange, there­
fore, that Humanism in spite of its general unifying features has devel­
oped inner tensions and a variety of sectarian forms. Nor is it odd, since 
it puts its faith in the power of human reason to control the material 
world by science and technology, that the inner tensions in its value­

system should center on economics. 
In politics Humanism favors representative democracy, but is 

pragmatically willing to accept even benevolent dictatorship if this is a 
step toward democracy. In economics the Enlightenment generally 
adopted the defense of private property by John Locke (1632- 1704). 
An even more systematic defense of Capitalism and its regulation of 
the economy by the free market was provided by Adam Smith in his 
The Wealth of Nat;olls (1776). Smith argued that the free-market of 
supply and demand favored individual freedom, creativity, initiative, 
productivity, and efficiency. His idea that economies operate mechani­
cally according to laws that can be mathematically expressed has al­
ways been congenial to the objective, scientistic aspect of Humanism. 
Thus Capitalism largely eliminates the problem of constructing a Hu­
manist value-system. Competitors in the market are supposed to make 
coldly objective, rational estimations of their subjective needs whose 
moral basis in individual conscience can be neglected, since the aver­
aging-out of the free-market mechanism inevitably produces the most 
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just possible balancing of needs and the products available to supply 
these needs. The producer can always excuse himself by saying that he 
"only makes what the public wants," while the public can excuse itself 
by saying that, as Rousseau had argued, the "general will" cannot be 
wrong since it represents the instinctive judgment of the average man. 

In the nineteenth century, however, with industrialization and 
urbanization class conRicts between rich and poor increased so grossly 
that they gave rise to many proposals, generally called "Socialism," for 
economic and social reforms that would emphasize economic coopera­
tion rather than competition. Many of these proposals were "utopian," 
and gave rise to experimental communities that soon failed." A more 
politically effective form of socialism was developed by Karl Marx 
(1818-1883), a son of a German Jewish family turned Christian, but 
who was never seriously either a religious Jew or Christian. He came to 
believe that the American and French Revolutions had been co-opted 
by the bourgeoisie and thus prevented from running their full course to 
the formation of the egalitarian, classless society at which they suppos­
edly had aimed. In place of the failed utopian forms of socialism he 
proposed what he claimed was a "scientific socialism" based on Hegel's 
"laws of history." For Hegel history was an inevitable unfolding of the 
World Spirit by a dialectical process of thesis, antithesis, and synthe­
sis. 

Marx "turned Hegel on his head" by interpreting this historical 
dialectic as a development of a purely material but dynamic world. For 
human history this had to take the form of a dialectic of economic 
production and control. Marx believed that Capitalism (thesis) con­
tained within itself an internal contradiction in the form of Socialism 
(antithesis). This struggle would eventually reach a crisis point orrevo­
lution in which Socialism would conquer and form a temporary "dicta­
torship of the proletariat" (working class rule) which would soon con­
struct the classless society of Communism (synthesis) in which all pro­
ductive property would be held in common. Under Communism the 
oppressive state would "wither away" and society would become a 
perfect democracy, or rather an anarchistic community in which all 
authority and obedience would be rendered unnecessary because all 
citizens would be educated to cooperate in peaceful economic produc-
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tivity. Then every human being would have perfect autonomy and free­
dom and the efforts of the communistic community would no longer be 
exhausted in competition and war but would be united to achieve a 
total technological control of nature in the interest of human desires. At 
last "man would create himself." 

Thus Marx believed that the humanistic goal of the Enlighten­
ment, only partially attained by Capitalism, namely. to provide a reli­
gion of Man Mher than of God, would be at last realized. He argued 
that the internal contradiction of liberal democratic Capitalism (thesis) 
was to produce the socialist political parties (antithesis) that could over­
throw it. Capitalism would self-destruct by reason of its great inven­
tion the factory system that inevitably educated the working class to act 
cooperatively in the use of complex modern technology. When the 
workers at last became conscious that they could run the economy 
without the exploiting capitalist class, they would organize politically 
to vote in socialism non-violently and retire the capitalists. 

Yet Marx also foresaw that this peaceful process would probably 
result in efforts by the obsolescent capitalists to suppress change by 
military force so that the socialists would have to defend themselves 
and the revolution would become violent until this capitalist counter­
revolution was overcome. Marxist socialism in various forms, some 
more extreme, others more moderate, played an increasing role in Eu­
ropean countries up to World War I. At the end of the war it surpris­
ingly triumphed in Russia. a country that was still technologically back­
ward. The more advanced capitalist countries resisted this revolution, 
but throughout the twentieth century found it necessary to adopt vari­
ous forms ofthe "welfare state" in which the central government closely 
regulated private business and thus mitigated many of the social ills 
produced by previous total reliance on the free-market. Because up to 
World War I, Germany had the lead in technological advancement in 
Europe, Marx had expected the socialist revolution to take place there 
first. In fact, however, Germany was disastrously defeated in the sav­
age struggle between competing capitalist nations in Europe in World 
War I and its post-war democratic Weimar Republic, although it re­
sisted the example of Russia and did not go communist, proved incom­
petent to restore national unity. 
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The result was the rise of National Socialism (the Nazis) in Ger­
many paralleled by Fascism in Italy, and laler in Spain and Portugal. 
As against Marxism, which always claimed to be an advocate of the 
international working class, National Socialism and Fascism advocated 
an aggressive unifying nationalism. It borrowed many of the totalitar­
ian features of Marxism, while retaining a capitalist economy geared to 
support a powerful army. The Christian churches were tolerated only 
as a support to a unified nation. From the Romantic tradition National 
Socialism borrowed an emphasis on the "spirit of the Folk" and "purity 
of blood" and supported this racism by pseudo-Darwinian theories. 
Thus "alien" elements in the population, especially the Jews (though 
the majority of German Jews were highly assimilated to secular hu­
manism) became the scapegoats for a fanatical nationalism that cli­
maxed in massive genocide in the Holocaust. 

The oppressive tOlalitarianism of Communism in Russia under 
Lenin and Stalin and of NazismlFascism under Hitler and Mussolini 
seem the very antithesis of the Enlightenment, but in fact they grew out 
of the Enlightenment and represent extreme paradoxical strategies to 
achieve the Enlightenment's goals. Marxist Communism hoped by its 
obedience to the laws of history to achieve a society in which techno­
logical progress would at last abolish all poverty and oppression and 
achieve the absolute autonomous freedom of individuals in a coopera­
tive society. The Nazis dreamed of achieving the Romantic ideal of a 
united people whose empire would combine the rich traditions of folk 
culture and the high culture of Aryan Greeks, while the Italian Fascists 
dreamed of a revival of the splendor of the Romans. Notably in both 
systems it was considered imperative that the family and religion should 
not be permitted to interfere with social progress. The Marxists at­
tacked the family as a source of resistant traditionalism and the Nazis 
saw it as merely a procreative machine. For both, as for more moderate 
Humanism, Christianity, and especially its concept of the family as the 
basis of society, was an obstacle to their social schemes. This reRected 
the Enlightenment attempt to control popUlation technologically and to 
replace the family by state operated public education. Both movements 
attempted to convert God-centered religion 10 Ihe worship of leaders 
like Hitler and Stalin by elaborate propaganda manipUlation. 
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The struggle between the democratic, communist, and national­
ist forms of the Religion of Humanity with its scientistic and romantic 
tendencies came to a climax in World War II that eliminated the Nazis 
and Fascists and in the Cold War that eliminated Communism. Today 
even in China, though it remains politically Communist, a reaction has 
set in that favors the capitalist version of Humanism, but a capitalism 
moderated by various forms of welfare to prevent the return to extrem­
ist movements. 

An important feature of Humanism in all its forms is that it places 
its faith in a future of technological control over nature and human 
society. Ernst Bloch, himself a Marxist, has shown that Marxist 
eschatology was a secularization of the Jewish and Christian faith in 
the coming Kingdom of God.''' Certainly the Marxist movement has a 
remarkable Messianism that inspires hope in the poor and in 
marginalized intellectuals. This eschatology now exercises important 
influence on Christian "liberation theology."" The Nazis dreamt of 
"the thousand year Reich" and democratic capitalist countries seem 
confident of a future of golden "globalization." Humanism in all its 
forms has promised a society that frees individuals to live their own 
lives while gladly cooperating in necessary social tasks. Citizens are 
supposed to be willing to sacrifice individual freedom for the sake of 
"progress" or "generations yet to come." 

Nevertheless, as the twentieth century ends, this Humanist hope 
seems to falter. To many its seems that the ideals of the Enlightenment, 
like those of Christianity, have not so much failed, as never have been 
really put into practice. Humanism is based on trust in scientific tech­
nology, but is now terrified by the prospect of nuclear war and deeply 
troubled by the evidence of the devastation wrought by this technology 
on the environment. Moreover, its value system was supposed to be 
romantically constructed as a creative sharing of values by common 
consent, while in fact it seems to be crumbling into a pluralism that 
renders genuine communication and sharing extremely difficult. This 
post-modem disillusion with Enlightenment principles is evident in 
two of the most influential philosophers of the last half of this century. 
Martin Heidegger, sympathetic to Nazism, proclaimed the end of West­
em culture and its technological way of thinking. Now Jacques Derrida's 
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"deconstruction ism" seems to expose all ralionallhought as no more 
than disguised propaganda in Ihe service of hidden self-inlerest. Posl­
modernism. however. probably does not mean Ihe end of Humanism. 
which remains Ihe dominanl philosophy of life allhe beginning of Ihe 
twenty-first cenlury. The eliminalion of its more extreme secls has led 
to more moderate and realistic expeclations. Hislorically alilhe world 
religions have experienced such crises of faith and self-doubt and have 
often emerged the stronger. 

4. Are Modern Humanisms Unique? 

In contrast 10 Ihe traditional religions. Humanism in all its versions is 
characlerized by lIIodernislII. Traditional religion often glories in its 
antiquity. while the Humanistic philosophies of life. as I have indi­
cated. seem to assume that some evolulionary law makes it probable or 
even guaranlees that the mosl"modern" world-view must be the truest. 
Yel. as a number of important Enlightenment thinkers recognized. there 
is an interesting parallel between the Humanism oflhe West in the last 
Ihree centuries and anolher ancient world philosophy of life. namely 
Confucianism. the paramount religion of China until this century." II 
is import anI to look atlhis hisloric parallel in order see bolh Ihe strengths 
and weaknesses of a humanistic type of religion. very differenl than 
modern Humanism yet sharing some of ils features and suggeslive of 
its possible developments. This is especially interesting because the 
most likely competition today 10 the dominance ofWeslern Humanism 
is the Marxisl Humanism of China. 

The Jesuits who enlered China in the sixleenlh century were as­
lonished 10 find a very old cullure buill on high moral ideals compa­
rable to those of Christianity yet which was governed by sophisticated 
Iilerati who philosophically were secular humanists. even atheisls. The 
grealJesuit missionary and scholar Malleo Ricci (d. 1610) afler careful 
study and discussions with leading Confucian scholars came 10 Ihe 
conclusion Ihal in spile of its claborale rituals Confucianism was nol a 
religion in Ihe Chrislian sense. bul a purely ralional ethical system. The 
Dominican. Franciscan. and olher Catholic missionaries more in con-
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tact with popular Confucianism disagreed. In 1742 the reigning pope 
tinally rejected the Jesuit view with the result that the Chinese Em­
peror, who had supported Ricci's interpretation, indignantly instituted 
a persecution of the Catholic Church." 

In the meantime, Ricci's view has been adopted by such impor­
tant Enlightenment philosophers as Leibnitz, Christian Wolff, Lessing, 
and the chief missionary of Humanism, Voltaire, who all saw in Con­
fucianism a proof that a high natural morality can be maintained with­
out the support of revelation. As a deist, Voltaire regarded revealed 
religion as sheer obscurantism fostering antihuman fanaticism. Thus, 
quite unintentionally, in their efforts at what today is generally favored 
as "missionary accommodation," the Jesuits made an important contri­
bution to the development of Humanism. 

The founder of Confucianism, Kung Fu Tze (d. 479 BCE) was 
one of those great religious reformers who appeared in many different 
cultures during the so-called "Axial Period" centering on 500 BCE." 
China had already developed its own unique culture under the Shang 
(c. 1500 BCE) and Chou dynasties, which I will discuss in the next 
chapter. By Confucius' time, however, the Chou was sinking into a 
disorderly feudalism, although it lingered on until 221 BCE. A noble­
man, scholar, and minister to the Duke of Lu, Confucius allempted to 
reform his people by reviving what he believed to be the high standards 
of the dynasty's first years. When the Duke rejected his teaching, he 
traveled about China seeking a more receptive patron. 

Like Plato in Greece, Confucius failed to find a docile ruler who 
would carry out his ideas. Nevertheless he gathered many lesser dis­
ciples who recorded his teachings in the Allalects, to which was later 
added The Great Leamillg and The Doctrille ojthe Meall. These works, 
along with the Five Classics (two of history, others of poetry, ceremo­
nies, and divination) of ancient origin but re-edited under Confucian 
influences, constituted this religion's basic scriptures. To these were 
added also works ofMencius (d. 289 BCE) and Hsun Tzu (d. 238 BCE) 
as standard (but polarizing) commentaries. 

The influence of Confucian ideas gradually increased until under 
the Han dynasty in 140 BCE they were made the basis of education and 
of promotion in the imperial bureaucracy. In 59 BCE Confucius wa~ 
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officially venerated in the rituals as the greatest teacher of China. Al­
though with the decline of the Han in 200 CE Confucianism was some­
what eclipsed by Buddhism, after700it revived and remained the domi­
nant religion of China until the Empire was overthrown in 1912, as­
similating all other cults into its own. Then democratic Humanism on 
the Western model took over, only to be replaced in turn by the present 
Republic governed at first on radically Marxist principles and recently 
by a revisionist Marxism. How much of Confucian tradition survives 
in China today is not clear, but some Sinologists predict that Chinese 
Marxism will eventually be assimilated to some renewed form of Con­
fucianism. 

How can Confucianism be compared to Western Humanism? 
The pre-Confucian religion of China during the Shang dynasty was 
based on the worship of a Supreme Being called Shang Ti (Lord on 
High) but more impersonally called Tien (Heaven) under the Chou. 
Vet Confucius himself undoubtedly understood T'ien to be a personal 
God. He believed that his own teaching was authorized by a "Mandate 
ofTien," although he did not claim that he had learned this by revela­
tion but simply from his reflection on ancient traditions. Hence, the 
Enlightenment Humanists were not entirely mistaken in supposing that 
the Confucian Heaven was much like their own deistic God. Confucius 
never discussed the nature of God or implied any intervention on its 
part except to maintain the perennial order of nature and the corre­
sponding social order. Similarly, although Confucius never questioned 
the reality of natural or ancestral spirits or the value of their traditional 
cult, yet his teaching contains nothing on the mode of existence of the 
spirits or their activities. Although popular religion turned on seeking 
the aid of spirits for earthly welfare, the elite scorned such "supersti­
tions." Thus the Eastern Han scholar Wang Fu wrote," "Concerning 
one's happiness or misfortune, it mainly depends on his conduct, but 
eventually is decided by fate. Behavior is the manifestation of one's 
own character, fate is what heaven controls. One can certainly improve 
on what lies in himself, he cannot know what lies in heaven." 

Confucianism, therefore, just as Ricci and Voltaire maintained, 
seems largely silent about anything transcending human concerns for 
this life and is essentially a mundane ethical system. Confucius' ethical 
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system is based on the profound conviction that harmony in human 
social life can be achieved only through harmony with the natural cos­
mic order. He does not seem to have attained, however, the notion of a 
scientific-technological control over the natural order so central to the 
Enlightenment world-view. His two major disciples Mencius and Hsun 
Tzu disagreed on whether human nature as such is inherently good 
(Mencius) or bad (Hsun Tzu), but agreed with the principal teaching of 
their master that human perfection can only be achieved by careful 
education and discipline. 

The ideal educated man (Chun Tzu), who alone is fit to educate 
others, is characterized by the vinue of jen (hllmanelless) a quality 
difficult to define and acquired only in a lifetime of self-discipline. Jell 
manifests itself on the one hand in a perfect balance of characteraccord­
ing to the "Mean," and on the other by a selfless devotion to the com­
mon good and a merciful attitude toward human frailty. Its maxim is the 
negative Golden Rule: "Don't do to others, what you don't want done to 
you." Jell is supponed by other vinues: loyalty to duty, altruism, study, 
counesy, sincerity, and respect for parents and superiors. This lofty, 
humanistic ideal did not go uncriticized in China." On the one hand the 
Legalists (such as Han Fei Tzu, d. 233 BCE) argued that it is unrealistic 
to believe society can be maintained by education, since most human 
beings arc uneducable. Therefore, social order must be maintained by 
laws that are physically enforced. On the other hand, the Mohists (Mo 
Tzu, d. c. 376) argued that Confucius' system of education so stressed 
elaborate manners and ceremonies that it crushed all human spontane­
ity. Against Confucius' careful gradation of duties, the Mohists preached 
a universal and equal love for all human beings. They argued for a kind 
of natural, instinctive morality like that which Rousseau was to pro­
pose. Confucius is reponed to have opposed such views when he said, 
"It is man that can make the Way (T'ao) great, and not the Way that can 
make man great" (Allalects XV, 28). Hsun Tzu panicularly insisted 
against Mencius that human perfection is not simply going the way of 
nature but controlling and overcoming its disorder. 

Somewhat similar to Mohism's opposition to Confucianism was 
that of Taoism attributed to the legendary Lao Tzu and to Yang Chu (d. 
c. 366 BCE). Taoism's chief classics are the Tao Te Chillg and the 
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works of Chuang Tzu (d. 286 BCE). They combine the worship of 
nature spirits with magic, the alchemical search for the elixir of per­
petual youth, and a philosophical system of ethics and mysticism. In its 
popular forms Taoism remains widespread in China. As a highly orga­
nized, hierarchical religion of a messianic type it flourished during the 
decline of Confucianism and then was largely absorbed into Neo-Con­
fucianism, although it was still perpetuated by secret societies. At its 
height it stood in polar opposition to official socially oriented, activist, 
and rationalist Confucianism by its pronounced individualism, quiet­
ism, and mysticism. Philosophical Taoists taught that the state should 
allow affairs to take their natural course, while the individual should 
seek to live in harmony with nature, becoming one with it by an inward 
contemplative life withdrawn from the distraction of public life. We 
seem to have here much the same reaction to Confucianism as that of 
the Romantic to the Scientistic poles of Humanism. 

The native opposition to Confucianism was powerfully reinforced 
by the introduction of missionary Buddhism, chiefly in the Mahayana 
form, into China about the time Christianity began to spread through 
the Roman Empire. Buddhism in its otherworldliness seemed a direct 
negation of Confucian Humanism, and, while its influence on Chinese 
culture was profound, it wa. also profoundly modified by that culture. 
Popular Buddhism in China has chiefly followed the teachings of the 
Pure Land School. This sect puts its hopes in the grace of the Amida 
Buddha who brings his devotees to dwell with him in the Pure Land 
paradise where they enjoy a continuation of life much like that of earth 
except free of suffering. Great trust is also placed in the help of Kuan 
Yin, the mother goddess of mercy and fertility (a Chinese transforma­
tion of the Indian male Buddha Avalokitesvara). At a more speculative 
level, however, Buddhism confronted the practical-minded Confucian 
scholars with cosmological and metaphysical questions that they could 
no longer ignore. Formerly in China such questions had been the con­
cern only of the native Yin-Yang School of philosophy. This school 
anempted to explain the universe and human relations somewhat as 
had the Greek Pre-Socratic philosophers and Indian Samkhya School 
in terms of a dualism of male or active principles (YlIng) and female or 
passive principles (yin). 
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As a result of these encounters, official Confucianism, when it 
revived in the Sung dynasty (after960CE) as Neo-Confucianism, found 
it necessary to assimilate to its original almost purely ethical system a 
well-developed world-view. Thus it incorporated much of what it had 
learned from its Mohist. Yin-Yang. Taoist. and Buddhist critics. Ac­
cording to the historian Wingtsit Chan," this development can be di­
vided into the School of Principles (960-1279 CE) resembling the sys­
tem of Plato, the School of Mind (1368-1644) favoring subjective ide­
alism, and the Empirical School ( 1644-1911) which called for a return 
to original Confucianism, understood. however as a monistic material­
ism. Neo-Confucianism, while tolerating popular venemtion of spirits 
and ancestors, was essentially atheistic and natumlistic in its world­
view. while remaining a Humanism in its fundamental ethical attitudes. 

In this century Western Humanism, as exemplified by John 
Dewey, the chief author of the HUII/an;st Manifesto, entered China. So 
did Marxism. first in its socialist form with the revolution of 1912 and 
then as Communism in 1949. These modem forms of Humanism found 
among the literate elite much in common with native Humanism in its 
Confucian form. Nevertheless, there is a profound difference between 
Chinese humanism and Western Humanism. Confucian scholarship 
was rationalistic and had fostered a culture which up to about 1650 was 
technologically more advanced than the West. Yet. though it had de­
veloped a genuine spirit of historical criticism. it always remained, like 
Western medieval and Renaissance learning, a study of classical texts 
rather than an exploration of natural phenomena for the sake of techno­
logical control. 

5. Questions about Humanistic Philosophies of Life 

After this description of Humanism one might still ask how is it that 
Humanists, if they have so much in common, are today so inclined to 
reject all organized religions and to seck some purely individualistic, 
private world-view and value-system. Certainly recent studies of cur­
rent American "spirituality" all emphasize this extreme individualism 
that is reflected in the Protestant "mega-churches" where even atten-
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dance at Christian worship resembles the search for a well-advertised 
movie. It is even more evident in the amorphous New Age Movement 
and in the flourishing of occult sects that seem subject to the vagaries 
of the free market like brands of cereal or delergent." Yet this paradox 
is easily resolved. What makes Humanism a coherent syslem is that 
although it has not perfectly reconciled its scientistic and its romantic 
wings - what world religion does not exhibit similar polarization? ­
these two wings are complementary and thus help it fly. Humanism's 
reliance on the objective truth of science and technology unites it as a 
single world-view. Even New Agers appeal to science (or pseudo-sci­
ence) 10 support their views. On the olher hand Humanism's romantic 
reduction of values 10 subjeclivity and its emphasis on the autonomy of 
the individual in such matters, opens the way to an extreme individual­
ism as regards a personal spirituality. Thus in Humanist culture there is 
a remarkable uniformity in world-view and just as remarkable a diver­
sity in freely chosen values, provided, of course, that the pursuit and 
advocacy of these values does not limit the free choice of other autono­
mous individuals. 

Therefore in our Humanist culture the problem for the individual 
of choosing a world-view and value-system still remains urgent. In 
making this choice, moreover, one discovers that no individual can 
simply believe what he or she pleases without also seeking others who 
have made similar choices. I cannot really get through life simply "Do­
ing my own thing." We absolutely need others who agree with us, 
approve us, live like us; and so we need to evangelize others to our way 
of thinking. That great preacher of "Self-reliance," Ralph Waldo 
Emerson, spent his life urging others to be like himself and to recog­
nize him as their leader and guide to a self-reliant life that could be 
publicly defended. 

What reasons, then, might there be to choose the Humanist world­
view and value-system for one's own and in doing so choose the com­
munity in which one finds necessary support? The first reason obvi­
ously is that this, in one form or another, is the philosophy of life that 
dominates our modem world. One has the witness of many among our 
elites who have found this to be the most reasonable choice. Many of 
our contemporaries were born and educated as humanists and have 
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never found what seems to them a sufficient reason to change. They are 
well-informed about the discoveries of science and the lessons of mod­
em history and see no alternative that seems to accord with modern 
knowledge of the world and human needs. Moreover. as [ have earlier 
argued. we are social beings and our philosophy of life cannot be a 
merely individual view. [t must be something that can be the basis of 
our life with others. To share the perspectives of the majority we live 
with is extremely helpful in living out our life in a full and harmonious 
way. The life of those of a minority religion who are in a defensive 
posture is never very comfortable. Furthermore it is a special charac­
teristic of Humanism that it permits a great range of life-styles and 
personal opinions within its general consensus. since its great value is 
"freedom" understood as freedom from any outside coercion that might 
limit individual choice in all matters that do not directly infringe on the 
same kind of freedom for others. 

Thus the modem emphasis on human rights and freedom of con­
science is largely an achievement of Humanism. To the moderate Hu­
manist. as distinguished from Communist and Nazi extremists. it ap­
pears intolerable that the subjective freedom of self-determination in 
life and of personal self-fulfillment should be sacrificed to the interests 
of the collectivity either of church or state. Consequently. the govern­
ment and "organized religion" must be restrained from intruding on 
personal privacy in such matters as sexual conduct between consenting 
adults or freedom of thought. Even in the public sphere there must be 
no interference with the free communication of ide as and attitudes except 
when these ideas and attitudes advocate some absolute standard of 
thought or conduct which might restrict the expression of other views. 
The government ought also to promote this freedom actively by public 
and compulsory education so that all its citizens may come to share this 
capacity for mutual tolerance and social cooperation. Other philoso­
phies of life than that of the dominant Humanism are thus reduced to 
the private sphere. To do this it is necessary to deny that Humanism 
functions as a "religion" as do other world-views and value-systems. 

We have seen that everywhere such moderate Humanism 
flourishes there is a certain polarization not only between scientism 
and romanticism. but also between attitudes commonly labeled "right" 
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and "left" or "conservative" and "liberal." This last pair of terms, how­
ever, has different meanings in different countries. In Europe "conser­
vative" usually signified sympathy for the old aristocratic culture with 
its close alliance of church and state, while "liberal" connoted a sym­
pathy with middle class aspirations, capitalism, and anticlericalism. 
By these standards all American Humanists are liberals." 

Our conservatives are strong advocates of capitalism and nation­
alism, and our liberals, although more favorable to socialism and inter­
nationalism, prefer the freedom of capitalism to any tightly regulated 
socialism and are anxious to make the world "safe for democracy" as in 
America. The real significance of this polarization within Humanism is 
that its faith in scientific and technological progress as the means of 
solving human problems by human effort demands constant social 
change. Such rapid change produces tensions within the value-system 
that are expressed by the conservative vs. liberal polarity. Yet this po­
larization between liberals and conservatives over the pace of change 
is not so intense that such practical compromises as are worked out in 
the American two-party system become impossible. Thus in accepting 
Humanism as a philosophy of life one can still choose to favor one or 
the other party or be an independent. 

The hopes of Humanism at its most confident are certainly pinned 
on constant social progress through increasing control, not only over 
nature but over human nature, leading to ever greater freedom and self­
fulfillment for every individual. Although the glorification of the French 
and American revolutions and other revolutions of national indepen­
dence are essential parts of the mythology of Humanism, its faithful, 
unlike the Marxists or Nazis, do not pin their hopes on some crucial 
social revolution but on gradual evolution, disagreeing only on its pace. 

Humanists today often talk about the "conquest of space" and the 
possibility of intelligent life forms elsewhere in the universe. Never­
theless,just as they accept uncertainty about life after death, most also 
accept the fact that ultimately the human race will perish. We may 
destroy ourselves through war or environmental pollution or we may 
make way for some new species. Finally we must inevitably share in 
the entropic doom of our universe. Since nothing can prevent ultimate 
individual or species extinction there is no use worrying about it except 
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to allemptto delay il indefinitely. Ultimately, however, in this world­
view the existence of the human species can hardly be more than a brief 
episode in the long history of the universe, a universe that is indifferent 
to our fate. 

The foregoing description of the Humanist world-view and value­
system should suffice to demonstrate that it is a unique, unified system 
comparable to the other world religions or philosophies of life. Yet it 
may still be objected that it lacks two features that for many sociolo­
gists are characteristic of a religion: (I) faith in the Transcendent; (2) 
expression through myth and ritual. 

The first requirement, however, seems satisfied if we note that 
for the Humanist humanity is atleast.eif-transcendent because its po­
tentiality for creativity enables ilto surpass every natural or cultural 
limitation into an open fUlure. As for the second feature of the tradi­
tional religions it must be conceded that the Enlightenment rejected 
symbols of a Christian type, but Islam and the Protestant Reformers 
had also done so. Avoiding metaphorical language, scientistic Human­
ism favored the clear, literal language of mathematics and technical 
description. ~I Nevenheless, romantic Humanism has fostered a keen 
appreciation of symbolism as a means of awakening human feeling 
and imagination and inculcating a sense of values. Hence it has devel­
oped its own repenoire of symbolic rituals. Placing its hopes not in 
divine but in human creativity, Humanism finds "the sacred" or the 
"awe inspiring" in great discoverers: Galileo, Newton, Einstein, and in 
great anists: Mozan, Beethoven, Michelangelo, Picasso. 

These Promethean creators are venerated not as mere "saints" 
but as symbols of the human capacity to solve problems and to proph­
esy and create the future. This same numinosity is enshrined in the 
places and buildings hallowed by human genius: our great universities, 
museums, libraries, laboratories, space centers, monuments to the lonely 
struggles of these scientists, explorers and anists, their manyrdom by 
the inquisitorial obscurantists, censors, and philistines, and their ulti­
mate triumphs. To suppon this cult of human creativity we have wit­
nessed in recent years an extraordinary nood of exhaustively researched 
biographies of creative men and women, especially of complex, 
confticted, and rejected ones. The fact that so many were deeply neu-
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rot ie, morally ambiguous, sexually compulsive, and pathetically sui­
cidal makes their personalities all the more mythic, each one a II/ysleril/II/ 

tremendum et /ascillalJs. 
Humanism also has its ritual occasions: minor ones such as uni­

versity graduations, and major ones such as the inaugurations ofPresi· 
dents and the apotheoses of the Nobel laureates. The magnificent pag­
eantry of the Olympic games and superbowls, of political demonstra­
tions and elections, the pomp of the weddings and funerals of the fa­
mous, as well as the displays of military power and space travel, rival 
the most ecstatic religious rituals and express the values of Humanism 
symbolically and mythically. Hence the recent celebration of the resto­
ration of the Statue of Liberty was the occasion of many efforts to 
answer the question, "What does the U.S.A. stand forT' Thus the so­
ciological requirements for Humanism to be a unified functional equiva­
lentto the traditional religions able to enter into dialogue with them on 
the basis of equality seem sufficiently satisfied. 

In terms of our human experience, how adequately does ancient 
Confucianism or modem Humanism answer those problems that are of 
ultimate concern to us? It should be obvious from the foregoing de­
scriptions that both the older Eastern Humanism of China and the modem 
one of the West are remarkably complete and coherent world-views 
and value-systems. They have been able to win millions of adherents 
and to exert a powerful influence on human history, Confucianism for 
a millennium and a half. Chinese Marxists severely criticize Confu­
cianism for its conservatism since this has proved an obstacle to human 
progress through technology. Yet they also continue to allack progres­
sive Humanism as responsible for the cruel poverty under which most 
of humanity still suffers in spite of the abundance which modem tech­
nology can produce, as well as the nuclear armaments that threaten 
humanity with extinction. In reply to these criticisms Humanists claim 
their defects are largely due to the existence of the Chinese and former 
Marxist countries and of Islamic terrorism. Thus Humanist countries 
blame the persistence of poverty under capitalism on state interference 
with free enterprise, due to socialistic influences; while Marxists and 
Muslims claim that the arrogant hegemony of the capitalist countries 
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prevents them from fully developing their own economies and has forced 
them to restrict human freedoms. 

This exchange of criticisms makes it clear that it is not easy to 
subject any philosophy of life to a pragmatic test, since the same facts 
can be differently interpreted to fit one's own commitments. Nor is it 
fair to judge a philosophy of life simply by its historical exemplifications, 
since in each case unfaithful disciples have applied that philosophy 
imperfectly. Better ask whether the pragmatic consequences of a phi­
losophy are rooted in something essemial to it or are merely adventi­
tious. 

The achievements of Humanism tested by its own value-system 
are indeed remarkable. Under its global leadership there seems to have 
been an immense progress for humanity scientifically, economically, 
and politically. The "knowledge explosion" since 1750 and particu­
larly in this twentieth century has exceeded anything known in human 
history. We have explored the interior of atoms and the far reaches of 
the cosmos. We have attained a knowledge of the evolution of the 
universe, of the earth, of life on earth, of the human body and psyche 
incomparably greater than that achieved under the dominance of the 
traditional religions, including Christianity. 

From this scientific advance has followed a technology capable 
of producing economic abundance where before famine and plague 
were common. It has developed "miraculous" remedies for human 
physical and mental ills, largely eliminated contagious disease, and 
doubled average life expectancy. The rate of increase of knowledge 
and control over nature in recent decades gives promise of still greater 
discoveries. Humanist culture has linked all humanity through rapid 
transportation and broadcast communications. Now the development 
of computers and automalion promises a tremendous extension ofhu­
man powers. In principle at least we see no limits now to our possible 
control over natural forces. As we have already noted, politically this 
leadership of Humanism has also meant the advance of democracy and 
respect for human rights. Humanism has convinced the world of "the 
rights of man" proclaimed by the American and French Revolutions. 
Today the cruelty of former ages and the callous neglect of the lives of 
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the powerless seem to all of us barbaric, and we accept as self-evident 
new claims forthe rights of women, of homosexuals, oflhe disabled, of 
(poslnatal) children, and even of animals. This marvelous advance in 
Ihe apprecialion of Ihe value of human life must be largely crediled 10 

Ihe inftuence of the ethical ideals of Humanism, and Humanisls have 
been heroic leaders and even martyrs in fighting for Ihese rights. Fur­
thermore in the fine arts and lilemture the centuries since 1700 have 
been wonderfully creative and have produced works Ihal celebrale secu­
lar life, rather than being subordinaled 10 ecclesiastical control. 

When Humanisls look at Ihe tmditional religions of Ihe world, 
they can largely agree with Marx's critique of religion. The lradilional 
religions, and ChrislianilY in panicular, has so often been Ihe source of 
fanalical cruellY and persecution. They have often siood in the way of 
scientific advance, and have frequently bolstered tyrannical govern­
menls by foslering passive obedience among the oppressed, persuad­
ing them to wait for justice in another life or assuring Ihem thallheir 
misery is "the will ofGo<l." Moreover, China lacked Ihat unique achieve­
menl of Greek cullure, pure malhematics (as distinguished from prac­
tical malhematics in which Ihe Chinese were quite advanced) and with 
it the nOlion of the scientific method in the nalural sciences. On this 
mathematical science Ihe whole dramatic technological advance made 
by Ihe Wesl after 1650 was based. It was Ihis lack of sci en Ii fie technol­
ogy which made modem China feel backward when confronled by 
Weslern cullure and led 10 its adoption of Humanism and Marxism in 
place of Confucianism." It was Ihis lack also that has made Confucian 
Humanism appear rigidly conservative and Weslern Humanism liberal 
and progressive. 

Whal is significant for our search for answers to ultimale ques­
tions is Ihal in China for cenluries a world-view and value-syslem 
flourished Ihat were as Ihis-worldly and humanily-cenlered as those of 
Weslern Humanism. In both cases Ihis Humanism has exhibited a cer­
lain internal polarizalion between a rationalist, sociallendency and a 
roman I ie, individualistic lendency. BOlh have made relatively success­
ful effons to synlhesize Ihese two poles and to provide their respective 
ethical systems wilh cosmological foundations while tolerating a con-
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siderable degree of religious pluralism. Finally, both have rejected 
control of society by the uncultured masses and have retained decisive 
power in the hands of a well-educated, intensely humanistic bureau­
cracy and technocracy. What the Confucian parallel to Humanism can 
teach us is that a world-view and value-system, in which a personal 
God plays no significant part, can have, at least for a considerable time, 
genuine social success, 

Furthermore, traditional religions have burdened peoples with 
false guilt and fear of divine retribution that has paralyzed their cre­
ative energies that could have been used for earthly progress and en­
joyment. Hence Humanism, though it proclaims religious freedom, is 
deeply suspicious of other world-views and value-systems as irrational 
and dogmatic and hence ultimately dangerous to individual freedom. 
Those committed to traditional religions (illcludillg Confucianism) are 
obliged to face these hard questions honestly. Yet Humanists, too, have 
hard questions to face. As the Marxists have pointed out, these great 
benefits of Humanism often are much more available to elites, than to 
the masses. Such great wealth and power in the hands of a few that the 
masses cannot share is a greater injustice just because remedies for 
poverty are now available. Moreover, this neglect of justice cannot be 
excused simply as transitional, since it has persisted throughout the 
period since 1700 when Humanism began its rise, and no end to it is in 
sight. Is such injustice accidental or is it rooted in Humanism's advo­
cacy of illdividualism based on the notion of the autonomy of the hu­
man subject? 

Paradoxically this individualism leads many moderate Human­
ists, in spite of their insistence on human rights, in some circumstances 
to approve, as the Marxists and Nazis did, the sacrifice of individuals to 
social progress. Thus many Humanists have accepted the practice of 
abortion and nuclear deterrence (i.e., the destruction ofthe innocent) as 
necessary instruments of social control. At the extreme, as we have 
seen, this can go as far as the Marxist and Nazi extermination of the 
"socially undesirable." While Humanists generally abhor such extremes, 
their cultural and ethical relativism seem to make it difficult for them to 
find a consistent answer to such proposals. In fact this century of Hu-
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manist dominance has seen some of the most frightful wars and geno­
cidal atrocities of history and the increasing threat of nuclear Arma­
geddon. 

One has only to read the literature created by our leading current 
writers, who represent the Humanist spirit at its best, to find that they 
perceive "post modernism" as a time when it is prudent to withdmw 
from the hopeless corruption of public life into the dubious security of 
privatism. It is often noted that "modernism" in literature and art fa­
tally isolates the modem artist from the general public while, in cul ­
tures based on the traditional religions, the arts expressed a common 
faith. 

To many today it seems that Western culture under the increas­
ing dominance of Humanism has entered a phase of alarming deca­
dence. Ethical relativism has led to a wide spread materialistic con­
sumerism and hedonism, with increasing acceptance of every form of 
addictive indulgence in sex, drugs, and mindless self-destructive vio­
lence that governments seem helpless to correct. Especially alarming 
is the instability of family life with the resultant neglect and abuse of 
children. The sense of community in our cities has broken down so that 
many individuals feel isolated and lonely and rely more and more on 
psychotherapy or tranquilizing drugs. Popular culture as seen on TV or 
expressed in popular music has become irrational and violent and people 
seem more and more open to propaganda manipUlation by special in­
terests. Of course sensitive, responsible Humanists do not approve this 
moml decadence but they seem unable to oppose it effectively, be­
cause they can propose no motivation for a more disciplined life that 
would be consistent with the moral relativism or positivism that they 
have embraced. 

The origin of decadence seems to be the reliance of Humanism 
on a morally subjective or romantic basis for ethics." If ethics is not 
rooted in human nature but is a purely human creation, constantly chang­
ing with time and place, how can individuals be held responsible by a 
permissive society? Humanism has for long lived on the remnants of 
an ethical consensus derived from the Christianity from which it di­
vorced itself. Once, however, this heritage has been exhausted by criti­
cism and ridicule of Christianity this consensus evapomtes. Yet it hardly 
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seems possible to regain this consensus by a reliance on a static tradi­
tionalism as before this century Confucianism attempted to do in China, 
since the adoption of a progressive scientific technology tends to dis­
rupt any such moral system. Yet this is not odd. since the resemblance 
of Confucianism to Humanism is based on their secularism and their 
guidance by intellectual elites. but they differ in the kind ofknowledge 
that constitutes those elites. 

With penetrating insight Nietzsche saw that the bourgeois moral­
ity of his day (in England "the Victorian Compromise") was sheer 
hypocrisy." He called for the "transvaluation of all values" by an hon­
est admission that the strong make their own moral laws for the weak. 
The result is that for some Humanists the only real vinue is "honesty" 
in the sense of the frank admission of one's own egoistic needs. Thus 
Jean-Paul Sanre has argued that genuine love of one human being for 
another is impossible. We are each inescapably imprisoned in our own 
self-love." Humanists do not want to accept inhuman conclusions but 
what answer can they give, if values are nothing more than subjective 
creations of the individual? 

Although the greatest Humanist thinker. Kant. maintained there 
are transcendental. absolute, and universal moral principles given by 
human autonomous reason. he himself undermined this doctrine by 
accepting an interpretation of modem science which eliminated all 
objectively knowable purpose from the universe. To say, as he did. that 
practical reason must acknowledge a God and a universal moral law in 
order to make human social life possible. has proved a foundation of 
sand for Humanism. The autonomous individual can decide to exploit 
society for his or her own egoistic purposes while using the an of rheto­
ric, given new power by the modem media of social communication, to 
disguise these purposes. A "hermeneutic of suspicion" then replaces 
all socialtrusl. Even science becomes propaganda. 

The only way out of this dilemma for Humanism would seem to 
be to revive the concept of natural purpose and thus give the discover­
ies of modem science the teleological significance which Kant. be­
cause of his Newtonian conception of science, believed he must deny. 
Today we realize that "science" is not given as a self-evident body of 
truth, but that it is subject to a variety of philosophical interpretations. 
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The mechanistic, anti-teleological interpretation has generally prevailed 
because it was favored by Humanism as a weapon against Chrislian 
theology. But this interpretation has often been protested by leading 
scientists themselves, and today is wide open for discussion." In seek­
ing the best option for a world-view and value-system, we ought not to 
abandon the objective methodology of science. Following this method 
we can still hold that the universe in its various natural units, whether 
atoms, molecules, or organisms, exhibits a teleological unity of func­
tions. We can also hold that natural processes have produced a com­
plex earthly environment indispensable for the evolution of intelligent 
life not reasonably attributable to mere chance." 

Teleology is not, as Kant claimed, an anthropomorphic projec­
tion of human purpose, but is an objective recognition of order and 
function in the world. Once such a natural teleology is admitted it be­
comes possible (without succumbing to the so-called "naturalistic fal­
lacy" of confusing the "ought" with the "is") to found ethics and a 
prescriptive theory of human rights on an objective description of un i­
versal human nature that is empirically observable. 

Why is it then that Humanism is so resistant to founding ethics on 
stable and universal human nature rather than on changing local cul­
ture?The real reason is the fear that this will lead to a moral absolutism 
contrary to human freedom of conscience. But 10 admit the teleological 
foundation of ethics is not to claim, as did some early Humanists, that 
the natural moral law is self-evident. Moral law is not innale but is 
grounded in historical experience and is subject to objective public 
debate just as are the findings of natural science. There will always be 
differences of opinion about moral as about scientific matters, but it is 
essential that public debate about them be possible if a "public philoso­
phy" is to be achieved. The question is, as Jurgen Habennas has shown, 
whether in modem society such a "civil discourse" is really possible." 

The other reason that Humanists today resist the notion of a natu­
rallaw foundation for ethics is that to admit an objective teleology in 
nature is to admit, as did Humanism in its first, deistic phase, that there 
is an intelligent Creator. Yet if they could bring themselves to accept 
the existence of God as an objective, publicly knowable fact, and not 
merely as a matter of private opinion, they could return to the original 

, 
I 
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insights of the Enlightenment. They would not thereby be required to 
commit themselves to Christianity, Judaism, Islam or any of the tradi­
tional religions. Would not this gain them a decisive advantage over 
their atheistic rival Marxism, since as I will show in the next chapter, 
belief in a wise Creator has a universal appeal to the people of all 
cultures? 

Thus, although the secular philosophies of life have a very strong 
case to make for themselves, they are also faced with very difficult 
questions about the adequacy of their world-views and value-systems 
to explain experience and give guidance in moral decisions. If we are 
to accept their own emphasis on our responsibility for honesty and 
dedication to objective truth we must not take these philosophies of life 
as self-evident merely because they are favored by the elites of our 
most powerful political blocs today. Nor must we accept them merely 
because they are the most "modem" or even because they are "post­
modem." Instead we must open our minds to other possibilities, new 
and old. First, we must examine the claims of the oldest philosophies of 
life and their modem heirs that (unlike Confucianism) are strikingly 
different from Humanism. Is it not possible that the past had insights 
that our times in their progress have forgotten but which must be recov­
ered for an adequate philosophy of life? 

Noles 

On the risc of Islam sec W.M. Walt. Muhammad til Mecca and MlIllllmmad at Medina. 
M"JulIIllluul: Prapllci and SWtesmtm (Oxford: Clarendon Prc.'is. 1956. 1968). 

l Peter Gay, The E"lighlclllllenr: AlllmerprClat;tm, 2 vol .. , (New York: Alfred Knopf. 1967) 
and Ira O. Wade, Tlte Jmel/eeIl/aJ Origill.'i of,he FrCllc/' E"ligllte"",etl' (Princeton. NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1971). 

, Charles Webster. The Greal hwaumlioll; Sciellce. Medicitlc(md Reform /626-J660(Ncw 
York: Holmes and Meier, 1976) and Eugene M. Kiarcn, Religiolls Orig;"'" of Modem 
Sciellce (Grand Rapids, MI: Ecrdmans. 1977). 

! From the title of a famous old polemic by Andrew Dickson White. A History of t/,e 
lVcufare of SciellCl' lI'itl, Theology ill Chri.rtelldom (New York: Dover. 1896. 1960).2 
vols. 

J See William A. Wallace. OP. Cal/mlilytmd Scielllific £rplmullioll (Ann Arbor. MI: Uni­
versity or Michigan, 1972) vol. I. pp. 117-210 and Gtllileo (lIId His SOl/rees (Princeton. 
NJ: Princeton University Press. 1984) ror recent research . 

... See Ernest L. Tuveson. Mille,,,,illl/flllld UfolJill (Berkeley: University orCalirornia Press. 



60 CHOOSING A WORLD-VIEW AND VALUE-SYSTEM 

1949) and Fmnco Venturi, UlOpia amI Heflin" illihe E"ligJllelllllclII (Cambridge: Cam­
bridge University Press, 1971). 

, Sec Chapler I. nole 32 for references to the H",lItll/i,\', Mmlife,fllJ and The Nell' HlIt1um;JI 
MClIIife.rto in which the claim for this title is made by activists promoting this philosophy 
of life. Though this group and the magazine, The HtmUJlli,'i1 (The Beacon Press, Boston), 
and the standard Encyclopedia of Philo,fOpll). edited by Paul Edwards (New York; 
Macmillan/Free Press. 1961) probably represent only a small group of inlcllCCluals. they 
have given a very clear formulation orlhe views of a far wider puhlic. Another c1a. .. sic of 
Humanism is Julian Huxley. Religion \V;r/uJIlt Rcl't?{tlti(JII. a publisher' s blurb for which 
says, "One of the twentieth century ' s great scientists <lnd philosophers goes beyond skep· 
ticism to affinn a humanistic faith based on m<ln. iRielligence and the scientific method" 
(New York: H<lrpcr and Bros .• 1957). Spccialto Huxley's version of his world-view is his 
punpsychism. 
G.E. Moore. Principia Elhica (London: Cumbridge University Press. 1903) .'iuys this 
"natundistic fallacy" is u principal topic of modem ethical discussion, but medieval think· 
ers also recognized the fullacy. Forcriticism cf. Arthur Prior. uJgictmd the BmisofEtl.ics 
(Oxford: Clurendon Press, 1965). It is of course true thutthe descriptive tenns proper to 
theoretical sciences have a different logical fonn thun do the prescriptive lenns of practi · 
cal sciences. but the laller presuppose the fonner as their necessary condition. The pre· 
scriptive rules of medicine make sense only if based on correct anatomical and physi , 
ological dcscription . Moreover. in ethics the prc.~criptive nonns refer to the ,hoice of 
means to ends. but if these ends arc not purely arbitrary, they must be derived from the 
needs (teleology) of human nuture and these ure known through a descriptive anthropol · 
ogy. 

.. For an introduction 10 the thought of Rousseau and Kant and funher bibliogruphy sec the 
articles under their names in Paul Edwards. cd .• The Encyclopedia of Philo.mph,\'. vol. 7. 
pp. 218·225 and vol. 4. pp. 305· 324 respectively. 

~ Kant's Religio" withi" the BO/mtls of Mere Rea.wm (1793) and his essay on "What is 
Enlightenment?" are the most classic statements of the Enlightenment philosophy us u 
substitute for Christianity and Judaism. Kant. often obscure . is here brilliantly plain and 
eloquent . 

I ' See Geoffrey Clive. Ti,e Rommllic Ellligillellmelll (New York : Meridiun B(x)ks. 1960) 
and H,G, Schenck. The Mi"d of the European Roma",ic ... (New York: Frederic Ungar, 
1966). 

12 See Sidney Pollard, The Met. of Progress (New York: Basic Books, 1968). 
II Herbert Murcuse, Eros alltl CMJi:.tlIiI1Jl (New York: Vintage Books, 1962) combined 

Marxist and Freudian theory in a seductive synthesis that provided u theoretical justificatIOn 
for the revolutionary hedonism of the "youth culture" of the I 960·s. Cf. Neil Mcinnes, The 
Westen! Marxists (New York: Library Press. 1912), pp. 169~ 185 , 

I. See Jacques Derrida, et til" The Ear oflhe OIlier: OtoMogmph). Tramferella, Tmmltl · 
titm, ed . by Christie V. McDonald (New York: Schocken Books. 1985), 

Ij Letter 10 Dr. Benjamin Rush, Sept. 23. 1800 in The ESJemial Jefferwm, ed. by Alfred 
Fried (New York : Collier Book .. , 1963), p. 393. 

I~ Peter Gay, ed . Deism: All Am/JOlON\' (Princeton. NJ: Van Nostrand, 1968). 
11 On the religious views of the Founding Fathers sec AdolfO. Koch, Religioll of tilt! Ameri. 

eml Ellligl"ellmelll (New York : Thomus Y. Crowell , 1968). Also Garry Wills, bJl'eJlliflg 
America.' Jeffer.wJ/I '.\' Decftlrlllioll of bulepelltlcllee (Garden City. NY: Douhleday, 1981). 

il Sec John Ludd, cd" Ethictlf ReltltM-f1fJ (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Publishing Co., 1973) 
nnd David little and Sumner B, Twi .. s. Comparatil"t! Religimu EI"'(",\',' ,\ Nell' MetllOtI 
(San Fruncisco: Harper and Row, 1978). 

1 



HUII/allist Philosophies of Ufe 61 

I~ Isaiah Berlin, Karl Marx: Hi,'i Life and Em'iroIlIllCIlt, 3rd cd. (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1963) and Werner Blomberg. POrlmil of Marx: An JlllloftrctteJ Biogrtll'''y (New 
York: Herder and Herder. 1972). For a review on MOJrxism sec Arthur F. McGovern. 
Marxism: All Alllerinm el,ris';a" Perspt!ctin! (Mill'Yknoll, NY: O,bis Books. 1980). 

:II Ernst Bloch, Al"~ism in Chri.r/iani/)': lire Religion of £wt/us and ,lie KillgJom (New 
York Henler and Herder. 1972). 

! cr. a rcprcscnt:uivc selection of CSS:iys in Rosino GibclJini. cd., FrmJliers II/TII<olo/:)' ill 
Ullin Amuicu (Maryknoll. NY: Orbis Books. 1979). 

!! On Chinese Religion sec A.C. Ornhurn. "Confucianism" in Robert C. Zuehner. cd .. The 
Concise Encyclopedia of Liring Filill,s (aflcrwards eEl. (New York: Hawthorn Books. 
1959), pp. 365-84 and W. Eichorn, "Taoism," pp. 385-401. Sec also with sclections rrum 
sources, Wingtsit Chun, A Source Book ill C/dtle.fc Philosophy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
Univcrsity Press, 1963). cr. also W.T. de Bury, cd., TI,e Unfold;nGofNeo-Cmr/"cicm;sm 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 1975); H.C. Creel, Cmifjlciani.ml WId Ih(' Chi­
ne.re tva)' (New York: Harper and Row, papcrb:u:k, 1960); E.R. and K. Hughes, Relig;cm 
ill Chitlll(London: Hutchinson, 1950); Ar1hur F. Wright. Cmlj"cicJ/l;smanJ Chinesc CM· 
Ii~ti(lll (New York: Atheneum Publishers. 1964); Joseph R, Leven);On. ClInfiu:lllll Chilla 
cmJ lis Modcm FlIlc (Los Angeles: University orCalifomia Press. 1958); eh'illg K'IIII 

Yang. Rcligion ill CI.illcse Sodety (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California 
Press); Fung Yu Lan. A Short HiswryofChinc-fe Plii/o.wph)'. cd. D. Boddc (New York: 
Mllcmilllln, paperback. 1966). On Conrucianism as a Humanism sec Wingtsit Chan. "Chi­
nese Theory and Practice with Special Reference to Humanism" in Charles A. Moore.ed,. 
Ti,e Chinese Milld (Honolulu: East Wcst Center. University or Hawaii Press, 1967). pp. 
11-30. 

n Sec Jonath:m D. Spencc. nit: Melllory PolaCt! of Mtlrren Ricci (New York: Viking Press. 
1984). 

: ' On the notion of "Axial Pcrioo see K:trl Jaspers. n,,' Origin tJltd Gaal tif lli.fltlry (New 
York: Yale Univcn;ity Press. 1953). 

Z!o Quoted in Mu·Chou Poo. /11 Sctlrch tif Pewmal Wt'ifare: A View tif AIU:iclII C/rint'.te 
Religioll (Albany. NY: State University of New York Press. 1998). p. 274. 11IIS book 
stresses the distinction between popular and elitc religion in China and the this-worldli~ 
ness or both aspects of the culture. 

lfI On Taoist opposition to Conrucianism sec W. Richanl Comstock. ellll .. Religion lind 
Mall; All Immdllclicm (New York: Harper and Row. 1971), pp. 286-316. 

:cJ Sec Wingtsit Chan. A S(}Ilrct'iHHlk (if Chinese PI.i/OSO/lhy, p. 573. 
!i Sci: Rkh:mJ WocxJs, OP. Tile Ocelill Rct·tJIUlion (New York: Hcrder ami Hcruer, 1971 )on 

the rise of this treml. 
~ Sec Thomas P. O'Neill. n,e Ri!CtJlld Declinc (ifLibemlislII (Milwaukee: Bruce, 1953)on 

the meaning orthe tcnn, He shows that since both our Dcmocr .. tic and Repuhlican panies 
champion a rree-market economy and the Repuhlicans more consistently than the Demo. 
crats, the Republicans. generally said in the U.S. to be the "conservative" party are in the 
original sense of the term more "liberal" than the Democrats! 

)10 For recent theories on types or language see William A. Van Roo. Man Ihe Symlmliz.cr 
(Rome: Gregorian University Press. 1981). 

)1 Joseph Needham. n,e Greal Tilrtll;(m (Lorulon: Allen and Unwin. 1%9). pp, 14~54, 
~ Alasdairc Mcinlyre.After Virillt." (Notre Dame, IN: UniversityorNotrc Dame Press, 1982) 

discusses at length the shortcomings of currcnl Humanist theories of ethics. 
U Cf. Frederick Copkstoo, A History (if PIliiosophy (WC!ilminstcr. MD: Newman Press. 

1965), vol. \'ii, pp. 390-420 for an introduction to Nietzschc's cthicalthought. 
j.o Be;ng and Nmllit'gllcss, trans. by Hazel Barnes (Ncw York: Philosophical Library. 1965), 



62 CHOOSING A WORLD-V,EW AND VALUE- SYSTEM 

Part 3: Chapler 3, pp. 361-432. argues that all human relations arc based on conOict. Sanfe 
lulcrlried to overcome Ihis individualism; sec Thomas C. Anderson. The Fmmdaliml (lml 
Stmclllre of Sllrtrea" Elhic.f (Lawrence: Regents Press of Kllnsas. 1979). pp. 67·96. 

no Sec my articles "Final Causality" (vol . 5, pp. 915· 19) nod "Teleology" (vol 13. pp. 979. 
81) in the New Cm/w/ic EII(.yc/a{Jt!IJin. 

JIo Sec John D. Barrow and Frank 1. Tipler. Tile AIIII'fIJpic Cosmological Principle (Nc:w 
York: Oxforu Univcr.;icy Pres.c;, 1988) who show that unlcs.~ the universe was always 
pretty much as we finll illhcrc would nc\'cr have been human life or scientific inlclligclH:c 
on our plllnct 

" For an introduction 10 Habennas' thought with u bibliography of his publications in I!n­
glish see the essays in Don S. Browning and Fmnds SchUssler Fiorenza, cds. Hlihemuu. 
Modemit),. tmd Pllblic Theology (New York: Crossrood. 1992). 



CHAPTER 3 

MYTHOLOGICAL RELIGIONS 

1. Mythic Cultures 

The Humanist philosophies of life center on the natural reality directly 
accessible to human e~perience, the visible, audible, tangible. They 
vehemently reject the invisible, silent, and intangible as impossible to 
ratify rationally and therefore as distractions from human concerns and 
control. Belief in the reality of supernatural realities or efforts to com­
municate with nonhuman persons is regarded by Humanists as irratio­
nal, superstitious, foolish, an illusory projection of human fantasy and 
of unconscious desires. 

Vet Humanist scholars recognize that not only for the so·called 
"primitive," or pre-literary peoples who still exist marginally, but also 
for the great ancient civilizations in which our own modem world is 
rooted, the line between nature and supernature was not clearly drawn. 
In these cultures direct human experience seems penetrated by a con­
stant awareness of the effective presence of supernatural beings just as 
real as visible ones. Indeed, the art and poetry of these cultures make 
these invisible presences visible and report their frequent apparition 
and intervention in human affairs. 

For these people the barrier between the visible and the invisible 
is overcome by a type of experience we can call mythic. A student of 
mythology, Joseph Campbell, says' that myths have three functions: 

The first [unclion ofmylhology is to reconcile waking conscious­
ness (0 the my.tler;"", tremend"", et jilscinu"s of this universe 
as it i.f: the second being to render an interpretive total image of 
the same, as known to contemporary consciousness. Shakc-
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spcarc's dcfinilion of the function of his art , "10 hold, as it '(were. 
Ihc mirror up to nmurc," is thus cqually a dcfinition of mythol­
ogy. It is the revelation to waking consciousness of the powers 
of its own sustaining source. A third function, however, is the 
enforcement of a moral order: the shaping of the individual to 
thc rcquiremcnts of his gcographically and historically condi­
tioned social group, and here an actual break from nature may 
ensue ... las in circumcision, etc. This serves] to join the merely 
natural human body in membership to a larger more enduring. 
cultural body, thc mind and fcelings bcing imprinted simulta­
neously with a correlative mythology. 

Thus the first two of these functions provide a world-view for 
societies which do not take one from science as modernity does, while 
the third function provides a value-system derived from and reinforc­
ing this mythic world-view. Likewise many oftbe human needs which 
are met for us by our scientific technology seem to be met for them by 
their sacramental and magical rites. Of course, just as some myth and 
magic survives in our culture, so these people also have some primitive 
science and rudimentary technology. Nevenheless, their world is struc­
tured primarily by mythic thinking, as ours by scientific thinking. 

In the Humanist world-view the supernatural has been largely 
excluded from the objective realm of science and relegated to the sub­
jective realm of romanticism. Even the romantics among the Human­
ists regard mythology only as a dream world of symbols whose real 
content is wholly reducible to the objective scientific world. Thus, in a 
sense, "reality" is wider for those who live in a mythic world than for 
Humanists, since mythical reality leaves room for some common-sense 
cause and effect explanations of phenomena that are still retaincd by 
science, while scientific reality excludes the objective reality of the 
mythical. In mythic cultures people know that the sun makcs things 
hot, but in a scientific culture people may deny that human thinking 
requires a spiritual mind. 

Therefore, if we are to compare the Humanist world-views to 
those of the mythological cultures fairly, we must not assume with the 
Humanists that thc mythological view of reality is illusory, but we 
must describe it ncutrally. Then we must ask whether in fact it has a 
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validity of its own, irreducibly complementary to the validity of the 
Humanist world-view. At the outset, however, we ought to note that 
many Humanists today have come to recognize some value in my tho­
logical thinking. But for the sake of consistency with their own world­
view they are compelled to psychologize such thought, reducing it, as 
Carl Gustav Jung has done,' to a symbolic expression of the human 
self. Thus many in our Humanist dominated culture understand mythi­
calor metaphorical language only when it is used in an or literature to 
express subjective feelings. They do not know how to interpret such 
language when it is seriously intended to convey objective truth, since 
for Humanists objective truth is restricted to the literal, univocal lan­
guage of science. This ineptitude of our culture in dealing with sym­
bolic truth can be illustrated by two very different but current contro­
versies. 

On the conservative side, the reason that religious fundamental­
ists reject the scientific theory of evolution is because they try to read 
the Bible as ifit were wrillen in the language of science. They take lillie 
or no account of the Bible's frequent use of metaphorical and symbolic 
language. Nor do these fundamentalists understand why such modes of 
expression are necessary to express objective realities that transcend 
ordinary human experience. On the liberal side, the campaign for "ver­
tical inclusive language" is also a well-meant but confused effon to 
accommodate the symbolism of biblical language to the mentality and 
concerns of our Humanist culture. Allempts in monotheistic religions 
to avoid naming the Divinity as male can ultimately lead only to imag­
ining It as a monstrous androgyne or as a neuter and hence impersonal 
"Supreme Being" as did the deists of the eighteenth century. Or if the 
term "Goddess" is used exclusively, this is sexist exclusion in reverse, 
while to tack between God and Goddess is to deprive the Divinity of 
personal identity. Of course one may use such names as "Spirit" (New 
Age language), "Sophia" (theosophist language), "The Force" (the lan­
guage of the film Star Wars) or "Mystery" (the language of a one-sided 
apophatic theology). Individuals may, of course, choose their personal 
ways of imagining and speaking to God if it contributes to their devo­
tion, but for public communal teaching and worship there must be a 
universally recognized symbolic tradition. 
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Vet some theologians today argue that in order to match the sym­
bols Ihey find congenial or of service to their favorite cause the tradi­
tional symbols of a religion must be radically revised. They fail to see 
that this may amount to founding a new religion. as Muhammad did by 
reorienting the direction of prayer from Jerusalem to Mecca. It is no 

small change. therefore. when the traditional names of God chosen to 
express the monotheism of Judaism. Christianity. and Islam are al­
tered. This is especially true if the new names more fittingly express an 

impersonal Deism. or a pantheistic or panentheistic religion ofthe type 
of the Emanation Religions in which the Mother Goddess and her cre­
ation are monistically fused.' If such changes of symbols become nec­
essary to maintain their power. they must be made only after a pro­
found theological analysis of their original archetypal meaning. not 
merely because superficially they seem merely to reflect the obsolete 
culture of their origin. The fact that the religion they originally ex­
pressed has survived cenluries of cultural change is evidence that they 
have a deep trans-cultural meaning. 

These two controversies are mentioned here only to make the 
point that although the Mythological Religions are today largely 
marginalized. one who is choosing a world-view and value-system needs 
to reflect on how imponant a role myth and metaphor play in any world­
view and value-syslem. even a Humanisl one. As I argued in Chapter 2. 
Humanism may be satisfied with literal scientific language in construct­
ing an objective world-view but at least in its subjective. romantic con­
struction of a value-system it uses the mythical language of literature 
and the arts. In Chapter 5 I will explain funher why gender symbolism 
has proved necessary to the expression of the Creation Religions and 
can be manipulated by the members of a religious tradition only at 
great risk. My point here. however is not to discuss the problems of 
fundamentalism or inclusive language. Rather it is to call attention to 

the fact that symbolic language. central to the Mythological Religions. 
in spite of the marginalization of these religions by modem science. 
remains of great significance today. We will fail in evaluating the op­
tions for a choice of a world-view. ifin seeking to appreciate any world­
view at its real wonh we fail to understand its symbols. 
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2. Prehistoric Religion 

From the beginning of written human history, religion has appeared to 
be the framework of human life, but we have no way of knowing about 
prehistoric religion e.cept through hypothetical reconstructions from 
such scanty ani facts as have survived.' The most e.pressive of these 
are paintings preserved in caves and a few statues and carvings. Also 
some information can be gleaned from the manner of human burial and 
the remains of what appear to have been animal sacrifices. 

These anifacts suggest that early humans engaged in behavior 
usually interpreted today as religious. Our remotest ancestors must have 
asked themselves ultimate questions about the mystery of life when 
they fashioned figurines of pregnant women and paintings of herds of 
reindeer, some pregnant. Surely, they must have wondered what be­
came of the dead when they buried them so carefully. Why would they 
have offered sacrifices, without at least fearing there were spirits to be 
propitiated? Their an also suggests they tried to control these vicissi­
tudes of life and death by magic. 

Support for our reconstruction of prehistoric religion comes from 
comparing it with the religious practices of peoples who today still live 
by simple food-gathering and hunting much as did the ancients. To call 
these modem peoples "primitives" is misleading, since, of course,they 
have had just as long a historical development as we ourselves. Never­
theless, the similarity of their economies to those of early peoples makes 
it somewhat plausible that their religious ani facts and practices pro· 
vide a clue to interpret the artifacts that survive from the remote past. 
On the basis of such meager data we can reasonably conclude that from 
a very early period the human family had developed mythic world­
views and value-systems much like those of peoples who today live by 
a simple economy and technology. 

3. The Pre-Literary Religions 

I will use the neutral term "pre-literary" for the religions of modem 
people whose culture is based on a relatively simple technology and 
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whose beliefs and traditions can only be known orally since they lack 
a written religious literature. Some use the term "primal religions'" 
when referring, for example, to the religions practiced in a number of 
Pacific Islands, Australia, New Zealand, the Philippines and Japan, and 
by cenain isolated tribes in Siberia, India, Malaysia, the Andaman Is· 
lands, and the natives of sub Saharan AFrica, who have kept their own 
cultures. Today, these pre-literary tribes taken altogether are estimated 
to include not more than about one hundred million persons out of our 
world population of 4.5 billion, less than 3% and declining.' 

The first thing to note about the religions of these groups is that 
they are tribal, intimately fused with the total culture of each group and 
clearly marked by its geographic situation, economy, and technology. 
Their religion pervades their whole way of life and is difficult to distin­
guish from its other Features. No tribe that has been studied lacks a 
religion of its own. This does not mean that the religion of one tribe is 
impervious to influence from others. Nor does it mean that all individu­
als in a culture are convinced believers. Paul Radin' has shown that 
there are "village atheists" and doubters even among tribes where so­
cial conformity has a high priority. Therefore, it is hardly possible to 
review even superficially the great varielY of such religious systems, 
but they have many common Features which raise serious questions for 
those who have accepted the Humanist world-view as adequate to uni­
versal human experience. 

In the nineteenth and early twentieth century many theories of 
the origin and evolution of religion were developed by anthropologists 
such as Tylor, Spencer, Frazer, Lang, Schmidt, Lowie, etc. Thus Tylor 
believed religion began with animism (others said fetishism or 
totemism), developed into polytheism, and finally into monotheism 
(with the implication that the next stage would be an advance to scientific 
agnosticism). Lang and Schmidt, however, brought forward evidence 
that monotheism came first and degenerated into polytheism. Today 
anthropologisls have generally abandoned such evolulionary schemes 
For lack of sufficienl data to verify them. Yet Schmidt's conclusion 
from his extensive study of the lechnologically simplest societies that 
a belief in a supreme High God is almost a cultural universal, only 
panially disguised in more developed soeielies by lhe mythologies of 
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many gods and spirits, has never been disproved. While he attributed 
this to a "primitive revelation," as I will show in Chapter 5 it is based 
on common sense reasoning about experiences universal to human­
kind.' 

Most anthropologists today, however, do not assign any single 
cause for the origin of primal religion. The dala rather indicate four 
generalizations: (I) Religion is a universal fealure of human culture. 
(2) It serves many functions in human life (though, as I have argued, 
the specifying function is to supply a world-view and value-system). 
(3) The major religious concepts of the "divine," of the soul, the future 
life, etc., are widely present at all levels of culture. (4) The distinction 
between "magic" and "religion" is never very sharp. Fonunately for 
our inquiry, these pre-literary religions, although they differ vastly in 
detail, exhibit cenain common features. Anyone of these, however, 
may be missing or obscure in the religion of a panicular tribe. The first 
of these generally common features is that while all these people un­
derstand and use the concept of natural causality (e.g., fire bums, knives 
cut, water cleanses, etc.), they also attribute many phenomena to invis­
ible forces which modem science does not recognize. 

Observers have argued whether these "forces" are always con­
ceived as personal (allimism) or as impersonal (manism). But all of us 
use concepts derived from the experience of our own personal actions 
and apply these by analogy to the behavior of animals and the actions 
of inanimate objects. Hence, it is not strange thai people in cultures not 
based on modern science should tend to personify all invisible forces; 
yet, just because such forces are invisible, these people may have only 
a very vague and thus impersonal concept of them. Consequently, it 
seems accurate enough to speak of them in general as "spirits," as do 
many anthropologists, acknowledging that sometimes a "spirit" is only 
an ill-defined and faceless "force." 

Among these spirits are those of dead members of the tribe, the 
ancestors. A variety of theories about the fate of the dead can all exist 
together in a single tribal religion without the natives making any at­
tempt to reduce these theories to a consistent, unified account. The 
dead may be thought to be asleep (yet still existing) in the grave; or 
they may be shadowy ghosts wandering about in the dark underworld. 
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On the other hand they may be thought to be alive in some remote 
region of the eanh or in the sky, or 10 be reincarnated in human or even 
in animal form. They are often supposed to hover for a time around 
their former home, watching over the family or tribe before they depan 
to their ultimate state. Often they are believed to threaten the living in 
revenge for injuries done Ihem in a former life or for the failure of the 
survivors to perform their funeral rites properly. Consequently in these 
religions rituals to honor or placate the dead or to receive their guid· 
ance are common. The ancestors are experienced as still very much 
present and, in tribes with a developed anistic lradilion, they are often 
represented by what the early missionaries thought were "idols." 

Common also is belief in many superhuman spirits who make 
themselves evident in natural objects and events, in rocks and moun· 
tains, in rivers, springs, and the ocean, in trees and plants, in all kinds 
of beasts, birds, and fish. These spirits may be either good or bad, bUi 
even the good ones if displeased may prove dangerous. Finally, this 
spirit world may have a complicated hierarchy of beings, often divided 
into two main classes of "gods" and "lesser spirils" and each of Ihese 
classes may have many subdivisions. The technological simplicity of 
Ihese cultures by no means implies that their piclure of the cosmos is 
also always simple." 

We would be mistaken, however, to think of these higher beings 
as supernatural in the modern sense, because in these cultures "nature" 
is not conceived in our scientific way as governed by invariable nalural 
laws. People in cultures that are lechnologically simple are, in a sense, 
more empirical than we are and hence are less inclined to abstract gen· 
erallaws from the actual irregularity of experience in a scientific way. 
Therefore, they interpret unusual events not as the effects of the coin· 
cidence of many nalural causes (i.e., as chance events) but as the pur­
poseful acts of free persons, although these persons are invisible. Thus 
il becomes a problem to get along with Ihis world of invisible persons 
just as with the visible members of the tribe. 

This process of communication and social adjustment with the 
spirits is brought about by the symbolic acts that we call "ritual" and 
"myth," that is, non-verbal and verbal signs that mUlually interpret 
each olher. The nOli on of "magic" has much puzzled anthropologists. '" 
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Certainly some of what we call magic is simply crude technology based 
on an inadequate understanding of natural cause and effect, as in the 
use of various folk remedies in medicine. But what characterizes most 
magic is that it seeks to effect certain results by colltagioll. For ex­
ample, a cannibal acquires the courage of another warrior by eating his 
Hesh, as when a magician seeks to kill an enemy by putting needles in 
a doll that represents the enemy. 

While contagious magic implies some kind of physical causality, 
sympathetic magic need only imply symbolic causality,that is, causal­
ity by communication, since one mind works on another by the use of 
signs. Consequently, the practice of magic is frequently linked some­
how with the belief that the magical act summons a spirit to perform 
the desired task. Thus magic and prayer are not sharply distinct. By 
ritual and myth or by magic signs and formulas the human person com­
municates with the world of invisible spirits and shares their superior 
power over the visible world. 

Rituals and myths may be important for any activity of life but 
especially for the "limit situations" that specify the field of religion as 
matters of ultimate concern. Hence begetting and birthing, passing from 
childhood to full membership in a tribe, handing on tribal wisdom, 
waging war, healing sickness, and mourning death are often ritualized. 
Because rituals and myths embody this heritage of wisdom, their ori­
gin is commonly attributed to a god or a great ancestor or "culture 
hero" and it is forbidden to alter them even slightly, although inevita­
bly they do undergo development. 

The myths commonly refer the affairs of the present to some 
ideal time ("Once upon a time") when the universe was in order and 
before it was disturbed by evil." The basic symbols used in tribal myths 
and rituals exhibit a certain universality (modified by local circum­
stances) which justifies their being called "archetypal." Nevertheless, 
this universality of basic symbols need not be attributed (as in the Jung­
ian notion of a "collective unconscious") to innate or genetic factors. It 
seems sufficiently explained by our common experiences of our hu­
man bodies and their needs and of basic family relations from which 
we learn a vocabulary of symbols common to all humankind." 

Rituals and myths are transmined by the elders in every culture 
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and in part performed by them. Almost all societies also have certain 
members designated in one way or another to mediate with the spirits, 
to lead in the performance of the rituals, and to learn, retell, and trans­
mit the myths. Commonly two kinds of these officiants can be distin­
guished, although the two functions may coincide in the same person. 
One is the priest, who is primarily the custodian of religious traditions, 
who presides over prescribed rituals, and who is commonly designated 
in a formal way by heredity or appointment. The other is the shomoll or 
prophet who communes with the spirits directly and who is generally 
called to his or her task by extraordinary, often ecstatic experiences. " 
Women may hold either office, but more frequently that of shaman 
than of priest. 

Reports on the relation of these beliefs and practices to "morals" 
or conformity of the personal behavior of the members of the tribe to 
accepted standards are often unclear." Observers note that in some of 
these tribes religion seems to have little to do with morals. But may not 
this simply mean that among these people, as among us, actual behav­
ior is often inconsistent with moral ideals? In any case, in all these 
tribes there are standards of behavior whose violation results in sanc­
tions and, as I earlier quoted Joseph Campbell saying, receive support 
from a tribe's mythology. Some tribes demand very strict and detailed 
conformity, while others permit wide latitude for individual choice, 
provided the requirements essential for group membership are observed. 
Religion always functions to support at least these membership re­
quirements. They are usually inculcated in rites of passage, and their 
violation is seen not only as insulting to the human community but also 
as dangerously offensive to the ancestors, spirits, and gods ofthat com­
munity. 

Sometimes it is claimed that such tribal standards of behavior are 
not "moral" or "ethical" but merely irrational "taboos." On examina­
tion, however, these taboos are usually found to have at least a sym­
bolic function in support of moral standards." Right moral conduct in 
the human community is generally thought to be bound up with right 
cosmic order, so that the violation of one implies the violation of the 
other. Since, as we have seen, symbolic acts mediate between the hu­
man and the superhuman community of spirits it becomes intelligible 
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why it is so essential that the symbolic order not be disturbed, lest the 
cosmic order also be deranged. A vivid sense of the interconnectedness 
of everything dominates the thinking of these people who live in close 
contact with nature. 

Some scholars, of whom Durkheim is the outstanding example," 
have argued that religion is nothing more than a projection of social 
concerns. Thus the chief god is an idealization of the tribal chief, the 
court of the gods is a reflection of the court of the chief, the rituals are 
a projection of court ceremony, etc. Unquestionably one of the func­
tions of religion is to regulate social relations, since it deals with ulti­
mate questions which all members of the community must face, not 
merely privately as individuals but also as a community sharing a world­
view and value-system. It is to be expected, therefore, that there will be 
a strong interaction between religious and social structures. Neverthe­
less, to say that the religion of these people is "nothing but" a projec­
tion of their social structures is reductionistic. Just as truly one can say 
that the social structure of a community reflects its religion. 

The moral codes of pre-literary people are not as irrational as 
they may first appear. They embody certain transcultural principles 
along with adaptations to the local environment. The fact that these 
cultures are today margillal is commonly explained as the result of 
their technological inferiority that has made them unable to compete 
with progressive cultures. But others have argued that because of their 
hannony with nature they are morJlly superior to peoples whose claim 
to "advancement" consists mainly in violence, oppression, and techno­
logical ravishment of their environment. Thus some ask who were bet­
ter, the white American pioneers who exterminated the Native Ameri­
cans, or the Native Americans who for so long had reverently pre­
served the land in its original splendor. We must weigh these alterna­
tive explanations carefully before making any judgment as to which 
culture is really "fittest to survive." 

Yet it must be admitted that the level of insecurity and fear among 
many of these peoples is very high. They stand helpless beFore many 
natural disasters and terrified of the seemingly arbitrary interventions 
of the spirits. Outside observers of these cultures are oFten shocked by 
the widespread dread of witchcraft." Often, also, they note an atmo-
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sphere of scrupulosity about proper ritual performance arising from a 
highly pessimistic view of a hostile world order. Such a view can be 
paralyzing to human effort and productive of fanaticism and cruelty to 
the members of a community suspected of the violation of taboos or 
complicity with evil spirits. 

4. The Ancient Urban Religions 

With the rise of urban civilization about 6000 BCE writing was devel­
oped in Egypt and Mesopotamia, and then in Mediterranean Europe, 
India and China, and still later and less completely in Central America 
and Peru. From these literate cultures we have a rich fund of informa­
tion about religions now extinc!. Like the pre-literary, tribal religions 
already discussed each of these literary religions remained closely re­
lated to a single geographically limited culture until in the period cen­
tering on 500 BCE some underwent a radical transformation into "world 
religions." Because they remained localized, each of them had its own 
unique style, yet they shared many common features. 

The most obvious difference between these religions and the pre­
literary ones is the great elaboration that most of the features of tribal 
religion underwent in urban conditions. The economic surplus pro­
duced by developed agriculture that made the cities possible also made 
possible and even necessary this greater complexity of religious prac­
tices. as it did a greater specialization of social tasks and a rapid devel­
opment of technologies. Consequently, in these urban centers great 
temples were erected and a large priestly class was carefully trained to 
serve them. These priests, concerned to preserve and transmit sacred 
lore as well as the commercial records sometimes deposited in the 
temples for safe keeping, were probably the inventors of writing. 

In these urban centers every form of art and literature flourished: 
much, perhaps most, of it religious, to express the multiplication of 
gods and the elaboration and systematization of mythology. Polythe­
ism was not the creation of urban culture (the West African Yoruba, for 
example, count at least 400 gods) but it became a characteristic feature 
of these ancient cities." Nevertheless, belief in a High God, at least in 
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the form of lrellollreisIII (dominance of one god over the many Olher 
gods) was not completely obscured. 

Thus in Egyptian mythology there were many gods, vividly rep­
resented in sculpture and painting, yet there was speCUlation about a 
supreme, creator god, the sun god Re or the god of wisdom Ptah. In the 
fourteenth century BCE the stmnge genius Pharaoh Akhenaten even 
allempted (but without permanent success) to establish a solar 1110110-

Ilrei.rlll." The Supreme Being was usually conceived as a sky god: god 
of the sun, the moon, of thunder, etc .. but along with him the Mother 
Goddess, identified with the earth, WllS worshipped under mllOY forms. 
more prominently where agricultuml concerns predominated. ElIch city 
state needed its own supreme god lind goddess lind, as some of these 
states expanded into empires, these city gods were equated with each 
other, or added to the pantheon as secondary deities. As might be ex­
pected. besides the gods associated with various natuml forces, new 
gods were needed as patrons of various urban crafts, of political inter­
ests, civic activities, war and peace. 

Certain special features of the major centers of civilization are 
noteworthy. The oldest cities, those of Mesopotamia. pictured the gods 
as living at the court of the great sky god and acting as his council.'" 
This sky god Anu with the help of the wind god Enlil and the water god 
Enki or Ea created this world. Later Ea's son Marduk came to be wor­
shiped as the "King of the Gods."" Eventually a genealogy of some 50 
gods was worked ouI. 

The creation myths of the Mesopotamians reflected the geogmphi­
cal situations of their cities. In the epic Emlllla Elislr Marduk fought the 
giant sea dragon Tiamat and out of her dead body fashioned the world, 
just as these people had established their cities by irrigation works and 
levies against flooding. There were also myths of the golden age before 
sin and of a great flood which almost destroyed humankind. These 
peoples, dependent as they were bOlh on seasonal crops and on sea 
commerce, were careful observers of the heavens and developed the 
first scientific astronomy. They believed the universe moved through a 
"great year" of progress and decline in an unending cycle determined 
by the movements of the stars, so that the future could be predicted by 
astrology and divination. They worshiped the sun and the moon, and 
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the planet Venus as Ishtar. the great mother goddess. She descended 
into the underworld to find her lover Dumuzi (Tammuz. sometimes 
identified with Marduk) so that during the winter of their absence the 
fertility of the land ceased. to be revived only on their return to the 
upper world. The Epic oJGilgamesh also dramatized the inevitability 
of death. still the picture of life after death remained vague and shad­
owy. Yet at Ur. the king received a magnificent burial with all the 
means to continue his royal life in the underworld. 

Worship of the gods was carried on by a learned. hierarchical 
priesthood according to a festal calendar and in splendid temples raised 
on artificial mountains. The priestly king entered into a sacred mar­
riage with a priestess representing the mother goddess. He was also 
believed to be entrusted by the god of the city with a code of laws (for 
example. the Code oj Hammllrabi) to establish civic justice and peace. 
Violators of the laws were severely punished to placate the offended 
gods. We do not know. however. that the priests ever developed a 
systematic theology to render this complex of beliefs self-consistent. 

In Egypt at about the same time a parallel religious view evolved. 
characterized. however. by several special features." Cult centered on 
idols fashioned with an artistic subtlety surpassing that of Mesopotamia. 
many in animal form. Living animals were also worshipped. Remark­
able concern was shown for existence after death conceived as a con­
tinuation of earthly life either in the underworld or sometimes in the 
heavens. Therefore. corpses. first of the pharaoh and sacred animals. 
then in time oflesser mortals, were mummified and preserved in monu­
mental tombs such as the pyramids with their accompanying temple 
complexes. The pharaoh. thus destined for immortality, was thought to 
be a son of a god and could only marry within his own family. 

One of the important myths was that of Isis (the Nile?) and Osiris 
(the harvest?), in which the mother goddess sought out her spouse, 
murdered and emasculated by his brother Seth (the desert?) in order 
that the fertility of the land might be maintained. The priests attempted 
to develop consistent theologies. but their mythological system re­
mained, as far as we know. very fragmentary. The Egyptians did not 
equal the Mesopotamians in the development of codes of law. but their 
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ethics took the fonn of the kind of wisdom literature familiar to us from 
the Hebrew Bible. 

In Europe, especially in coastal regions, contemporaneously with 
these great urban civilizations flourished the mysterious megalithic 
cultures which were not urban but which nevenheless left great monu­
ments such as Stonehenge in England. The builders evidently wor­
shiped the celestial bodies since these monuments are sometimes accu­
rately oriented to the solstices." These cultures were succeeded by the 
spread of peoples speaking Indo-European languages, the so-called 
Aryans. These included: the Celts in the west, Slavs in the east, the 
Greeks and Latins in the south; and then from the nonh the Gennans 
who overran the Celts. These tribes produced a new family of cultures 
whose religions had many common features, especially the threefold 
division of society into the warrior, priestly, and farmer classes, each 
marked by a special ethos." This threefold class division was reflected 
in the gods each level of society favored. 

Of these Indo-European religions, it suffices here to consider as 
typical those of the Greeks and Latins which became by far the most 
influential for the origin of the options which still present themselves to 
us today. When Greek speaking people invaded their present territories 
and Ionia (eastern Turkey) they found there already the culture whose 
source was the island of Crete, which had relations with that of Egypt 
and where, as far as we can judge, the cult ofa mother goddess predomi­
nated.25 The Greeks assimilated elements of this Cretan religion and fe­
male goddesses remained prominent in their worship. The patroness of 
the great culture center Athens was Athena the Virgin, powerful in wis­
dom and in war. The Indo-European pattern predominated, however, 
and the major gods were conceived as fonning a coun on Ml. Olympus 
under the rule of Zeus, the supreme god of the sky and of thunder, who 
had overcome the Titanic gods of violence and confusion by establish­
ing an orderly universe. These major gods each had his or her own cult 
under various titles in different places, but poets such Homer, Hesiod, 
and Pindar systematized these in a rather consistent total mythology, 
representing them as descended from common ancestors. 

As pictured by the poets and in the remarkably realistic yet ide-
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alized art of the Greeks, these Olympian gods were heroic figures sym­
bolizing the great forces of nature and of orderly society, but also very 
human in their passionate loves and wars. Since the supremacy of Zeus 
did not seem to produce perfect cosmic unity, many felt that above all 
the gods stood Fate (Moira), impersonal and implacable determinism. 
Popular religion was not as harmoniously systematic as the myths of 
the poets, but often centered on local minor divinities associated with 
springs, rivers, winds, rocks, trees, animals, the fertility of the fields, 
etc. To keep all these deities propitious demanded many taboos, ritu­
als, sacrifices, and purifications to be observed. 

As E.R. Dodds has shown," Greek religion was often darkly "ir­
rational" and yet in the great civic cults it had the appearance of great 
beauty, order, and reasonableness. Two special features of Greek reli­
gion need special comment. The first is the existence of the "myster­
ies," special cults requiring a solemn initiation to reveal secret doc­
trines. One of the chief mysteries was the Eleusinian based on the fer­
tility myth of the rape of Persephone from her mother Demeter by 
Hades, the god of the underworld, who reluctantly permitted her to 
return to earth for half of each year. The other chief mystery was the 
Orphic based on a similar myth of the descent into the realms of the 
dead by the magician and musician Orpheus in search of his wife 
Euridice. These mysteries promised initiates future lives of happiness 
just as vegetation revives after the death of winter. Such assurance was 
much needed because the Greeks, although they yeamed for immortal­
ity, generally expected only a shadowy, hopeless exiSlence in the grave. 
A second notable feature of Greek religion was the great interest in 
oracles such as the one at Delphi where an ecstatic female prophetess 
answered questions submitted to her, often by the heads of the city­
states. 

The religion of the Romans paralleled that of the Greeks, but had 
a very different style." Its chief god, equivalent to Zeus, was Jupiter 
and its other deities also matched the major Greek gods. Yet the Ro­
mans lacked an extensive narrative mythology and its innumerable 
lesser gods tended to be mere abstractions standing for mysterious 
powers or IIIll11i//(/ whose cult was maintained in Rome by a rich calen­
dar of festivals. 



Mythological Religiolls 79 

Deeply embedded in Roman religion were features derived from 
an Italian people of non-Indo-European language, the Etruscans, who 
for a time ruled Rome. The Etruscans emphasized the cult of the dead 
and the practice of divination that, for the Romans, had to accompany 
every imponant event. Its strongly social character marked Roman 
religion so that it was directed to preserving the family, the state, and 
the army. As the Roman Empire expanded it assimilated to itself the 
gods of all the peoples it conquered, and exalted the worship of the 
Emperor, chief of the army and symbol of the state. 

The Indo-European speaking peoples spread not only in Europe 
but simultaneously into what is now Iran and India. The religion of 
these self-styled Aryans (Unoble people")" in their Indian immigration 
is known to us through the Vedas (usually dated after 1500 BCE) trans­
mitted orally for many centuries through a priestly class, the Brahmins. 
The Aryan threefold class system was retained, but the Brahmins be­
came especially powerful in India, and eventually an inferior founh 
class was added, probably to include the native Dravidians. These na­
tives already had a well-developed urban culture in the Indus Valley 
with cenain features such as yoga asceticism and worship of a mother 
goddess'" that were gradually assimilated by the Aryans into their own 
Vedic religion.'" 

The Vedic hymns (Rig-Veda) celebrate a pantheon similar to the 
Greeks but adapted to a very complex ritual system of sacrificial rites 
necessary to consecrate every function of daily life. The other three 
Vedas are detailed instructions for the proper performance of these 
complicated rites. The ethical values promoted by Vedic religion are 
expressed in the law code of MUIII/ and in the great epic poems the 
MahabllOrata and the Ramayalla." These classics provided a gallant 
warrior ethic for the warrior class, a world renouncing, ascetic ethics 
for the Brahmins and an ethics of eanhly pleasure for the peasants. 
Thus the Aryan three-class society was reinforced and eventually rig­
idly fixed as the caste system. 

Contemporaneous (according to linguistic evidence) with the 
Vedas of the Aryan Indians are the Guthas of those Aryans who immi­
grated into Iran. They are attributed to a Zarathustra (Zoroaster) about 
whom little is known." Although the Gathas know a supremely good 



80 CHOOSING A WORLD-VIEW AND VALUE-SYSTEM 

god Ahura Mazda they also speak of other gods, such as the sun god 
Mithra. How these polytheistic religions of the Indo-Europeans came 
to be reformed in later Hinduism and Zoroastrianism will be discussed 
in the next chapter. 

Further east in Asia, contemporary with the Vedic period, was 
the non-Indo-European Shang culture of China that we have already 
examined in Chapter 2." As described there Shang religion was poly­
theistic, but the personalities of its gods were vague. Its chief god was 
the sky god Shang Ti, replaced under the Chou dynasty (I 100-22 I 
BCE) by Tien, usually translated as the impersonal "Heaven." The 
Emperor was also a priest who alone offered sacrifice to Heaven for the 
people. Many of the popular gods were spirits of fertility of obvious 
interest to a mainly peasant population concerned for their crops and 
herds. Divination was vital to the state cult, while for a more personal 
devotion reverence paid to the ancestors was paramount. Indeed, this 
ancestor worship was perhaps the most characteristic feature of Chi­
nese religion even as it is today of African religion. Although the an­
cient Chinese spoke of the High God impersonally as we speak of 
"Nature," they were very concerned that the social order should be kept 
in harmony with the order of this Nature. The order of Nature they 
conceived as a balance between two fundamental opposites: a mascu­
line active principle (yallg, symbolized by the sun and the circle) and 
its complementary feminine passive principle (yill, symbolized by rain 
clouds and the square). 

The pre· Confucian Chinese ethical system stressed this balance 
of life, grounded in family loyalty. Its ideals were expressed in the Five 
Classics that Confucius was to edit as the basis of his reform; the Books 
of History, Sprillg alld AlIIlII/I1' Allllals, Divillatioll, and Poems, and the 
now lost Books of Music and Ceremollies. To perform these ceremo­
nies was chiefly the duty of a priestly caste at the court of the Emperor 
orthe feudal lords. But there were also, especially in South China, both 
men and women who assumed the charismatic role of shaman or prophet. 

The Japanese islands were originally inhabited in their northern 
parts by an Asiatic people of pre-literary culture, the Ainu.).! The present 
Japanese entered the islands from Asia not earlier than the 6OO's BCE. 
Linle is known of their history until as late as 600 CEo Certainly, how-
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ever, their original religion, Shinto, was also of the pre-literary type 
based on the worship of the spirits of natural forces and reverence for 
the ancestors. Its fundamental concept was that of the kallli, a very 
vague notion of spiritual powers which could be embodied in many 
different persons and objects. 

In the Americas, inhabited after the last ice-age by peoples of 
Asiatic origin, great cult centers also arose among the Olmecs, Mayas, 
Aztecs and others in Central America and Mexico and the Incas in 
Peru, perhaps having some trans-Pacific stimulation but certainly ex­
hibiting strong original features. About the beginning of the Christian 
era these cultures produced cities with a magnificent architecture of 
pyramids and temples, served by a carefully trained priesthood which 
developed perhaps the most systematic mythologies of any known 
peoples. Common to these American religions was an elaborate corre­
lation between a hierarchical social system and the cosmic order. The 
tribes of North America and of South America outside Inca territories 
had simpler cultures than those of Central America and Peru. Yet their 
religions shared many features of those great cultic centers and in some 
areas, such as the Mississippi Valley, had important cult centers of 
their own.)5 

Among the Central Americans time was divided into cyclical 
world-epochs and events carefully dated by a wonderfully accurate 
calendar, expressing a strong sense of fatality and determinism. Space 
was divided into the four quarters ofthe horizon and the three levels of 
the underworld, earth, and heaven. Colors were systematically attrib­
uted to these divisions of time and space. Social classes, occupations, 
geographical areas, and tribal affiliations were correlated with these 
cosmic categories. A hierarchy of the gods of nature and various occu­
pations was elaborated under a supreme creator god (sometimes with a 
wife). Sacrifice, including human sacrifice, was considered essential to 
maintain the vitality of gods and men and the stability of the cosmic 
and social order. Especially among the Aztecs, the cult of war gods 
flourished with the special object of obtaining human victims for 
sacrifice. Common to both major centers was the notion that the lives 
ofmen and even of the gods depended on the lives of their "doubles" or 
guardian spirits. Inca religion had a simpler pantheon and put great 
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emphasis on the worship of mummified ancestors or of stones repre­
senting them. 

5. Mythic Religion vs. Humanism 

If we compare these various prehistoric. pre-literary. and ancient urban 
forms of religion on a world scale. we can note a number of common 
features. The underlying universality of such beliefs naturally raises 
the question whether any of these religions can be considered a pos· 
sible option for modem men and women in preference to the Humanist 
philosophies of life discussed in Chapter 2. At first sight it seem this is 
a silly question. since the very fact that these religions <at least in the 
ancient fonns described above) are now dead seems to settle the mat­
ter. Since it is characteristic of these religions that they were closely 
tied to a panicular place and culture. it is not possible that a modem 
person could join a community which no longer exists. I might like to 
become a citizen of ancient Athens and share in the faith that produced 
classic an. literature. and wisdom. but I cannol. Yet some marginalized 
people. Native Americans in the United States for example. are today 
struggling to restore their native cultures and religious practices. Fur­
thennore we see some nostalgic and not very authentic attempts of 
Europeans and Americans to revive paganism such as the Druid soci­
eties and the Wicca covens of witches." 

It seems a more realistic possibility that with our present histori­
cal knowledge we might recover the profound insights common to 
these religions that scientific and technological progress may have dis­
toned and suppressed to the disadvantage of modern life. As we have 
seen. psychoanalyst Carl Gustav Jung and other students of mythic 
cultures have envisaged such a retrieval." They have argued that early 
religions met fundamental human needs no longer satisfied by modern 
philosophies of life. In our own country students of surviving Native 
American religion have found in its world-view and value-system. its 
myths and rituals. deep healing for modem existential anxieties." They 
have argued that only by the invocation of archetypal symbols in myths 
and rituals can humanity deal with its ultimate concerns. 
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First, we can compare Humanist to mythic religion with respect 
to the chief article of faith of Humanism, namely, confidence in the 
human power to control the world by scientific technology and remake 
it creatively according to freely chosen goals and culturally formed 
values. The mythic religions, on the other hand, rest on the conviction 
that human happiness depends on living in harmony with a cosmic 
order which exceeds human control. Not, indeed, that these cultures 
have denied the human capacity to develop technological control over 
natural processes. The simplest cultures have developed various ans of 
survival and the urban civilizations have achieved wonderful techno­
logical feats such as the invention of cereal agriculture, irrigation, 
metallurgy, astronomical observation, accurate calendars, navigation, 
monumental architecture, and above all writing. 

In the mythologies of these cultures great inventions are com­
monly attributed to "culture heroes" who are inspired and aided by the 
gods or are themselves demigods. These technologies, moreover, are 
so mixed with magic and propitiation of the gods and spirits that their 
efficacy is not attributed principally to human but to superhuman power. 
Consequently, for these people human control, although real, is subor­
dinated to divine control and must be in harmony with it, if it is to 
succeed. Certain myths such as that of Prometheus who helped man 
steal fire from the gods, the Bible story of the Tower of Babel, and the 
Trickster figure in Native American mythology warn mortals not to try 
to rival the gods. Hence in these religions sin and its evil consequences, 
as well as natural disasters, are understood as failures on the pan of 
humans to correspond with a cosmic order controlled by the gods. 

Obviously this means that the cosmic order is not the result of 
impersonal, non-teleological forces as Humanism, with its confident 
reliance on modem science, supposes. Rather it is the work of intelli­
gent, superhuman persons with whom humans can enter into commu­
nication and social relationships. Although sometimes in these mythic 
cultures the superhuman powers are only very vaguely personified forces 
(1IIt111t1) overshadowed by an impersonal Fate, yet they are conceived 
by analogy to human agents rather than to natural forces in the modem 
scientific sense. Thus these powers knolV what human beings are doing 
and thinking and they respolld to human communication. That is why 
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even magical effons to control these powers depend not so much on 
cause and effect relationships as on the use of symbols whose function 
is communication. 

Therefore the question at issue between the Humanist world-view 
and the mythic one is whether these "gods" and "spirits" and "powers" 
really intervene in the world of our experience. Can we communicate 
with them and seek their aid? Or is science alone able (in principle at 
least) to give human beings effective control over this world? The 
Humanist world-view excludes the existence of these superhuman pres­
ences and is outraged that religious leaders should foster such illu­
sions. For example the anthropologist James Lett in an anicle "Sci­
ence, Anthropology, and Religion"'" berates many of his colleagues 
who study religion in its own categories (an emic method) rather than 
in the categories of science (an elic method). He fonhrightly maintains 
that there is no way to obtain objective truth except through science 
although it can only hope to attain probability. He goes on to assen, 
"rWle know that no religion is true because we know that all beliefs are 
either non-falsifiable or falsified. In the interests of scientific integrity, 
we have an obligation to declare that knowledge." 

Thus while the mythic view does not necessarily exclude scientific 
explanations but accepts them as panial but insufficient explanations 
of experience, modem science (as Lett and many other Humanists un­
derstand it) emphatically rejects the existence of God or a spiritual 
realm. The Humanist rejects this mythic approach as irrational and 
sure to doom humanity to neglect the one capacity that raises it above 
brute existence, the power of intelligence. Living in a world of myth 
humanity can never fully develop this capacity, and hence will remain 
largely in ignorance, a victim of disaster and disease, famine and fa­
naticism. Only in those modem cultures that have rigorously excluded 
mythic thinking has modem science and technology been able to de­
velop; and it is these cultures that are rapidly coming to rule the globe. 
The mythological world-view has perished in developed countries and 
survives only among marginal peoples. 

On the contrary those who accept the existence of a spiritual 
reality other than the material realm that is the limited subject of scientific 
methods, would find that Lett's assenion begs the question. I will show 
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in Chapter 5 that there are modem philosophers who reject Leu's as­
sertion that science falsifies all claims for the existence of God and a 
spiritual realm. To the contrary they argue that when modem science is 
freed of certain prejudices imposed on it by modem philosophers. it 
actually demonstrates that science would be impossible if it were not 
for the existence of a spiritual realm. Moreover. as our survey contin­
ues. it will be evident that in all world-views. including as we have seen 
in this chapter that of the Mythological Religions. the question of the 
Totality of the real is raised. In spite of the great variety of answers to 
this question. the most common is a vague monotheism. In all world­
views a Supreme Being as the origin and ground of all that is. material 
or spiritual. appears at least in the background. Thus in Mythological 
Religions there are generally myths related to a High God. male or 
female. who rules all things. This One may not be of such immediate 
concern as other spirits. or even receive such explicit worship. but is 
presupposed as embracing all. Even Humanists like Albert Einstein 
can say such things as;'· 

I cannot imagine a God who rewards and punishes the objects of 
his creation whose purposes arc modeled after our own - a 
God. in short. who is but a renection of human frailty. Neither 
can I believe that the individual survives the death of his body. 
although feeble souls harbor such thoughts through fear or ri ­
diculous egoism. It is enough for me to contemplate the mystery 
of conscious life perpetuating itselrthrough all eternity .to renect 
on the marvelous structure of the universe which we can dimly 
perceive. and to try humbly tocomprchend even an infinitesimal 
part of the intelligence manifested in nature. 

Of course some Humanists also declare themselves open to the 
possible existence of God. of extraterrestrial intelligences. or of "psy­
chical phenomena" altributed to the survival of human minds after 
death. and even engage in research on "paranormal phenomena." Nev­
ertheless. they maintain that only if such existence can be verified by 
science (as it is currently interpreted by such scientists as Lell) should 
it be accepted as objectively true. Defenders of the mythic world-view. 
on the other hand. would argue that scientific explanations and tests are 
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by their very nature too limited and reductive to settle such questions. 
Thus they subordinate the modem scientific method to what they claim 
is a broader and deeper approach that recognizes that human experi­
ence cannot be articulated adequately in literal concepts such as those 
used by modem science but only in symbols and mythic narratives. 
They do not contend that scientific explanations of human experience 
are invalid, but only that they are partial and reductionis\. 

Again, defenders of the existence of a spiritual realm do not deny 
that modern scientific technology has given humanity a control over 
natural forces that religious rituals and magic never provided. They 
point out, however, that such a technological mastery betters human 
life only when used under the control of a world-view more profound 
than science provides. The fact that the scientific world-view has come 
to dominate modern life to the exclusion of mythic thinking is no proof 
it has better succeeded in answering the ultimate questions that con­
cern us as human persons. In fact this dominance has given ample 
proof that the Humanist world-view because of its arrogant material­
ism can also be ruthlessly destructive of nature and humanity. Modern 
scientific technology, which might have been used to complement the 
natural order, is in fact ravaging it, severing the harmonious relation 
between humanity and nature, and threatening the world with a nuclear 
holocaust. By divorcing culture from nature it has made us "one-di­
mensional" neurotics in a social order where hedonism and violence 
rule the day and nigh\. Have not the worst features of pre-literary and 
ancient urban cultures been exaggeraled under Humanism? The hu­
man sacrifices of some ancient religions hardly compare to modern 
genocide. As for modem rationality, why is it that the Humanist phi­
losophers of our day have concluded that the world and we with it are 
absurd? Humanism has emptied our world of meaning so that, as Sartre 
says, "Man is a useless passion." 

As I showed in the last chapter, the romantic wing of Humanism 
has always recognized that "value free" science is incapable ofprovid­
ing the value-system that Humanism must have ifit is to be an adequate 
philosophy of life. Hence Romanticism saw much of value in the mythic 
cultures. Yet because Humanism remains attached to the notion that 
only science possesses objective truth, romantics find it impossible to 
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believe in the myths they genuinely admire. They are forced to reduce 
them to manifestations of the unconscious side of human personality. 
Thus Freud interpreted symbols and myths as a concealment of sup­
pressed biological drives and Jung as manifestations of an inherited 
Collective Unconscious. They did not explain how such products of 
human creativity could originate from that level of the human psyche 
that we share with animals governed by instincts that lack freedom. 
Today the supposedly scientific theories of Freud and Jung are se­
verely criticized as being as unscientific as the myths they claimed to 
explain." 

To understand the case for mythic thinking better, let us consider 
a sentence spoken by telephone such as, "Hello, Jill! This is John; I 
love you." For a physicist such a sentence is a mere sequence of noises 
explicable as due to a series of movements of the human lungs and 
vocal organs and transmitted electronically. For the woman answering 
the phone, they reveal the existence of a unique person opening his 
interior life to her. A philologist, semiotician, or psychologist who knows 
both parties can view this as a communicative act whose structure can 
be objectively studied as a physical reality which is at the same a sym­
bol conveying information other than itself from one thinking, imagin­
ing, feeling, willing person to another." The scientist who attempts to 
reduce thinking, imagining, feeling, willing to currents in the brain and 
secretions of hormones then has to confront the mind-body problem on 
whose solution science has made little progress." 

Human experience is made up of a sequence of events which 
have various causal connections, although modern science (contrary to 
the Enlightenment notion that science rests on absolutely deterministic 
laws) does not deny a genuine element of chance in the cosmic order. 
Scientific laws are only generalities, statements of probability that can­
not (even given perfect descriptive knowledge of a cross section of the 
world) absolutely predict the historical sequence of unique future events. 
This means that in principle actual human experience, which is essen­
tially historical, can never be totally explained by science. Yet the hu­
man mind can not only detect certain regularities of nature in this expe­
rience, but by a hermeneutic process can interpret even apparently 
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chance sequences of events as symbols communicating messages from 
one thinking subject to another. 

Of course such interpretations may err. The paranoiac reads his 
fears into sounds which are real enough but which appear meaningless 
to nonnal people. Nevertheless, nonnal people are aware of the content 
of a series of sounds and capable of distinguishing between their own 
subjective fantasies and the objective sounds. They seldom fail to rec­
ognize genuine speech and to interpret it in ways that can be confirmed 
by others. Recent efforts of Deconstructionism .... to show that any lext 
means only what the reader makes it mean do not explain why in an 
ordinary conversation we sometimes understand each other. Some­
times we even understand what deconstructionists are saying! 

Those who live in a mythic world recognize natural cause and 
effect relations, but they also interpret many of these events as rel'ela­
tory of superhuman persons who cannot be directly experienced or 
heard to speak in ordinary human language. The wind becomes the 
voice of Someone. The light of the sun with its life-giving or destroy­
ing energy becomes a theophany. The huge, resistant bulk of a moun­
tain or a boulder manifests the unyielding presence of a god. An idol, 
although it was made by human hands, communicates the presence of 
a superhuman person who has inspired its making and enters into hu­
man experience through its symbolic mediation. The mythical stories 
passed down from generation to generation furnish models by which to 
interpret the recurring events of the human life cycle. 

What, then are we to think of the miracles, prophetic oracles, and 
the magical and ritual control over natural phenomena that are part of 
the mythological view of the world? Certainly many religions teach 
that shamans and prophets and even ordinary persons at certain crises 
of life can directly communicate with superhuman beings through 
dreams and trances, often assisted by drugs, music, and ascetical tech­
niques. They also believe that to some persons future events, 
scientifically unpredictable, are revealed either by visions or trances, 
or by various methods of divination. Moreover they claim that by magi­
calor ritual acts diseases are miraculously healed and other extraordi­
nary but publicly verifiable, objective effects are produced, and that 
some persons have innate or charismatic powers to effect such miracles. 
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Certainly Humanists today cannot find a scientific reason for 
denying II priori the possibility of miraculous events. Some still accept 
the famous argument of Hume" that since miracles are exceptions to 
natural laws, it is always more probable that those reporting them are 
lying or deceived than that such exceptions have actually occurred. 
Since historical events are unique and can never exactly repeat them­
selves, this thesis, rigorously applied, would eliminate history as a valid 
form of human knowing. Surely we can be certain that President J.F. 
Kennedy was assassinated and even that there was some probability 
that he, like any public figure might be, but it is impossible to give a 
necessary answer to why it actually happened and on a certain date in 
a certain place. 

The skeptical Humanist must claim that either the alleged mi­
raculous events did not actually occur historically, or that if they oc­
curred they can be adequately explained by natural laws and thus lack 
any special clues to indicate they have a revelatory or communicative 
character. Certainly, this kind of answer works for many supposedly 
extraordinary events. For example, the many reports of UFO's" often 
tum out to be mere rumors and if shown to be factual are explicable as 
ordinary events that have been misinterpreted by the observers. Again 
many of the claims of "psychics" to predict the future or to perform 
feats of telepathy, materialization, etc., have been exposed as fraudu­
lent. Perhaps even more telling for Humanist skepticism is the fact that 
many reports of the miraculous come to us from pre-literary cultures 
and from the pre-scientific period (e.g., the countless miracles attrib­
uted to medieval saints"). Even today at Lourdes the numberofcertified 
miracles has lessened as more rigorous medical tests have been ap­
plied." This seems to show that more critical history would eliminate 
all such marvels. Modem biblical critics, even some who are believers, 
seem to have given up trying to prove that biblical prophecies have 
ever been fulfilled and now explain them simply as referring to con­
temporary events or as prophecies ex ",'elllll. Indeed critical historians 
tend to count reports of the miraculous in a document as primaiacie 
evidence against its reliability. 

In reply to such arguments, the defender of the mythic world­
view can concede that many miracles and prophecies are fraudulent 
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and that believers often tend to multiply them extravagantly, just as 
there are false scientific theories and others for which the evidence has 
been exaggerated. Critical examination is always required to screen 
out the really significant elements in any world-view, those experi­
ences that are both meaningful and verifiable. The real issue is what the 
criteria of verificatioll (or falsificatioll) should be. 

The Humanist demands of the mythicist that miracles and proph­
ecies be verified scielllifically. Scientific verification in the strict sense, 
however, demands objectivity be achieved by controlled and repeat­
able experiments, or least through repeated observation by neutral, 
sophisticated observers, so that various kinds of possible errors can be 
eliminated." As we have already seen, by the very nature of the scientific 
method that deals with universal laws historical events arc never in a 
strict sense scientifically verifiable since they cannot be predicted by 
any natural law but only explained as a product both orIaw and chance. 

Critical history rests not on these strictly scientific criteria of 
verification but on the analysis of documents and corroborative evi­
dence. If there is communication from superhuman beings, it is first of 
all designed to convey a message to particular human persons accord­
ing to their own personal conditions. ~I Its public recognition depends 
not on the ability to verify it by various kinds of public tests but on the 
,'eracity of the witnesses to whom its truth has been verified in what are 
perhaps purely personal ways. At most it can be attested by a number 
of witnesses who confirm each other's testimony. 

Moreover, it would seem that superhuman beings, particularly 
the gods or God, cannot belie their sovereignty over the world by sub­
jecting their communications to the kind of human control involved in 
human tests of the scientific orhuman type. It suffices they certify their 
messages personally to the direct recipient. They commission that wit­
ness to speak for them, requiring belief on the part of others because of 
the credibility of the messenger. The ordinary believer ought not to 
demand anything more than this sufficient credibility. The fact that this 
credibility cannot be put to a scientific test does not necessarily remove 
its certitude. One can argue that we take the word of scientists for the 
honesty of their experiments, because other scientists can always re­
peat these experiments, while we cannot do this for witnesses of the 
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miraculous. Nevertheless, in fact, our trust in scientists would suffer 
from an infinite regress, if at some point we did not accept this witness 
as final. We who have never seen the planet Pluto cannot reasonably 
doubt its existence because of the witness of astronomers who have 
seen it. We do so because we very reasonably trust them here and now, 
not because other scientists in the future can verify their statements. II 
is only because we trust them here and now that we believe this future 
verification is possible. To trust a witness to a miracle is not,therefore, 
credulous just because we were not present at the event. We may in­
deed in the future be able to further test the witness's reliability, but 
that is not necessary to believe him or her here and now. 

Finally, the recognition of the truth ofany person-to-person com­
munication cannot be reduced simply to objective criteria, but also 
involves a certain cOII/Jall/raIiIY. We know our mother is telling us the 
truth because through love we share her mind and heart and can recog­
nize her seriousness and sincerity. Similarly the perception of super­
human communication requires a connaturality of life in the recipient. 
The mystics and prophets and the honest believers may be attuned to 
recognize divine communication and to distinguish it from what is 
false. 

Therefore it is not surprising that the romantics among the Hu­
manists have themselves brought forward these arguments to show the 
inadequacy to human experience of a reductively scientistic Human­
ism. Some urge that the mythological world-view now be respected 
and supplemented with other forms of human knowledge, intuitive. 
esthetic, and moral. Many of them have been led by this realization to 
search for wider and deeper truth in occultism or in exotic religions, 
although they still cling to the fundamental assumptions of Humanism. 
Some have actually returned to "paganism," i.e., ancient European 
Greco-Roman. Celtic, or Germanic mythology. Others have adopted 
pre-literary religions such as that of the Native Americans or Africans, 
but the most attractive alternative for many western Humanists has 
been the Oriental religions. Thus Martin Heidegger, perhaps the most 
influential of post-modem philosophers, came to believe that the whole 
history of western thought that culminated in modem science and its 
technological application in our century was coming to an end. He 
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sunnised that. if we are to escape the nihilism of Nietzsche. the future 
of thought might well be found in the mysticism of Ihe Orient." 

To these exotic world-views I will now tum. not in their older 
mythic phase already described in this chapter. but in their more devel­
oped or refonned stage as great world religions. Even in their ancient 
fonns they continue to contribute much to the riches of the Christian 
world-view for which they laid the foundations and for Humanism in 
its derivation and reaction to Christianity. Thus in the Renaissance. 
whose culture Humanists usually much admire. philosophers and art­
ists were able to develop and express in literature and tine art what they 
called the "Ancient Theology" concealed in Greek and Roman My­
thology and revealed in Christianity." Thus in the Sistine Chapel we 
see how Michelangelo ranks the pagan Sybils with the Jewish Prophets 
and links them together with nude youths who some say are a Greek 
way of depicting the world of angelic spirits. 
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CHAPTER 4 

EMANATION RELIGIONS 

1. The Great Reformation 

Karl Jaspers, the existentialist philosopher, writes of what he calls the 
"Axial Period'" in human history: 

In the years centering around 500 BC - from 800 to 200 - the 
spiritual foundations of humanity were laid, simultaneously and 
independently, in China, India, Persia, Palestine, and Greece. 
And these are the foundations upon which humanity still sub­
sists loday. 

During this period the ancient religions of Europe and Asia (but not of 
Africa and the Americas) underwent a great reformation under a num­
ber of remarkable leaders. 

In Iran the Aryan polytheism described in the last chapter was 
reformed by Zoroaster (traditionally dated. c. 660 BCE but perhaps 
much earlier)' as Zoroastrian Dualism. In India it was reformed by the 
writers of the Upanishads (800-400 BCE) as Hinduism (actually many 
religions), by Mahavira (d. 527 BCE) as Jainism, and by Gautama 
Siddanha (d. 483 BCE) as Buddhism. In China the nature and ancestor 
worship of the Shang and Chou dynasties was reformed by Lao Tze (d. 
c. 517 BCE, if he indeed he was an historical person) as Taoism and by 
Confucius (d. 479 BCE) as Confucianism. In Israel the great Hebrew 
prophets from Amos (fl. 720 BCE) and Isaiah (fl. 730 BCE) to "Malachi" 
(fl. 450 BCE) gave full formulation to the monotheistic worship of 
Yahweh. In the same epoch in Greece the philosophers, notably Socrates 
(d. 399 BCE), Plato (d. 348 BCE), Aristotle (d. 322 BCE), and Zeno 
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the Stoic (d. c. 264 BCE) reshaped the old polytheism in a monotheistic 
direction. 

Today the religion of Zoroaster has only about 100,000 adher­
ents (the Parsees) and is significant mainly for its historic influence on 
Judaism and Christianity. Hence it will be discussed later along wilh 
those two sUrYiving religions. The same goes forthe religions of Greece 
that sUrYive only through their notable influence on the development of 
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. The reformed religion of China has 
already been discussed in Chapter 2 as a parallel to the modem Human­
ist philosophies of life. Therefore, in this chapter I will only discuss the 
reformed religions of India that have also profoundly affected China, 
Southeast Asia, and Japan. 

In India lainism is probably as old as Hinduism but today is only 
a minority religion without wide influence. Though it shares many of 
the same concepts as the Hindu religions that I am about to discuss in 
more detail, it differs fundamentally from them in that it is pluralistic, 
while they are monistic. Thus it leaches that reality consists in an infinity 
of spiritual beings that have become entrapped in maner and hence in 
temporal suffering. Salvation is to be achieved by the practice of a 
rigorous asceticism and nonviolence that alone can free each soul to 
rise, like a bubble in the ocean,to the top of the universe. There purified 
souls will remain isolated from each other foreverin total spiritual self­
sufficiency.' 

In Indian religion' the profound religious developments of the 
Axial Period seem to have been a reaction to the degeneration in late 
Vedic times of the traditional sacrificial rituals into mere magic used to 
control natural forces and of the Vedic gods into mere names for these 
forces. How could the merely human Brahmins who performed these 
sacrifices really control the order of the vast cosmos? This could be 
possible only if within the phenomenal figure of the merely human 
agent there was an eternal, spiritual soul that was itself divine, a part of, 
or manifestation of a universal Cosmic Soul. 

As this doctrine of Atman spread, the polytheism of the Vedas 
came to be interpreted by the more enlightened as merely symbolic of 
the Absolute One. Yet the polytheistic worship of popular religion 
continued to be tolerated as a stage of religion which, if devoutly lived, 
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would lead to release in some future incarnation. This Absolute One 
was conceived as super-personal, since any likeness to the phenomenal 
world, even to the earthly human person, was thought to be utterly 
inadequate. 

Later sacred literature that interprets the Vedas in this sense in­
clude the Bra/lIl1allaS, the Arallyakas, and the Upallishads. Of these 
commentaries, the latest are the Upallishads (about 600-500 BCE and 
much later) which show the growth of a more speculative religion in 
which exterior ritual takes second place to interior meditation. This 
practice of meditation prepared by strenuous asceticism (yoga) seems 
to be the most characteristic feature of Hinduism.' Life is divided ide­
ally into four periods: the student, the married man, the recluse living 
in the forest (usually as a celibate and dedicated to yoga), and finally 
the enlightened sage. Only the enlightened are released from the end­
less cycle of reincarnation into this world of suffering. Belief in rein­
carnation is not peculiar to India; in various fonns it occurs in many 
pre-literary as well as in several ancient urban religions, such as that of 
the Pythagorean sect in Southern Italy.' This doctrine, however, is fun­
damental to all the main Indian theologies, for which consequently, 
salvalioll is IIl1derstoodas releasefrom rebinh. This release is achieved 
by perfect detachment from worldly concerns and total commitment to 
the goal of enlightenment. According to the Upallishads and all fonns 
of orthodox (i.e., based on the Vedas) Hinduism, this serene enlighten­
ment consists in the experience in meditation of the spiritual se/f(lllma!l, 
breath) as independent of the material world and of the same nature as 
the eternal Absolute Self (Almall). Hence whatever causes suffering is 
perceived to be maya, merely phenomenal, incapable of affecting the 
true Self or forcing rebirth. 

Thus the common positive characteristic of the religions of India 
from the Axial Period on is that they "refonned" the ancient polytheis­
tic religions of their area by emphasizing a supreme unifying principle 
which can be called the Absolute or the Unconditioned, transcending 
all empirical reality and all gods and spirits. The negative characteris­
tic is that they deny that this Absolute is the creator ex !lihi/o of the 
empirical world or the gods by a free act of will as claimed by Judaism, 
Christianity, and Islam. [nstead these religions teach that the gods and 
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the world are necessary manifestations or emallatiolls of the Absolute 
from which they are not essentially distincl.' 

No brief discussion of these profound Eastern religions can do 
them justice. Even the distinction just made between religions of cre­
ation and of emanation requires qualification. The sacred writings and 
their commentaries are vast in number. in difficult archaic languages. 
representing a great range of varied speculations. and composed in 
literary forms for the most part very different from those to which we 
Westerners are accustomed. Today the number oflndian experts in this 
ancient tradition is in decline.' Moreover. these texts are generally in­
different to historical data. so that for us who think in historical terms 
it is hard to position this mass of material in our own perspectives. 
Nevertheless. these texts have been subject to intense study in the last 
150 years by Western scholars. Hence the essential features of these 
religious options now seem fairly clear. although we must remain open 
to much more extensive dialogue with those to whom these traditions 
are nalive before they can be fully elucidated. 

2. Gautama, the Buddha 

The central figure oflhis Eastern religious world is Gautama Siddhartha 
(563?-484? BCE).' His only rivals would be the somewhat older 
Mahavira (599-527 BCE). the founder of lainism and the authors of 
the Upallishads (800-400 BCE). The Upanishadic authors remain his­
torically obscure or unknown. Even the oldest of the Upallishads in the 
form we now have them show traces of Buddhist influence.'" In any 
case Gautama further developed the tendencies found in these books 
and his formulations helped to shape later Hinduism. 

Critical historical study of the traditional lives of Buddha which 
were wrillen at least one hundred years after his death have not left us 
much detail. He was born in a Himalayan hilltown. the son of a leader 
of the Sakya clan. of the warrior rather than the priestly Brahmin caste. 
As a young man. overcome by a profound sense of the misery of the 
human condition. he left his wife and son to become a wandering as­
cetic. After long practice of asceticism. disillusioned with its results. 
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he arrived by a different kind of mediwtion at Enlightenment and the 
state of Nirvana that it brings (hence his title, the Buddha or Enlight­
ened One). He then began to preach this way of release throughout 
nonhem India, gathering around him a community of disciples vowed 
to follow this way but also influencing a much widercirde of the laity. 
At the end of fony years of preaching he died peacefully at the age of 
80 after a brief illness. 

The fundamental texts in which the teachings of Gautama are 
preserved are the Tripiraka (Three Baskets) that contains (I) the rules 
of his "monastic" community; (2) dialogues attributed to him and his 
disciples; (3) doctrinal refinements and solutions of controversies. Some 
of this material seems to date from as late as 25 BCE, but there is little 
doubt that it also contains the basic elements of Gautama's authentic 
teaching. As thus traditionally formulated this teaching begins with the 
"Four Holy Truths." These are that (I) all human life is marked by 
suffering; (2) the origin of SUffering is desire; (3) release from suffer­
ing is to be found only in the cessation (Nirvana) of desire; (4) this 
cessation can be found by fOllowing the path of the Buddha. This way 
of the Buddha has three aspects: moral living, meditation, and insight 
or wisdom. 

Moral living is summed up in "Eight Precepts," five of them 
basic: (I) Injure no living thing; (2) Do not steal; (3) Do not be un­
chaste; (4) Do not lie; (5) Do not indulge in alcohol or drugs. The other 
three are for more advanced persons and oblige at least on holy days: 
(6) Fast until midday; (7) Do not dance, sing, or take pan in amuse­
ments; (8) Do not adorn the body. For monks the rule of chastity means 
total abstinence from sexual activity, and they are also required to ob­
serve two additional rules: (9) Do not accept money; ( 10) Do not use a 
soft bed. 

The observance of this basic morality and moderate asceticism is 
the negative requirement of all spiritual progress. Positively this progress 
is achieved through forms of meditation that ordinarily must be learned 
under an experienced director who can adapt traditional techniques to 
the individual. The goal of meditation is to attain to a profound mental 
concentration in which alone Enlightenment can take place. This En­
lightenment is a direct, intuitive understanding of the doctrine or wis-
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dam by which desire and with it all suffering is extinguished in Nir­
vana. 

Another, perhaps later formulation, of this threefold progress is 
the "Eightfold Path" leading to wisdom, which comprises (I) as re­
gards kllowledge: (a) right understanding and (b) right thought (regard­
ing the Four Holy Truths); (2) as regards external deportmelll: (a) right 
speech and (b) right bodily action; (3) as regards morality: (a) right 
moral living, (b) right moral effort, and (c) right motivation; and (4) as 
regards meditatioll; right concentration. What then is this "wisdom" 
which is the goal of the Eightfold Path? It is the profound realization 
that the entire world around us, inclUding our own stream of conscious­
ness, thought, and desire is merely phenomenal and impermanent. This 
phenomenal world consists of (I) physical objects; (2) our sensations; 
(3) our imaginations; (4) our acts of will; (5) our thoughts and self­
awareness. Since none of these are substantial or permanent, neither 
our experience nor the individual selves that we suppose are undergo­
ing these experiences are substantial or permanent. Hence none of these 
are to be desired, not even the self and its desires that also are nothing 
more than an appearance. 

Once an enlightened person becomes aware of this imperma­
nence of all things, including the self, not by faith but by direct intu­
ition, all suffering ceases and nothing remains but the state of Nirvana. 
This state is indescribable since it is entirely purified of every element 
of our ordinary experience.' I Some Buddhist texts speak ofit as "noth­
ing" or as "the void," but others speak of it as "bliss." Whether this 
"bliss" is something positive or simply the cessation of suffering is not 
clear. Buddha himself seems to have denied that it was annihilation. 
Certainly, however, it is the cessation of the empirical human person or 
self, so that nothing remains but an unconditioned Absolute that cannot 
be characterized in any terms taken from self-consciousness. Buddha, 
therefore, seems to have refused to attempt to speak of Nirvana in any 
but negative terms. 

Paradoxically Nirvana seems to be the goal of a Buddhist monk's 
striving and yet it cannot be "desired." Evidently the resolution of this 
paradox must be in an understanding of what the "desire" from which 
all suffering originates means. Also it is clear that in such a view the 
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notion of reincarnation loses its primary significance, since there is no 
permanent individual self that can pass from one body to another. Thus 
Gautama seems to have accepted the common Indian belief in reincar­
nation only as a feature of the empirical world of suffering that the 
enlightened recognize as an illusion. 

Thus there is a "Law of Causation" or "Dependent Origination" 
by which in the phenomenal world one natural process leads determi­
nately to another in an endless cycle of cause and effecl. Thus the 
merits earned or the guil! incurred in one life lead inevitably to one's 
destiny in the next, until by walking the path of enlightenment this 
chain is broken. The Buddhist laity ,since they have nOl yet definitively 
entered on this path, can only hope thai by keeping the basic rules of 
right conduct they may arrive at enlightenment in some future reincar­
nation. The monks and nuns by taking the vow to enter wholeheartedly 
into the Buddha's path and living according to all the rules of his com­
munity hope to end this present lifetime in Nirvana. 

From an early date diverse interpretations of Gautama 's teaching 
were given, producing many speculative schools which developed it in 
remarkably systematic, philosophical ways. Some controversies con­
cerned details of monastic discipline, but others were metaphysical 
and epistemological. These theoretical debates did not focus on the 
nalUre of Nirvana, since all agreed that it was ineffable, but rather on 
the nalure of the empirical world and the conscious self: In what sense 
are they real or unreal? If they are not only impermanent but also illu­
sory, how can they cause or undergo suffering? But if they are real, 
although impermanent, how can we ever totally escape them? 

These controversies produced a division within Buddhism be­
tween the more speculative Mahayana (Grealer Chariot) and what its 
proponents contemptuously called the Hinayana (Lesser Chariot) which 
claimed to preserve a simpler, more original form of the Buddha's 
teaching." In fact these two schools seem to represent two different 
tendencies which probably were present in Buddhism from its begin­
ning. Both schools revered Gautama yet did not consider him unique, 
but only one of an endless series of Buddhas who have and will arrive 
at Nirvana but tarry awhile in our phenomenal world to point us the 
way to the same cessation of suffering. Zen Buddhism" is a Japanese 
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sect of the Mahayana derived from Chinese "Ch'an"that has become 
especially popular in the West. It was developed in the effort to again 
focus Buddhism on the individual experience of satori (Nirvana) freed 
of an excessive interest in the classic texts or ritual practices. A Zen 
Master often assigns a paradoxical expression (koal/) for the disciple's 
meditation to awaken him or her to the meaninglessness of phenom­
enal existence. 

Once enlightenment has been attained the Buddhist can continue 
mundane life with serenity in the understanding of its emptiness. 
Hinayana is content with Gautama's explicit teaching. Hence it pro­
mulgates the ideal of the ora/WI or faithful follower of a Buddha who 
by this fidelity to his model also attains the goal of Nirvana. The 
Mahayana, on the other hand, glorifies the bodhisalll'a who having 
attained Nirvana remains as Gautama did in earthly existence to guide 
others. This emphasis of the Mahayana on compassion engendered a 
strong missionary spirit and a tolerance of popular religion, so that in 
the course of time Mahayana developed a vast mythological system of 
countless heavens, peopled by innumerable spiritual beings, including 
the Buddhas of the past and the future. Yet it cannot be called a "mythic" 
religion, because it teaches that these myths signify nothing other than 
the ineffable Nirvana. 

The notion of a Future Buddha produced a kind of Messianism 
looking forward to a golden age to come. Thus the concept of the Middle 
Way as a discipline undertaken under the guidance and after the model 
of a teacher evolved into reliance on the power of the teacher to deliver 
the trusting disciple - something like the Christian notion of grace. 
Moreover, this reliance could be placed not only in an earthly teacher 
but in one of the countless Buddhas in the heavens. Thus a speculative 
Buddhology developed with the doctrine of the "Three Bodies of the 
Buddha," namely, the earthly body of Gautama or anyone of the tem­
poral Buddhas, the heavenly body of a Buddha in the Lotus Land of 
Bliss, and finally the transcendent body of Nirvana. The popular piety 
ofthe laity thus became trust in a Buddha identified with Nirvana, and 
the way of salvation might simply be to express this trust by reciting a 
Divine Name. Such trust, however, need not imply neglect of the moral 
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principles of Buddhism, but only that a way was open to the laity to 
attain release even if they could not submit to monastic discipline. 

In time the principle of bhakli or devotion to Nirvana or the inef­
fable Absolute manifested in ourempirical world of suffering as a com­
passionate Teacher and Savior became the keynote of Buddhism as it 
became a world religion. This holds not only for its Mahayana form in 
China and Japan but also for its Hinayana form in Sri Lanka and South­
east Asia. Thus everywhere Buddhism's chief symbol is a serene im­
age ofGautama meditating or teaching that stands for all the infinity of 
other Buddhas and the Absolute itself. 

3_ Hinduism 

Hinduism is actually a collection of different religions having some 
traits in common. As these now exist they largely developed out of the 
tradition of the Upal/ishads and in reaction (yet under the influence of) 
Buddhism which was, however, itself rooted in the same lel/del/cies." 
The Buddhists did not accept the sacred texts on which the many forms 
of Hinduism are all based nor the elaborate sacrificial rites or the caste 
system of the Brahmins as normative, although they were tolerant of 
the traditional gods and ceremonies and assimilated many of them. In 
the long run, however, this process of assimilation did not succeed, 
since Hinduism eventually overcame Buddhism throughout India, ex­
cept in Sri Lanka. No doubt its characteristic features, especially the 
caste system which Buddhism did not support, were too much a part of 
Indian tradition to be replaced by Buddhist universalism. 

Yet Hinduism had to reckon with the reforms of Gautama and 
shifted from the emphasis on the deterministic efficacy of the 
brahmanical sacrificial rites honoring the many gods to a deeper em­
phasis on interior, spiritual perfection and the search for deliverance 
from suffering through union with the Absolute. Hinduism, however, 
does not accept Gautama' s denial of the permanence of the human self 
(almal/). Instead it teaches that the goal of moral living, asceticism, and 
meditation is to discover the seW s true nature. Yet, since Hinduism 
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teaches that the true nature of the human selfis identity with the univer­
sal Atmoll or Absolute, is its fundamental outlook really so different 
from that of Gautama? 

Thus the great issue within Hinduism in its controversies with 
Buddhism, became how to formulate the relation between the many 
things of this phenomenal world, including individual souls, and the 
One or Absolute. The most radical answer was given by Shankara (788-

820? CE) who with subtle philosophical dialectics argued that all state­
ments about our empirical world of change are inherently contradic­
tory. Consequently, for this system of Non-Dualism (Adl'aita Vedallla)" 
all things are maya (appearance) and the only reality is the Absolute. 

This doctrine of maya does not mean that the things of our human 
experience are simply illusions. Rather it teaches that to the enlight­
ened mind the plurality and transience of what we experience (includ­
ing the How of the self-consciousness of distinct individual selves) is 
unreal since in an unqualified sense only the Absolute exists. In such a 
system the notion of bhakti or worship is meaningless except for those 
who have not been perfectly enlightened and who still need to seek the 
Absolute by such means. Consequently, another great Hindu thinker 
Ramanuja (eleventh century CE) countered Non-Dualism with another 
Vedantic system of Qualified Non-Dualism.'· According to him the 
individual soul always remains distinct among the plurality of indi­
vidual entities, but is identical with the Absolute in the same way that 
the body is identical with the soul that gives it life. 

Thus we can say that for the Buddhists and the Vedantists, whether 
they are pure non-dualists or qualified non-dualists like Ramanuja, the 
plurality of finite selves and the things of the world are not conceived 
as creatiollsofthe One in a strictly monotheistic sense. Instead they are 
considered as emallations from the One with which they remain sub­
stantially identical." Nonetheless, to avoid concluding to a pantheism 
which would simply identify the Absolute with the world or to an 
acosmism which would deny all reality to the world, these Hindu thinkers 
often make use of the notion of "play." In an everlasting cycle the 
world as the free play of the Absolute emanates from it over and over 
again and is as often destroyed or reabsorbed into the One. Often, there­
fore, the world is pictured as the wife (ShaW) of the Absolute with 
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whom He ever engages in love play. The Absolule, Iherefore, is eler­
nal, unchanging, while Ihe feminine cosmos is ever changing, under­
going an infinile varielY of forms. Hence in Hindu art Ihere is an amaz­
ing, phanlasmagoric play of forms coming 10 be and evapomling, all 
cenlering on some mol ion less cenlral figure lost in medilation. 

Yel in popular Hinduism Ihese developments increasingly fo­
cused on the praclice of blwkli, devolion 10 some favorile god." Of len 
it is also believed thai there are three supreme gods (Ihe Trimurti): 
Brahma(the Absolule), Vishnu (the "Crealor" in the emanalionisl sense), 
and Shiva (the Deslroyer). Bllllkli was not direcled toward Ihe ineffable 
and unimaginable Brahma, bullo Vishnu (or Krishna, one of his mani­
feslalions) or Shiva (Shankara was himself a devolee of Shiva), or 10 

one of Ihe forms of the Mother Goddess who was Ihe cosmos under ils 
feminine symbol. The Trimurli should nOI, however, be underslood as 
being anYlhing like Ihe Chrislian Trinily, since for Hinduism Ihese 
three names are simply aspecls of the Absolule, not distinci Divine 
Persons uniled in one Godhead. 

Today,devolion to the MOlherGoddess is perhaps Ihe mosl popu­
lar form of bllllkli in India. It also gave rise 10 Tantric Hinduism (and 
Buddhism) Ihal, along wilh magical praclices, IrealS sexual activity as 
a means 10 mystical union." Weslemers are often shocked by Ihe magic 
and frank erolicism of Tanlrism and of much religious art. They are 
even more shocked by Ihe idea of worshiping a deslroying God like 
Shiva, or a Mother Goddess under her lerrifying form as Kali, Goddess 
of Dealh. 

We need 10 remember, however, Ihal for Hinduism Ihe world is 
continually being born and then deslroyed so as 10 emanale again. 
Therefore, since salvalion requires us 10 transcend Ihis process so as 10 

auain Ihe unchanging Absolule, il is even more reasonable 10 worship 
Ihe deslruclive process which relums the world 10 the Absolule Ihan 
Ihe process of emanalion which produces a world in which suffering is 
inevilable. 

In this perspeclive Hinduism, like Buddhism, accepls a wide 
varielY of popular religious praclices in honor of many divinities, since 
all are simply symbols, adapled 10 the spirilual slale of Ihe devolee, 
pointing to the ultimale Absolule. Each human being may have 10 pass 
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through counlless reincarnalions 10 allain 10 the enlighlenmenl Ihal 
finally achieves union wilh Ihe Absolute eilher by total identificalion, 
as in Non-Dualism, or in a body-soul union as in Qualified Non-Dual­
ism. 

The lainism of Mahavira, already mentioned, shares many of 
these same fealures, especially an even more rigorous praclice of non­
violence against any form of life. This nonviolence, of course, reflects 
Ihe logic of reincarnalion, since one may someday be reborn as an 
animal perhaps because of violence 10 animals. lainism, however, does 
not aim al union with the One, but leaches that every soul seeks ilS own 
perfeclion as a self-sufficiem monad existing elernally in isolated self­
comemplation.'" 

A comparison of Indian religions with those of China prior to Ihe 
introduclion of Buddhism Ihat we discussed in Chapler 2 is enlighten­
ing. II is obvious Ihal while Indian religion tends to be olher-worldly or 
transcendenlal and to focus on spiritual imegration or union either 
Ihrough devotion or identification with the Absolute, Chinese religion, 
dominaled by Confucianism, tends to be worldly and seeks 10 harmo­
nize the social wilh the cosmic order. Yet the Chinese through the 
influence of Buddhism and Ihrough Iheirown native Taoism as a counler­
balance to Ihe formerly official Confucianism also appreciate the tmn­
scendemal aspect of religion. Whal Ihe Indian and Chinese tmditions 
have in common is the conviction Ihal behind the multiplicity of the 
phenomenal world there is an Absolute One which Iranscends all cat­
egories including those derived from human personhood. 

This One cannot be called "impersonal" so much as trallSpersonal. 
In China where from an early time only the Emperor could offer official 
cult to "Heaven," this has resulted in what some wrilers call "atheism." 
For the Chinese the universe exists elernally through the balance of Yin 
and Yang in an endless cycle of change and the Order Ihat maintains its 
unilY in perpetuity is the Absolute. The Indians, on the olher hand, see 
the universe as "play" lacking ultimale significance and hence strive to 
achieve union by way of enlightenmenl or devotion to Ihe unchanging 
Absolule. Thus il might be said thaI the Indian ideal is IIlIioll wilh the 
Absolule, Ihe Chinese ideal is lumlloll), with the Absolule. 

That these two views may not be so far apart is evidenced by the 
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success of Buddhism in China and the fact that official Confucianism 
did not find it impossible to assimilate much of the Buddhist metaphys­
ics. The point of conflict always remained whether the contemplative 
or the active life was to be preferred. But in a faith in a transpersonal 
Absolute inseparable from the world as either its playful or its natural 
manifestation India and China seem one. 

4_ How Absolute is tbe Absolute? 

When the Europeans of the Enlightenment - a very different "enlight­
enment" than that of Nirvana! - came to know India and China they 
were fascinated by the richness and ethical rationality of these unfamil­
iar cultures. They were also repelled by what seemed to them the r-dnk 
superstition and religiosity of these cultures. They were shocked by the 
bewildering multiplication of India's temples and images, its countless 
gods, many of them monstrous or even obscene, its animal sacrifices, 
its veneration of the cow, the cremation of widows, and the caste sys­
tem. They were overwhelmed by the vast variety of sects based on 
obscure and fantastic texts. All these features seemed to mark Hindu 
religion as even more irrational than the Christianity against which 
European Enlightenment had reacted. To some, Buddhism seemed a 
bit more sane than Hinduism, but it was interpreted as nihilistic, pessi­
mistic, and quietist. 

To many Humanists it seemed, and today still seems obvious that 
India can never solve its dire social problems of famine, poverty, illit­
eracy, and overpopUlation except by a radical abandonment of its "mys­
tical" religions for Western rationality, technical progress, and social 
activism. While a national hero like Gandhi could defend Hinduism, it 
seems evident that today the educated classes of India are already far 
on the road to conversion to Humanism as their philosophy of life and 
now value Hinduism only for its national literature and artistic tradi­
tions.:!! 

For the reasons given in Chapter 3 the Confucianism of China 
seemed more reasonable than the religions of India to the men of the 
Enlightenment, but this too, with the advent of the Republic was repu-
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diated as the basis of national culture. John Dewey, the principal author 
of the Hllmallist Mallifesto, was inviled 10 chan a new course for Chi­
nese education. The present Marxist regime has syslematically attacked 
Confucianism and all traditional religion, although it is now testing a 
policy of free market economics to compete with the non-Marxist world. 
The educated elites in China view their traditional religions as a major 
cause oftheircoumry's social injustice and technological and sciemific 
backwardness. In Taiwan, South Korea, and Japan there is religious 
Iibeny bUlthese countries exist under the hegemony oflhe United Slates 
whose influence is predominantly Humanisl." 

Yet from within Humanism since the time of the philosophers 
Schopenhauer (d. 1860) in Europe and Emerson (d. 1882) in the United 
States, and increasingly in the twentieth century, there has been exten­
sive study and serious religious interest in Hinduism and Buddhism in 
the Western World." Although some of this influence involves the 
acceptance of cult practices, for example in the Hare Krishna Move­
ment, it is to be seen mainly in the adoption of meditation techniques 
and doctrinal interpretations that are highly philosophical and demy­
thologized or psychologized. 

Reciprocally Hindus and Buddhists in their missionary activities 
or their effons at religious reforms within their own circles have un­
doubtedly been influenced by theistic religions and by Western phi­
losophies. Thus in India the imponam religion of Sikhism founded by 
Guru Nanak in the 15th century as a doctrinal symhesis of Hindu and 
Islamic elements teaches a personal monotheism. 

What is evident in these effons at religious symhesis is that many 
people raised in Humanism, especially Romantic Humanists concerned 
with values, have begun to ask themselves whether the Humanist reli­
ance on sciemific knowledge is adequate to deal with a reality deeper 
than the measurable phenomena. May it not be that the Kamian denial 
of the possibility of knowing noumenal reality is due to an unwarranted 
assumption that the scientific method determines the limits of human 
knowledge? If such an assumption requires us to rule (Jut the wisdom 
of the East as irrational illusion is not this an arrogant presumption? 

Many Westerners also are experimenting with Yoga and Zen 
meditation. Some have soon given it up as just another illusion. Some 
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have found it of personal benefit for physical and mental health but 
nothing more. But some have found in it an enlargement and purification 
of their understanding of their own lives through deeper insight just as 
its adepts claim. 

The first issue in evaluating the validity of these insights is 
verification of Ihe doctrine of reincarnation. Reincarnation is certainly 
one of the principal hypotheses which have been proposed to explain 
the problem of evil and human suffering in the world and is common to 
all the Hindu religions, although not shared by Confucianism. It pro­
vides a logical explanation of why some human beings are born in 
good health and fortunate circumstances and others in deprivation. Is 
this to be attributed to the rewards or punishment of a soul's behavior 
in a previous life? May virtuous persons who suffer in this life hope for 
a better lot in the next and ultimately for some release from suffering 
altogether? Must the wicked fear a more painful next life, yet always 
have the opportunity in some fulure life to repent and gain a better 
future? Can we trust the many reports of persons who claimed to have 
been able to remember their previous lives? 

On further examination, however, the question arises whether 
this doctrine is really taken literally by the great Indian thinkers. Since 
according to Buddhism there really is no perlllllnelll self, it is difficult 
to see how anything .I'lIb.l'llIntiai can pass from one body to another. 
Rather, these thinkers seem to say that enlightenment is a release from 
the burdensome illusion and dread of rebirth. In Hinduism of the major 
Advaita Vedanta sect release is the realization of the timeless idelllil), 
of the individual self with the Absolute Self. Hence it would seem 
reincarnation is only 1II11yll, the playful fantasy of the Absolute Mind, 
rather than a real process. Only in a system of Qualified Non-Dualism 
like that of Ramanuja is it logically consistent to assert that the indi­
vidual soul is a continuous, self-identical reality that can really be re­
born into a new body. Yet even for Ramanuja this process remains at 

the level of 1II11ya, so that the enlightened sage comes to realize that his 
atlllllll or self has been wedded to the Absolute throughout eternity and 
that its passage from one body to another in time is only apparent. Thus 
the doctrine of reincarnation that is the common basis of all the reli­
gions of India (other than Christianity and Islam) probably should be 



112 CHOOSING A WORLD-VIEW AND VALUE-SYSTEM 

understood to mean that only to the popular mind does suffering ap­
pear to be punishment. In fact it is an error to be recognized as such. 
The enlightened know that suffering belongs to phenomenal, not ulti­
mate reality. 

Thus the truly fundamental issue in evaluating these religions is 
the validity and nature of the mystical experiences at which these reli­
gions aim. What exactly is the value of Hindu samadlri or concentra­
tion that at its height overcomes the distinction between the subject and 
the object, the relative and the Absolute Sel!'! Or what is the value of 
the Buddhist Nin'alla in which all desire for relative reality ceases, 
leaving only the ineffable Absolute? And what is the value of the Tao­
ist quieti/de in which the meditator experiences complete harmony with 
the cosmic order? It would be a mistake to suppose without proof that 
the three experiences in question are identical, since they are not achieved 
by the same means nor described in the same terms." And to claim the 
reality of any of these experiences by saying that only those who have 
achieved it can verify this reality by immediate intuition is to ask the 
seeker "to buy a pig in a poke." Hence the great Eastern sages have 
attempted to make their claims plausible by careful psychological and 
cosmological arguments. 

These arguments basically pursue the way of "negativity," that 
is, they attempt to show that the phenomenal world by the very fact that 
it is pluralistic and ever changing cannot be self-explanatory but must 
be a manifestation of some Absolute Ground of Being. Yet they insist 
that this Ground of Being cannot be conceptualized since human con­
cepts are themselves all representative of plural and changing phenom­
ena. Hence these experiences must be achieved by some kind of super 
rational knowledge in which the duality of knower and known, subject 
and object is wholly overcome (Shankara); or in which duality while 
remaining is that of lover and beloved, body and soul (Ramanuja). In 
either case it is argued that phenomenal reality, including the indi­
vidual human self, is only a playful manifestation of the Absolule hav­
ing no substantiality proper to itself. 

The Christian philosopher Jacques Maritain" has suggested what 
is perhaps the best explanation of these types of mystical experience, 
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Ihe objective validity of which he grants. He points out that the kind of 
meditation achieved through yoga techniques as practiced by different 
forms by all these Indian schools consists basically in quieting the body 
so as to permit the mind to concentrate on itself. Such concentralion 
proceeds by deliberate negation. so that each level of psychic con­
sciousness is progressively silenced. Firsl medilators ignore external 
sense distractions as in sensory deprivation experiments. Then they 
quiet the activity of the imagination and memory. Finally they deliber­
ately suppress conceptualization and ratiocination. This process of 
negation produces a gradual withdrawal of "psychic energy" from the 
organic faculties where it is normally exercised while still maintaining 
an alert waking state. Thus this concentration of psychic energy pro­
duces a very much inlensified consciousness nOI of any eXlemal objeci 
or its mental images. nor of the lower psychic activities. but simply of 
Ihe spiritual. intellectual activity of self-alVarelless lVilll discl/rsive rea­
sOllillg. The yogi in prolonged meditation thus becomes intensely aware 
of himself simply as self-awarelless. The human mind. however. is 
normally directed toward particular objects. not to the SUbject as such. 
and it cannOI conceptualize or objectivize itself precisely in its own 
subjectivity. Hence this intense self-awareness can only be a dark or 
negative exislelllial awareness without positive form or content. It per­
tains to the intuitive or immediate rather than to the rational or discur­
sive level ofintellection. In spite of its negativity it is a genuine. imme­
diate experience of spiritual reality as ullerly other than all the material 
realities of ordinary experience including even the yogi ' s own body. 

The yogi in samadlli knows nothing except that as subject he 
exists in a way ullerly different from Ihe way in which Ihe phenomenal 
world exists either in physical bodies or their mental representations in 
Ihe senses. imagination. or conceptual reason. Maritain points out that 
Ihe yogi can understand Ihis in eilher of two ways. On the one hand. he 
may realize (as Ramanuja seems to have done) Ihat he is a spiritual 
being. Yet because his self-awareness is dark he can also acknowledge 
that he is a finite spirit whose existence implies the existence of a purer 
infinite Spirit distinct from himself and worthy of his adoration (bllakli). 
Or on the other hand he can mislakellly conclude Ihat since his dark 
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experience veils all differentiation of spiritual reality he is identical 
with the Infinite Spirit and that the whole phenomenal world is insub­
stantial. Did Buddha and Shankara opt for this second conclusion? 

Perhaps this explanation is not the whole truth. Buddhist and 
Hindu thought is very profound and its experts may very well find 
Maritain's "explanation" superficial. What his theory does make clear, 
however, is that the claims of Hindu and Buddhist thought to arrive at 
an Absolute by an intuitive route can be given rational support, al­
though the question as to the nature of this Absolute may remain debat­
able. 

Hence the fundamental question that has to be raised concerns 
the nature of the Absolute not simply in itself, since that is supposed to 
transcend all human expression, but in r.ICllioll to the world and the 
human self. Much of the controversy within these schools concerns 
this relation. Buddhism has tended to answer this question by claiming 
that when the chain of phenomenal causation is broken by the insight 
that it is illusory then the samsara of the world and the human indi­
vidual simply evaporate and what remains is a Nirvana that is "Noth­
ing," i.e., the unnameable Absolute. The answer of the Advaita Vedanta 
of Shankara is not very different except that he accepts the relative 
reality of the world and individual self as maya produced by the play of 
Brahman. The term "play" (Ii/a) is intended to avoid the pantheistic 
notion that the Absolute produces the world by necessity since this 
would make It dependent on the world. But why is Brahman motivated 
to any activity at all outside Itself? A theist would say that God creates 
nOl for His own sake butthe sake of the creatures with which He wishes 
to share His self-sufficient happiness. Such a solution, however, gives 
to the creatures a substantial reality that even Ramanuja cannot admit. 

Furthermore, many of these thinkers argue that the Absolute is 
not only the efficient cause (to use the convenient terminology of Aris­
tOIle) of the world but also its material cause, i.e., the world is a trans­
formation or mode (to use Spinoza's term) of the Absolute itself. Thus 
Ramanuja, who is so concerned to retain a distinction between the 
individual Cllllla/l and the Atman, speaks of the relation between them 
not only as wife (sllllkti) to husband, but as body to soul.'" Granted 
these are analogical expressions (do not Christians claim to be now the 
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Body of Christ?) and are not to be taken literally, the choice of this last 
analogy for the relation of Creator to Creature is significant. 

The difficulties of this emanationism that, in contrast to creation­
ism, considers the production of the world as a self-modification of 
Brahman were evident to these thinkers. Madhva (d. 1317) brought 
many arguments against it, including the dilemma that either this 
modification is real or illusory, but if real (as Madhva held against 
Shankara) then Brahman would itself have to be liberated from suffer­
ing! Nevertheless, at least according to Eric Lott who has studied this 
question carefully," Madhva does not break with the traditional Indian 
view that Nature, Time, and Space exist eternally. Hence even for him 
the Absolute's creative activity is not really creatio ex /liili/o, but is 
simply a transformation of primordial matter. Moreover, even if "re­
luctantly,"" he, like Ramanuja, speaks of the world as God's body. 

Is it correct, therefore, to say that these emanation religions can 
be described as teaching "pantheism" (all is God)? Some would hold 
that it would be better to say that they teach "panentheism" (all is in 
God). The later term, however, is not very helpful, since theism holds 
that God is not only transcendent but immanent, i.e., God is not only 
absolutely distinct from and independent of the world, but also since 
the world is absolutely dependent on God, "all is in God." The real 
debate is between a theistic position that says that the world is pro­
duced by a free act of God and, though it remains dependent on God, is 
in no way identified with God and a non-theistic position that somehow 
identifies God and the world. This latter position may be understood to 
say that nothing but God really exists, as in the absolute monism of 
pure Non-Dualism of Shankara in which the world is a dream or the 
play of God. Or it may that hold that there is within God some kind of 
distinction but not one that entails some form of identity, as in 
Ramanuja ' s Qualified Non-Dualism in which the distinction is that of 
soul and body. Or it may take the form of Stoicism in which the mate­
rial world is God animated by the Logos or natural law. It is this latter 
position that is usually called "pantheism" and hence the term is repu­
diated by those who hold that the Absolute is a spiritual not a material 
being. Therefore, rather than use the term "pantheism" [ will speak of 
these Emanation Religions as forms of lIIollislII (all is One) since what 
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characterizes them is that they deny an absolute distinction between 
God and Creation. It is misleading, however, to call theism dllalism, 
without pointing out that it is not dualistic in the sense that ancient 
Zoroastrianism or later Manichaeism are said to have been by teaching 
the existence of a god of Bad and a god of Good. For Judaism, Chris­
tianity. and Islam there is only One Supreme and wholly Good Being 
who has freely created a good world that is no way divine and permit­
ted his free creatures to sin. 

We can conclude, therefore, that these Religions of Emanation 
have a powerful answer. based on a direct experience in concentrated 
negative meditation of the spirituality ofthe human person, to Human­
ists who deny or are agnostic about the reality of a spiritual Ground of 
Being. Yet they in tum are liable to the charge of monotheists that they 
deny the reality of the world and human self, which are also known 
through direct experience. Moreover to monotheists they seem to end 
in sheer paradoxes about the reality of No thing orthe self-modification 
of the Unchanging or about a world created by God out of pre-existent 
mailer not created by God. Whether the monotheists' doctrine of cre­
ation can resolve such paradoxes requires funher examination. Yet 
what is cenain is that Christians can (and already have) learned much 
about the super-reality of the spiritual realm and the an of entering it 
through disciplined meditation from this great Eastern wisdom. 

Nevenheless, after facing the fundamental difference between 
the Emanation and Creation traditions, it is of great imponance to point 
outtheirtendency to converge. This convergence is in the fact that both 
overcome the polytheism of the Mythological Religions and join (though 
not perfectly) in mOllotlreism. as R.C. Zaehner emphasized in his aptly 
titled Gifford Lectures, COllcordalll Discord." Though this docs not 
seem to be true of Jainism. which is firmly pluralistic, the religions of 
India have adistinctly monotheistic tendency. This is apparent in popular 
religion in the sectarian devotion to Siva or Vishnu as the One God to 
whom the other gods are entirely subordinate. It is still more evident in 
Vedanta and other more philosophical and mystical religious schools 
that treat the gods of polytheism as no more than popular devotions that 
veil the perfect unity of the supreme Atman or Absolute. As for Bud­
dhism, it teaches that, for the enlightened, all individual realities are 
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empty in an ineffable Nirvana that is certainly undivided since all such 
Emanation Religions consider the phenomenal world as lacking in 
permanent reality. Thus, these religions are an acosmic (without a uni­
verse) type of monotheism in which only One Absolute Reality is re­
ally real. Furthermore, they tend to place their emphasis on intuitions 
derived from meditation rather than on a revelation to which the appro­
priate response is the submission of faith made credible by reasoning. 
Thus the yogi invites his disciple to share his inner meditative experi­
ences rather than preaches a revelation supported by argument. In the­
istic religions, on the other hand, the doctrine is proclaimed in preach­
ing, supported by apologetic argument, and explained by analogical 
but rational exposition. This does not mean, however, that theistic re­
ligions do not also affirm that the believers should achieve personal, 
spiritual insight through meditation into the doctrines that they have 
already accepted. Therefore, in both types of religion mysticism is re­
garded as a goal to be achieved but by somewhat different paths. 

It must be emphasized, however, that from the viewpoint of the 
Creation Religions the monotheistic aspects of the Emanation Reli­
gions remain incomplete and unsatisfactory. The One Absolute in the 
Emanation Religions is not clearly a Creator able freely to produce a 
universe distinct from its first cause yet sharing in a dependent yet 
authentic way in the Creator's real existence. On the other hand to 
Emanationists the Creationist monotheism is really a dualism, since 
the Creator and Creation remain divided. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CREATION RELIGIONS 

1. What Is Creation? 

In a broad sense every world-view includes a theory of "creation," but 
as was explained in the last chapter "creation" has a different meaning 
in the Mythological Religions or the monistic Emanation Religions 
than in religions that teach an absolute distinction between the Creator 
and his Creation. If the world is only an illusion, as the Buddhists and 
Advaita Vedantists seem to say, then there has to be some explanation 
for this error. If the world is real, then either it is somehow the cause of 
its own existence or development, as ancient materialists thought and 
even today many Humanists suppose, or it has a cause other than itself. 
In this last case, it is necessary to ask whether that external cause of the 
world only actualizes some preexisting substance. This was the view 
of the Indian Madhva and perhaps also of the Greeks Plato and Aristo­
tle. Or is God the total cause of the world's existence even in its sub­
stantiality? 

This last view is the fundamental contention of Judaism, and of 
the Christian and Islamic religions derived from Judaism.' Often it is 
said that what characterizes these religions is their theism or their mono­
theism. As I said at the conclusion of the last chapter, Judaism, Chris­
tianity, and Islam are theistic because they teach that God is personal, 
while the Absolute of Eastern religions is not clearly so. Yet, as we 
have seen, Mahayana Buddhism and Advaita Hinduism tend to theism, 
even to monotheism, since they teach devotion to one God of whom the 
other "gods" are considered mere symools or epiphanies. What really 
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makes Judaic monotheism unique is its insislence on erealion wilhoul 
any pre-exisling entily, creatio ex lIilriio. Thus these Iheislic religions 
maintain the substantial realilY of the world and of human persons but 
slress their 10lal dependence on the free will of a personal God who 
would be elernally the same even if this God had never crealed Ihe 
world.' 

On Ihe contrary, Ihe Emanation Religions deny the realily of a 
world other than the Supreme Being or consider ilia be a merely phe­
nomenal "play.'" Or Ihey consider the world 10 be the Supreme Being's 
body or think of it as somehow preexisling as the mailer on which the 
Supreme Being acls. Or they Ihink of Ihe Supreme Being as causing 
itself 10 be along with the world. Whatever their exacl conception of 
Ihis relalion of the Absolule and Ihe world of human experience, Ihey 
accepl some form of mOllism in which the Absolute and the world are 
not fully dislinct realilies. In contrast to this monism Judaism emphati­
cally asserts Ihal God is absolulely One and yet capable of producing a 
fully real world unqualifiedly otlrer than himself. It is in this sense nol 
monislic bUI dualistic Ihough il firmly mainlains Ihal while God neces­
sarily is, the world exisls only in lolal dependence on God's free will. 

According 10 Ihe doclrine of Ihese religions Ihis absolule cre­
ationisl monolheism was revealed to Moses but had already been known 
10 Abraham and the Hebrew palriarchs. Biblical scholars date the docu­
ments in which this doclrine is firsl evidenl only about 550 BCE 
(DeUiero-lsaiah, Isaiah 40-55), and allemplto trace ils gradual devel­
opmenl from polytheism Ihrough henolheism (worship of one God as 
supreme among many gods).' It was nol given an explicit formulalion 
as creatio ex llilrilo until the deulerocanonieal book 2 Macecabees 
wrillen in Greek and daling from as lale as 124 BCE. In Ihis lexl an 
heroic Jewish woman during the persecution by the Greek Iyrant 
Anliochus Epiphanes encourages her youngesl son 10 accepl martyr­
dom like his six brolhers before him. 

"I beg you, child, look allhe heavens and the eanh and sec all 
that is in them. then you will know that God did not make them 
out of existing things. and in the same way the human race came 
into existence. Do not be afraid of this executioner. but be wor-
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thy of your brothers and accept death, so that in the time of 
mercy I may receive you again with them" (2 Mc 7:28·29). 

123 

Though historically monotheism seems to have only been gradu. 
ally formulated and accepted. it was traditionally held that the origin of 
the Hebrew nation goes back to events associated with Moses that can· 
vi need this people of its unique relation to a God whose supremacy 
over nature and history was absolute. This is a "jealous God" who 
permits no rival power. a God faithful to his covenant with his chosen 
people and demanding of them a reciprocal fidelity. In time they came 
to understand that the purpose of this vocation was that they were to 
witness this God as the absolute source of all things to all other nations 
in order that all humanity might come to recognize the One True God. 
While it is common for every people to think of themselves as "the 
People" and their favorite god as "the God." the Jewish monotheist 
conviction has had unique historical consequences in that it has pro· 
duced two other great world religions. Christianity and Islam. 

Hence. in spite of their small numbers and internal divisions. the 
Jews remain a vital leaven in world cullure. They declare to all. "If God 
could create us as a people out of our nothingness as slaves in Egypt 
and Babylon. and recreate us again and again afler many Holocausts. 
this God must be the One who could and has created the whole world 
out of nothing." 

2, The God or Abraham, Isaac, nnd Jacob 

The God of the Jews in wisdom and love freely creales all things out of 
nothing. not because they add to the Divine Life but for their sake to 
share his life with them. After all of humanity had rejected God. he 
mercifully chose Abraham and from his descendants the Jews to wit· 
ness him to other peoples. When the Bible speak of creatures existing 
for the "glory" of God it does not mean that God needs the approval or 
praise of creatures. let alone their Haltery. Rather the Bible is saying 
that the glory of God is the happiness of creatures called to share in 
divine happiness. to enter into God's life of knowledge and love. This 
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God is able to reveal the Godhead to human beings in human terms, 
although humans can never fully understand the divine wisdom, nor 
can they measure God's love. Hence God is a person, a knowing, lov­
ing, and communicating being, though utterly other than the world, 
totally independent of it, and of infinite power. 

The Jews, while maintaining the personhood of God in this sense 
and sometimes speaking of him in human terms, came to reject every 
effort to limit him to any human image or conception. The priests in­
culcated this anti-anthropomorphic, "negative theology" even among 
the common people by rejecting the use of any image of God in wor­
ship, vigorously opposing idolatry, and even refusing to use the sacred 
name of God in reading the Scriptures aloud. Yet in order that they 
might understand that their God is a personal God on whom the people 
might call in pmyer it was necessary that even if God could not have an 
image God must have a name. Hence Tradition held that when Moses 
saw the burning bush and heard God call him, terrified as he was, to 
lead the Hebrews out of their slavery in Egypt, Moses asked the Invis­
ible One hidden in the flame, 

"When I go 10 the Israeliles and say 10 them, 'The God of your 
fathers has sent me to you,' if they ask me, 'What is his name?' 
what am 110 tell them?" God replied. "'1 am who am ... • Then he 
added, "This is what you shall tell the Israelites: '1 AM sent me 
to you'" (Ex 3:13-14). 

Though the etymology of this name "Yahweh" is debated by 
scholars it seems to suggest both the transcendent mystery of God be­
yond human comprehension and also that God is the source of all that 
is. Thus "I am who I am" can be understood as a refusal to name the 
Godhead in a genealogical manner as was customary in Hebrew names 
(e.g., "David son of Jesse, son ofObed, son of Boaz," Lk 3:31-32) and 
common in pagan mythology. This God has no ancestors! Yet by say­
ing that God is the I AM it also implies that God has no cause (he is not 
even his own cause, callsa slIi, as Spinoza claimed) but is the Creator, 
the uncaused cause of all other things who creates ex /liili/o.' 

"Yahweh" in Hebrew is undoubtedly a masculine name as dem-
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onstrated by the Bible's consistent use of masculine pronouns in its 
place. Vet as explained in Chapter 3 concerning the usage of metaphors 
and symbols, it is a great oversimplification to think that the Jews spoke 
of God as masculine because their culture was patriarchal. They were 
very well acquainted with the Great MotherGoddess, especially Astarte, 
and her male lovers, the Baals (I K II :5, etc.) and were often tempted 
to worship her. It was precisely to oppose such a rival worship to that 
of Vahweh, that the biblical writers insisted that God be named as male 
yet have no goddess wife, as did the male gods in the fertility religions. 
As the prophets (cr. Hosea 1-3) are fond of saying, God is not married 
to a goddess because his only lover is the Chosen People Israel to 
whom he is covenanted. 

The primary meaning of this symbol of Covenant is not to show 
that males are superior to females as of course the Creator is to the 
creature. Faithful covenanted love makes partners relate to each other 
as equals in mutuality and complementarity not as unequals in domi­
nance and subjection. Thus, the prophets (e.g. Hosea 1-3) always pic­
ture God as the male and the Chosen People as female not to demon­
strate patriarchal superiority but the intimacy and mutuality of their 
love that demands perfect fidelity. It is entirely appropriate therefore 
that Israel, a nation bearing many children is metaphorically female, a 
common symbol in mythology for nations and cities, e.g., Athens was 
named for the goddess Athena. Hence in the Covenant as in a marriage 
Vahweh is Israel's husband. 

In Chapter 3, I argued that the relation of mother to child is one of 
Sameness and that of father to child is Otherness. Because these rela­
tions are transcultural they are widely symbolized by gender images. 
Hence monistic Emanation Religions tend to have Goddesses, though 
these female divinities may have male partners. Creation Religions, on 
the other hand, name God as Father who is Other than his creation. In 
judaism the Chosen People, and for Christianity the Church, is God's 
unique love and hence is symbolized as female and Mother, but to my 
knowledge this symbol is not used in Islamic religion. 

Although the Jews retained from earlier religion the use of a temple 
with elaborate sacrificial and even bloody rituals, they kept these prac­
tices under rigid restraint. They have been accused of cruelty in offer-
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ing animal victims and some have mistakenly thought that these 
sacrifices symbolized their desire for blood vengeance against their 
enemies. Really what they offered was the first fruits, bloody or 
unbloody, of their crops and their herds, as an acknowledgment that 
these were gifts of God not simply of their own efforts. The biblical 
account of how God commanded Abraham to sacrifice his son Isaac 
and then spared him (Gn 22:1-18) is intended to repudiate human 
sacrifice, while at the same time acknowledging God as the source of 
all good. 

Ultimately with the destruction of the third Temple in Jerusalem 
by the Romans in 70 CE, the Jews found they could get along without 
even the Temple or its sacrifices as they had done temporarily during 
their Babylonian Exile. They then contented themselves with the purely 
verbal synagogue services. Thus Judaism adopted an essentially icono­
clastic, purely spiritual worship by reciting the Word of the Sacred 
Scriptures, the Torah. Muslims too worship principally by the recita­
tion of the Qllr'all. At the Protestant Reformation the reformed Chris­
tian Churches adopted a similar style of iconoclastic worship, though 
they retained the sacraments of baptism and the Last Supper. 

The Jewish notion of a COl'ell(/1II with God was perhaps derived 
from their Mesopotamian neighbors, but for the Jews this Covenant 
was an offer on God's part to guide them in a special way to his king­
dom of peace and justice. The People's part in this covenant was to be 
sincerely committed to following the Creator's guidance by the obser­
vance of the Torah (usually translated "Law," but more exactly "In­
struction"). This Torah is embodied in the Five Books of Genesis, 
Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy attributed to Moses. 
Yet it also includes the Oral Torah or Traditions interpreting the Five 
Books called the Jerusalem and Babylonian Talmud. The oldest part of 
the Talmud is the Mi.,·/lI/ah not recorded in writing until about 200 CEo 
Modem scholarship sees the Hebrew Scriptures as gradually evolving 
out of this living oral Tradition and successively edited written docu­
ments until they reached their fixed fonn about the first century BCE. 
Yet to admit this evolution is not necessarily to deny the Bible's inspi­
rmion and unity." For scholarly, believing Jews the Mosaic events that 
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created the People contained virtually the whole development that fol­
lowed and which remains true to its roots. 

The Jews, like all of us with regard to our deepest loyalties, were 
not always true to their commitment to the Torah and the Covenant, 
and their own Scriptures record these failures with amazing frankness, 
attributing the historical sufferings of the people primarily to this 
infidelity. To arouse his People to repentance God in his mercy and 
special love for them sent a succession of prophets who warned of the 
coming punishment of the Exile. They also continued to encourage 
Israel by a renewal of God's promises, induding the affirmation of a 
Kingdom led by an Anointed King of the dynasty of David that with 
the Exile had sunk into obscurity. 

From these prophecies arose a body of literature reinforcing 
fidelity to the Torah, but criticizing its merely external, legalistic ob­
servance, and demanding a commitment of the heart to God's ways. 
After the Exile, the Law and the Prophets were supplemented by a 
considerable body of literature of various forms (the "Writings") that 
dwell on the theme of God's wisdom in the creation and governance of 
the world and history. They also transmit in proverbs the results of long 
human experience (some of it already ancient in Mesopotamia and 
Egypt) of the ways of practical wisdom in living in the sight of God and 
rejecting the destructive way of all too human folly. Finally, in the last 
period before the destruction of Jerusalem, this canon was supplemented 
by still other writings, some of an apocalyptic nature that announced 
the approach of God's intervention to establish his Kingdom 
definitively.' 

When the Romans destroyed the Temple in 70 CE, the Jews who 
already after the Exile had been widely dispersed throughout the Medi­
terranean world (the Diaspora), became a people without a homeland. 
Nevertheless, the subsequent history of Judaism is not that of a cultural 
vestige, but a living and developing religion whose inHuence has con­
stantly increased.' Tragically it is also the history of cruel persecutions 
and expulsions, principally, but by no means exclusively by Chris­
tians, culminating in our times in the Nazi Holocaust and the re-estab­
lishment of Israel as the Jewish homeland under Zionist leadership.' 
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The obligation to study the Torah hu.. made the Jews a people who 
greatly value education, scholarship, and science. In recent times, in 
spite of their religious iconoclasm, they have also become leaders not 
only in literature and music but also in the fine arts from which their 
iconoclasm formerly excluded them. 

More fundamental, however, has been the religious and moral 
contribution of the Jews both through their direct innuence and their 
indirect innuence through the daughter religions of Christianity and 
Islam. Besides the dominant and very practical Pharisaic tradition cen­
tered on the Torah, there has also been a counter tradition in Judaism 
expressed in the medieval Kabbalah which engages in a speculative 
and mystical reRection on the Scriptures. III Both these tendencies ap­
pear in Hassidism, i.e., in movements to foster an intense piety and 
loving enthusiasm for the service of God. The Kabbalists, basing their 
speculations on the Genesis account of creation and the mystical vi­
sions of the prophets, developed various theories of the inner nature of 
God. Such tendencies were not merely medieval, since it is probable 
that Gnosticism had its roots in pre-Christian Jewish developments. 
Although such theories are not always reconcilable with Jewish ortho­
doxy, they are not considered outside the range of authentic Judaism 
that is more insistent on orthopraxis than orthodoxy. In fact only a 
rather small minority of Jews today are Orthodox; many are Conserva­
tives (in liturgy), or Liberals, and many in Western countries are Hu­
manists. 11 

3_ Christianity 

At the very time Judaism in the land of Israel was reaching the great 
crisis that was to end with the Roman destruction of the Temple in 
Jerusalem, there were many sectarian groups among the Jews seeking 
to interpret that crisis and predict its outcome." The Sadducean sect 
was favored by the priests and ari'tocrats who reluctantly collaborated 
with the Roman oppressors both because these leaders from long po­
litical experience sought compromise rather than confrontation and 
because of their liking for Hellenistic culture. They acccpted as in-
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spired only the Five Books and rejected belief in angels and the resur­
rection as nOl clearly allested there. 

Strongly opposed to the priests of the Temple was the sect of the 
Essenes, who wilhdrew from the Temple services. Some of them 
founded a celibate communily in the desert at Qumran overlooking the 
Dead Sea. Under someone known to us only as the "Teacher of Righ­
teousness" and his successors they sought to keep themselves pure of 
heathen contamination while preparing for what they believed to be the 
inevitable holy war between the Sons of Light and the Sons of Dark­
ness. In this war all the apocalyptic expectations pictured in the litera­
ture of the time would be fulfilled and the Messianic Kingdom of God 
definitively established. 

Some Jews, however, were not content to await God's interven­
tion but supported the Zealots who engaged in terrorist activities against 
the Roman government. This struggle reached its climax in two unsuc­
cessful revolts. The first of these in 66-68 CE was under a Zealot named 
Eleazar and led to the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 CEo The second 
was under the supposed Messiah Bar Kochba in 132 CE which ended 
in total defeat and the banishment of the Jews from Jerusalem, renamed 
Aelia Capitolina. 

Besides these extreme parties were those Jews who viewed the 
Roman oppression not in terms of collaboration or revolt but in more 
exclusively spiritualterrns. The most influential was the party of the 
Pharisees or Separatists who sought to extend the laws of ritual purity 
directly applicable to the priestly service in the Temple to all Jews in 
order to preserve Jewish identity against pagan influences." They op­
posed the actions offensive to the Law of the Roman government but 
did nOl advocate its violent overthrow. Although they strongly criti ­
cized the behavior of the priests, they did not absent themselves from 
the Temple services but instead urged their reform. They insisted on 
strict fidelity to the Torah, wrillen and oral, and on its careful study by 
all male Jews. 

After the fall of the Temple it was the Pharisees who maintained 
the unity of the Jews in their dispersal. They based this on their deter­
mination of the canon of the inspired SCriptures (Tal/ak) from which 
they excluded works not wrillen in Hebrew or Aramaic and the apoca-
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Iyplic lilerarure excepl for Ihe remarkable Book of Daniel. In Iheir 
insislence on ritual purity Ihey gave great emphasis 10 Ihe unwrillen 
Oral Law in whose Iighllhe Scriplures were 10 be inlerpreled. Thus Ihe 
leaders of Israel were no longer Ihe priests, made obsolele by Ihe de­
slruclion of the Temple, bUI rabbis who were learned in the inlerprela­
lion of Ihe dual Torah, especially ils legislalion. 

In the generalion immedialely before Ihe fall oflhe Temple, John 
the Baplizer of a prieslly family led anolher movemenl of reform. He 
lived an ascetic life in the desert near Qumran and was perhaps influenced 
by Iheir movemenl. Yel his own preaching had a different purpose. 
Announcing the imminent advenl of Ihe Messiah, John called for a 
sincere repenlance of Ihe people and baplized Ihem in the Jordan 10 
prepare Ihem for Ihal great evenl. He was beheaded allhe command of 
King Herod Antipas in aboul 29 CE but his leaching continued 10 be 
influential and survives even loday in Iraq and Iran in Ihe Mandaean 
sec IS Ihal still praclice baplism but have also undergone dualistic 
influences. 

Jesus of Nazareth, by occupalion acarpenler, bUllegally ofDavidic 
descent, at aboul the age of thirty accepled Ihe baptism of John and then 
began 10 preach, as John had, Ihe imminence of Ihe Kingdom of God, 
Ihe Messianic Age." His preaching, however, in slriking dislinclion 
from John's, was soon marked by wonderful phenomena, especially by 
what appeared 10 many 10 be the "casting out of demons," physical and 
menIal healings, and even revivals from dealh Ihal gained him a wide­
spread following. These disciples were from the north of Palestine in 
Galilee where Nazareth is located, a region partly Jewish and partly 
pagan. They were peasanls despised by Ihe largely urban Pharisees for 
their ignorance of Ihe Law. 

Lest his message be dislorted by Ihe eagerness of Ihe crowds for 
miracles, Jesus taughl them in parables, short symbolic stories cenler­
ing on Ihe approach of Ihe Kingdom and Ihe repenlance and Ihe moral 
reform required of those who were 10 enler il. Thus he allempled 10 
avoid encouraging incendiary polilical lendencies Ihal could lead 10 
direel confronlalion wilh Ihe aUlhorilies." At Ihe same lime he galh­
ered aboul him a seleel group of Twelve of varied backgrounds who 
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traveled with him on his preaching journeys and to whom he imparted 
his fuller and more explicit teachings. 

Two features of Jesus' teaching marked it off from that of the 
Pharisees who quickly viewed him with suspicion in spite of the fact 
that in many respects his teaching seemed in harmony with their own. 
The first was his insistence on the nearness of the Kingdom. John the 
Baptizer had been suspect to the Pharisees for the same reason, since 
they were well aware that such apocalyptic ideas were politically dan­
gerous and encouraged fanaticism such as that of the Essenes and Zeal­
ots, while the Pharisees favored moderation and patience. Jesus' preach­
ing of the advent of the Kingdom was even more sensational than was 
John's. While the Baptizer only predicted the imminent coming of the 
Messiah, Jesus (without openly making this claim for himself) seems 
to have claimed that the Kingdom had already begun to be present in 
the authority of his teaching and his acts of casting out demons and 
healing the sick." 

Furthermore, Jesus claimed an intimacy with God that (as it was 
reported in the primitive Church) permitted him to modify the Law, 
forgive sins against the Law, and say such things as the following:" 

All things have been handed over to me by my Father. No one 
knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father 
except the Son and anyone to whom the Son wishes to reveal 
him (Mtll:25-27; Lk 10:21-22). 

From his teaching and life the early Christians, many still Jewish or 
identifying themselves with Jewish history, came to believe that:" 

In times past. God spoke in partial and various ways to our an­
cestors through the prophets; in these last days, he spoke to us 
through a son, whom he made heir of all things and through 
whom he created the heavens (Heb 2: 1-2). 

Thus for early Christians who wrote the New Testament Jesus 
was the Messiah, who fulfilled the prophecies of the Hebrew Scrip­
tures. But more than that, he was the Son of God to whom the creation 
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of the world could be truly attributed. Since for monotheism God is 
primarily defined as the Creator ex /Iiili/o. this claim at once identified 
the Christian world-view and value-system with that of Judaism and 
yet stood in seeming contradiction to it. 

The Pharisees saw plainly that it was one thing to arouse escha­
tological expectations as the prophets of old had done. and quite an­
other to claim they were beginning to be fulfilled in the here and now. 
While some of their party were willing to wait until the truth or falsity 
of such claims was exposed by events. others felt a responsibility to 
actively oppose their acceptance by the people. 

The second unique feature of Jesus' teaching was his insistence 
that the Kingdom of God was being opened by his teaching and actions 
to all human beings. whatever their earthly condition. Not that entrance 
into the Kingdom made no demands on those who sought to enter. 
Jesus in fact insisted on an interpretation of the Torah that was morally 
more demanding than what was general among the Pharisees. For ex­
ample. he condemned divorce and remarriage and demanded even that 
his disciples love their enemies. Yet. while maintaining the validity of 
the ritual laws of the Torah. he disparaged an excessive emphasis on 
ritual purity. He also taught that the actual beginning of the Kingdom 
of God on earth implied. as the prophets had foretold. that the Spirit of 
God was to be poured out on all. Thus it would be possible now for all 
to meet the strict requirements of entrance to the Kingdom. whatever 
their past lives or ignorance of the Law. 

Jesus demonstrated this teaching by remarkable acts of compas­
sion even to the most despised members of Jewish society. the lepers. 
the prostitutes. the public sinners. and even the pagans. The Pharisees. 
of course. did not deny the moral beauty of mercy and compassion. nor 
the necessity of right intention in the practice of the Law as is evident 
from many sayings in the rabbinical tradition. They. however. were 
alarmed at what appeared to them as an excessive, impractical idealism 
that would endanger the casuistic "fences" that they were so carefully 
building around the Torah and on which they believed the solidarity of 
the Jewish nation depended. 

If this conflict had been confined to Galilee, it might never have 
reached a crisis. But Jesus insisted on teaching also in Jerusalem at 
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times when as a pious Jew he went up with his Twelve especially cho­
sen disciples to take part in the great feasts prescribed by the Torah. His 
appearance (probably in the year 30 CE) in Jerusalem for the Feast of 
the Passover precipitated a series of events that led to his trial and death 
sentence by the Roman procurator Pontius Pilate. The exact complicity 
of the sectarian leaders and Jewish authorities in these events is dis­
puted." Nevertheless, from the Jewish authorities' point of view the 
death of such a troublemaker who endangered the precarious stallls 
qllo and perhaps even the existence of the nation itself by heretical 
teaching must have been a relief. 

For the considerable number of Jews who had believed in Jesus 
as the Messiah or at least as prophet his death was a bitter disillusion­
ment. For most Jews, the majority of whom probably were already in 
the Diaspora, it was all a very remote matter if they ever heard of it at 
all. 

The Roman government condemned Jesus to death by the ulti­
mate cruelty of crucifixion that they often used for subversives. Al­
though even his disciples, after Jesus' burial, believed that this was the 
end of all their hopes, in a few days they began to claim that he had 
again appeared to them and to many others alive. They said he had 
risen from the dead and commanded them to preach his Gospel through­
out the world, not merely to the Jews and a few aliens as he had done, 
but to all the nations.'" 

They also claimed he had promised them the Divine Spirit who 
would make whatever remained obscure in his teaching clear and em­
power them to continue his works, including his miracles. This prom­
ise they said had been fulfilled on the feast of Pentecost following the 
Passover when he had died. Moreover, they were convinced that by the 
power of this Holy Spirit he remained present with them in some invis­
ible manner in the Eucharist or memorial supper of bread and wine." 
On the night before his anticipated crucifixion he had commanded them 
to reenact it until he should return to earth toconsummate God's Reign." 
Hence for Christians this memorial of his sacrificial death, the Eucha­
rist (Thanksgiving) replaces the sacrifices of the Temple by fulfilling 
what they only symbolized, a worthy offering to God of all his gifts 
including his greatest gift, his Incarnate Word. 
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These claims, of course, appeared incredible and heretical to most 
Jews who encountered them. During the crises of the two revolts against 
the Romans the Jewish Christians refused to participate in the defense 
of the nation. Perhaps it was this nonviolence of the Jewish Christians 
that seemed a betrayal of their country that led to their definitive ex­
communication from the Jewish synagogue, although this had taken 
place locally in various places from an early period. There is no clear 
evidence that the Jewish Christians themselves wished to withdraw 
from the synagogue. since they regarded themselves as loyal to the 
Jewish Covenant and the teachings of the prophets. 

In the meantime the Christian community was spreading outside 
Israel both among Diaspora Jews and among pagans in accordance 
with Jesus' insistence on the universality of the Kingdom. The prob­
lem of course was how the pagans could be integrated into this commu­
nity of the "invited" (ecc/esia) or Church. In the ancient world religion 
was often intimately united to the nation and state. The Jews, even in 
the Diaspora, sustained their religious identity first through their rela­
tion to the Temple and after its destruction in their hopes for the resto­
ration of their own kingdom. The Christians eventually found a similar 
kind of support forthemselves when the Roman Emperor in 313 adopted 
Christianity as the state religion. Yet as previously they had managed 
to exist underthe Roman Empire, even afterthey had become its official 
religion they continued to see a certain distinction between Church and 
State. Had not Jesus commanded, "Give to Caesar what is Caesar's, 
but to God what is God's" (Mk 12: 17)? Thus Christianity has remained 
fundamentally independent of any nationality. unlike the Jews for whom 
the Holy Land has remained a central concepl. For Catholic Christians, 
though, Rome has a special significance since it is the Bishop of Rome 
who is recognized among the bishops as the successor of 51. Peter, 
Vicar of Christ as Head of the Church, who with St. Paul was martyred 
there. Yet even this Petrine office can be located elsewhere, as it was at 
Avignon, France, from 1309 to 1377. 

Orthodox Jews believe that the Torah binds only Jews and that 
non-Jews may be saved by obeying some less perfect law, such as that 
given to Noah. They believe also that Jews have a duty to witness the 
One God to all nations and that with the coming of the Messianic Age 
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all nations will come to recognize him and acknowledge the hegemony 
of the Jewish nation. While Orthodo. Jews accept converts and there 
have always been provisions for proselytes and friendly "God fearers" 
in Jewish law. generally speaking judaism has not been a missionary 
religion because for it religious identity is closely associated with iden­
tity of descent that might be diluted by proselytism. 

The question arose very early whether the Christian Church. a 
sect as it were of Judaism. must insist that its converts become Jews 
observing the details of the ritual law as Jesus and his first followers 
had done. Peter. whom Jesus had named chief of the Twelve. first opened 
the way to the reception of Gentiles without requiring circumcision." 
It was Paul of Tarsus. himself a "Hebrew of Hebrew parenlage" (Ph 
3:5). however. who actively preached the legitimacy of the conversion 
of the Gentiles withoutJudaization. but not without considerable struggle 
with his fellow Jewish Christians. This solution was accepted (with the 
condition that Gentile converts should at least observe the law of Noah; 
cf. Gn 9: 1-5; Ac 15:24-29) by a meeting of Church leaders in Jerusa­
lem headed by Peter and including James. a relative of Jesus and leader 
of the Jerusalem community. From that time on the Christian Church 
took its permanent form as e.pressed in the documents of the New 
Testament.14 

How Ihen is Christianity distinci from Judaism?" It has relained 
Ihe essential foundation of JUdaism. its monolheism and creationism. 
In Ihe New Teslamentthere is never any queslion bUlthatlhere is only 
one God who freely created all things out ofnolhing. Vet if Jesus was 
Ihe Divine Son. and Ihe Holy Spiril (whom he promised would descend 
on his community and as they believed Ihey had experienced at Penle­
cost) was also Divine. how Ihen could Christians consislently proclaim 
Ihe monotheism of Abraham and Moses? Muhammad thought they 
could nol. 

The obvious way out of this paradox would have been to con­
sider the Son and Spirit as e.alled creatures of God. perhaps messenger 
angels of high rank. as in some Jewish Iiteralure Michael and Metatron 
were described. This solution was accepted by some Christians and 
when formulated by Arius (d. 336) achieved wide currency. but it was 
definitively rejecled by the Council of Nicaea in 325 as contradictory 
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to the universal practice of the Church of worshiping Jesus as Lord and 
Savior. As regards the Spirit the same decision was made at the First 
Council of Constantinople in 381. 

That these declarations appeared to involve a metaphysical con­
tradiction was perfectly clear to these Councils, many of whose mem­
ber bishops were well acquainted with the demands of Greek logic and 
metaphysics. How is it possible to claim consistently both that there is 
only one God and that the Son and the Spirit are also God, while at the 
same time denying that these Three Divine Persons are one identical 
person? Yet the early Councils believed they could resolve any such 
paradox without denying the transcendent mystery involved." If they 
were mistaken in this (an issue to be discussed later), it was not because 
they ever wavered in their monotheism which remained for them the 
primary assumption in tenus of which their other formulas of faith had 
to be interpreted. The Jews, however, believed that the Christians had 
fallen into nat contradiction, and generally explained it as a compro­
mise with the polytheism of the pagans. 

4. Islam 

The doctrinal struggle over Trinitarian doctrine and its consequences 
for the understanding of the person of Jesus continued in the Christian 
Church to the Sixth General Council in 680. In the meantime the new 
religion of Islam ("SUbmission to the will of the One God") came on the 
scene us a much more threatening rival to Christianity than Judaism." 
It originated in the Arabian city of Mecca that had for long been con­
sidered a sacred city by the Arabs, particularly because of the Ka'ba, a 
shrine housing a black stone reputed to have fallen from heaven, lo­
cated near a sacred well Zamzam. 

Mecca was nourishing as a crossroads of trade but was suffering 
from social disorders for which its primitive polytheism provided no 
satisfying answers. Jews and Christians were constantly passing through 
it on business, and local holy men were already speaking of monothe­
ism. What is surprising is that Christians had not found a way to bring 
the Semitic Arabs into the Church. Perhaps the reason was that the 
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Church had exhausted so much of its missionary energies on its own 
internal doctrinal struggles that had resulted in numerous schisms. Hence 
the Arabs picked up only confused messages which left them feeling 
marginal and ignored by the Christian Empire. 

In this situation leadership emerged from within the Arab sphere, 
stimulated, however, by secondhand stories from the Jewish and Chris­
tian Scriptures. The probably illiterate Muhammad (570·632 eE) had 
heard these stories on his journeys as a camel-driver for a rich widow 
whom he subsequently married. He was a man given to long periods of 
solitary religious meditation during which he, like the prophets of the 
Hebrew Scriptures, began to receive revelations. At first these greatly 
frightened him until he came to understand that they were given him by 
the One God, Allah (which means the God) with the mission to declare 
them to all his countrymen and eventually to the world. 

These revelations that were written down, probably by dictation, 
but collected only afterthe Prophet's death form the Qllr'all (Korall) or 
"Recitation." This Holy Book is even more central to Islam than the 
Hebrew Scriptures for Jews or the New Testament for Christians, al­
though it also, like them, requires to be supponed by an oral Tradi­
tion." This book (a little shoner than the New Testament) is a collec­
tion of slIra' S or separate revelations, each beginning with the formula 
"In the Name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate," arranged after 
the death of the Prophet not according to time of reception or content 
but of approximate length. The Qllr'all is believed to be an exact copy 
of an eternal prototype called the "Well-preserved Tablet" or "The 
Mother of the Book." 

Muhammad seems to have made no claims for himself, except 
that of being the human channel through whom this revelation was 
communicated and whose truth he believed to be self-evident to all 
who would honestly listen, while those who refused to believe were 
self-condemned to Hell. The truths the Qllr'all contained had been 
revealed many times before to previous prophets including Noah, Abra­
ham, Moses, the Hebrew prophets, and Jesus of Nazareth,'" but had 
been over and over again rejected by evildoers. The Jewish and Chris­
tian Scriptures, however, have transmitted this Tradition only in cor­
rupted form. In the Qllr'w' revelation is once again and finally revealed 
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in its purity. Hence Muhammad, according to the faith of Islam, is only 
a prophet like those before him, but he is the last and greatest, the 
Prophet. 

Muhammad soon gathered around him faithful followers but was 
violently attacked by others so that in 622 CE he had to take flight (the 
Hijra) from Mecca for Medina where the later SlIra 's were received. 
These are less concerned with doctrinal questions and more with the 
proper organization of the community of the faithful. To protect this 
community Muhammad became an active political and military leader, 
eventually recovering Mecca and reducing his opponents to power­
lessness. After his death his Arab followers achieved political power 
over the whole of their people and in subsequent years drove on to the 
conquest of the Near East and eventually much of northern Africa, 
Spain in the West and Persia and India in the East. Finally, in 1453 they 
destroyed the Christian Eastern or Byzantine Empire. 

Besides these military conquests they undertook successful mis­
sionary efforts in Southeast Asia and continue these today in Africa 
and elsewhere. Except for Spain (whose gradual reconquest was not 
completed until the fifteenth century), no country that became Islamic 
has ever ceased to be so, although today Humanism has made deep 
inroads into Islamic cultures and is provoking the reaction of so-called 
"Islamic fundamentalism." In spite of Muhammad's acceptance of 
military conquest as a means of extending Islam, he did not believe in 
forced conversion.~' He taught that Jews and Christians, "the People of 
the Book" (Le., who had monotheistic Sacred Scriptures, though, he 
believed, corrupted ones) could be tolerated under certain restrictions. 
On the contrary people who denied the One God could not be tolerated 
within the territories controlled by Islam, except on special conditions 
by treaty and then only temporarily. Thejihad or holy war (literally the 
term means "striving") is required by the Qur'all not as a means of 
conversion but of defense of Islam against its enemies and to open the 
way to missionary activity. Thus Islam is not viewed primarily as a 
religion distinct from the state, but as a territory governed by laws 
based on the Qur'all. 

Although the authority of the Qur'all is for Muslims supreme, it 
is not the only authoritative source for Islam. Much as in Judaism and 
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Christianity in its pre-Reformation forms, for Muslims Scripture must 
be interpreted in the light of Tradition. Their Tradition is in the form of 
sayings (hadilh) of the Prophet transmitted by a recorded chain of wit­
nesses and the Law (shari'ah) supponed by an elaborate jurisprudence 
ljiqh) which regulates every aspect of life much as does the rabbinic 
tradition of the Jews." It has often been said that the power oflslam lies 
especially in the simplicity and clarity of its monotheism and an equal 
clarity in its requirements as a way of life governed in all its activities. 
Of course this raises special difficulties when Islam is confronted with 
social change. 

The most fundamental of the requirements of the Islamic way of 
life are its "Five Pillars"; (I) to witness to the One God and His proph. 
ets; (2) to pray five times daily; (3) to fast for the month of Ramadan to 
honor the Qllr'a/l given in that month; (4) to pay the tax to care for the 
faithful poor; and (5) if possible, at least once to make a pilgrimage to 
the Ka'ba in Mecca. The significance of this pilgrimage is that 
Muhammad at first ordered prayer to be directed toward Jerusalem 
where Abraham had been commanded to sacrifice his son Isma'i1 (an· 
cestor of the Arabs, not Isaac ancestor of the Jews as the Hebrew Scrip­
tures relate). When, however, most Jews rejected Islam, Muhammad 
ordered prayers to be directed toward the Ka ' ba. The Prophet explained 
that this well and shrine originally, long before they were polluted by 
polytheistic errors, were the place where the angel had given water to 
Hagar and Isma'i1 and thus fittingly symbolized the original religion of 
Abraham. Through Isma' i1 it had been transmitted to the Arabs un· 
adulterated by corruption of the Hebrew Scriptures. By thus re-orien· 
tating prayer to the One God to Mecca, Muhammad at a single stroke 
freed his people and their shrine from polytheism and at the same time 
made clear the identity of Islam distinct from the religions of Judaism 
and Christianity associated with Jerusalem. The pilgrims to Mecca also 
offer (as I have already mentioned) the only sacrifice permitted by the 
Qllr'all, a bloody immolation of animals in commemoration of 
Abmham 's sacrifice. This is also performed annually on the Feast of 
Sacrifices throughout Islam. Islam has no priesthood, however, and, as 
in judaism since the destruction of the Temple, its religious leaders arc 
simply teachers or expens on the Qllr'all and the Tradition. 
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There are many sects within Islam, since after the decline of the 
primarily political Caliphate there has been no central religious author­
ity. Its principal division is between the Sunni (the vast majority) and 
the Shi'ah (dominant in Iran, but present throughout Islamic lands). 
This schism occurred quite early as a result of a dispute over succes­
sion to the Caliphate." The Shi' ah believe that this authority can legiti­
mately be transmitted only to the descendants of Muhammad. This 
meant, since the Prophet had no male heirs, that the legitimate line 
passed through the Prophet's saintly son-in-law Ali. Even this legiti­
mate line ended in seven or, according to others, twelve generations. 
Hence the Shi' ah await the restoration of this line by a miracle in a 
future leader, the M{//uli, and for the present arc guided by an invisible 
teacher (l1I/{/1I/) represented visibly by various charismatic leaders. 

The legal clarity of Islam has not satisfied all of its followers. 
Therefore some, occasionally influenced by Christian contacts, have 
developed on the one hand a systematic, rational theology and on the 
other an extensive mystical tradition often centered in religious asso­
ciation or brotherhoods, the Sufi. In the Middle Ages theological sys­
tems were developed by a number of eminentthinkers.lJ These theolo­
gians or philosophers systematized the basic themes of the Qllr'C/I' by 
the use of Greek philosophy, principally that of Aristotle and the Nco­
Platonists, which they had learned from the Byzantine Christians whom 
they had conquered. Their own commentaries on these Greek works 
then became known to the West in Latin translations from the Arabic. 
Hence these Arabian philosophers arc often known by Latinized names 
such as A vicenna (lbll Silla) and Averroes (lbll Ruslrd). In the process, 
however, these Islamic philosophers, unlike the major medieval Jew­
ish and Christian ones, were rejected by their co-religionists as unor­
thodox and rationalistic.)'! The result has been that Islamic theology 
today, like post-medieval Judaism, tends to neglect the philosophical 
aspects of theology and confine itself either to exegesis and application 
of the Qllr'm', the Tradition, and the Law or to writings of a spiritual 
and mystical character. 

The mystical Tradition of the Sufi is exceedingly rich and com­
plex and like that of Judaism and Christianity sometimes very ambigu­
ous, and suspected of pantheism." Yet in all its forms it is a search for 
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a spiritual union with the One God by asceticism, prayer, and the ser­
vice of the poor in complete loyalty to the teachings of the Qtlr'clII. One 
surprising element in the Qllr'clII itself is the role allributed to Jesus and 
even to his mother Mary whose virginity is declared." Jesus is consid­
ered a true prophet in whom the mercy and love of God is manifested 
in a special way that makes him a model of the mystic. In popular 
religion in Islam these mystical tendencies take the form, as again in 
popular Judaism and Christianity, of devotion to the saints, their mi­
raculous powers and their shrines, tendencies ofren frowned upon by 
Islamic reformers as dangerous for monotheism. 

S. How Is the Creator Known? 

We must now consider the exact meaning of monotheism and creation­
ism as it is the common foundation of these three great world religions. 
Is the existence of a supreme, personal, knowing and freely willing 
Being, who by a free act is the creator (cause and ground) of all other 
beings, known only through revelation by such prophets as Moses, 
Jesus, and Muhammad? Or is the existence of this Being first knowable 
to all human beings from creation itself? 

It is hard to see how one could come to believe in a revelation 
from God, unless one first had at least some knowledge that God exists. 
This knowledge would have to come from our human way of knowing. 
Thus the Scriptures of all three monotheistic religions affirm that the 
prophets have revealed God, but that anterior to these prophecies He 
wus and is also knowable by all human beings through the evidence of 
His creation. The role of the prophets was to call humanity to open its 
eyes to these evidences and to complete this general revelation made to 
human reason by a deeper and more complete revelation addressed to 
faith. Whether this general revelation of God is accessible to us by 
intuition or by a reasoning process is of lillie concern to the writers of 
the Scriptures, but they themselves appeal to reasoning at least of a 
common· sense kind accessible even to the most illiterate and un· 
learned" 

In the Hebrew Scriptures we read that "The heavens declare the 
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glory Or God, and the firmament proclaims his handiwork" (Psalm 19: I J. 
This text is only an example of a theme found throughout the Wisdom 
Tradition. In the New Testament also St. Paul (paraphrasing a passage 
in the deuterocanonieal Book of Wisdom, 12:27- I 3: I) says, 

For what can be known about God is evident to them [the pa­
gansl: because God made it evident to them. Ever since the ere· 
alion of the world. his invisible anributes of eternal power and 
divinity have been able to be understood and perceived in what 
he has made (Romans I: 19-20). 

In the Qllr',m we also read, 

"The seven heavens and the earth lAnd all beings thcrcin.IDc~ 
clare His glory: There is not a thing IBut celebrates His praise; 
land yet yc undcrsumd not/How they declare His glory!" (Sura 
17:44) 

Thus the three monotheistic religions agree that the existence of the 
visible world makes evident to unprejudiced human observers that its 
existence and order is not self-explainable but must be the effect of 
One Creator. This Creator's poII'er is seen in the world's existence, his 
wi ... dom is seen in the order of its natural laws, and his Jove is seen in the 
generosity with which he shares his gifts with intelligent creatures. 

The statisties quoted in Chapter I indieate that most people in the 
United States today whether they are religiously affiliated or not be­
lieve in the existence of some kind of God. Though in Europe there are 
more declared atheists, even there they are only about 10% in any 
country. We saw in Chapters 2 to 4 that the world religions also all tend 
to some kind of monotheism, though in very different ways. Even many 
Humanists acknowledge a deistic God or are agnostic about the ques­
tion. Real atheism is not very common and frequently when atheistic 
opinions arc analyzed they are not so much an assenion that there is no 
God, but a denial that God could be the kind of God that others seem to 
helieve in. Olien declared atheists, like Karl Marx who was violently 
opposed to traditional religion as a tool of the capitalists, arc actually 
m'lIcrialistic pantheists like the Stoics of old, who considered the lila-
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terial universe to be aself-evolving Absolute. In Chapter 31 have quoted 
Einstein to much the same effect. 

Some philosophers have thought the existence of God is ;111/1-

;t;l'e!y evident and hence requires no reasoned proof. Many other ap­
parently honest people, however, deny that they have any such intu­
ition or religious experience. Moreover if there is such an intuition it 
remains too vague to be of much help in determining which among the 
many concepts of God is true. Even if there be such an immediate 
intuition of God's existence, it must also include the awareness of the 
created world and at least the self-awareness of the creature that has 
this intuition. Thus if such an experience is valid, it is also an effect 
from which an a posteriori argument from effect to calise may proceed 
to be convincing to those who do not already have such an intuition or 
fear that it is illusory. Hence it is imponant to show the existence of 
God not merely by a private intuition but in an objective and public 
manner by a proof from effects known to all human beings." 

St. Anselm of Canterbury (d. 1109) proposed a famous a prior; 
proof that has fascinated many philosophers, the so-called "ontologi­
cal proof." It is a pr;ori (from cause to effect) because it proceeds from 
the definition of the nature of God to an effect of this nature, i.e., the 
propeny of existence that is caused by this nature, as for example from 
the definition of 2, as I + I, we can deduce that 2 has the propeny of 
being "even." The ontological argument is that since we define God as 
the Perfect Being and if God did not exist he would not be perfect, 
therefore he must exist. Aquinas agreed with Anselm that ifwe knew 
that God is really the most Perfect Being it would logically follow that 
he necessarily exists. But it is fallacious to assume, before we know 
God exists, that we can define the term "God" as the Perfect Being by 
a rea! definition. In fact to define God as the "Perfect Being" before we 
know he exists is to give him a merely "01";,,a! definition, i.e., we 
explain what the word signifies, not whether it exists or is even pos­
sible. This is like defining a "square-circle" as a plane figure having 
four equal sides every point of which sides is equidistant from one 
point. This is what we mean by a "square-circle" but it also shows that 
such a thing is impossible. Todefine "God" as the "Perfect Being" does 
not prove God's existence is impossible, but it shows us that we do not 
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know whether such a being is possible or not. Only after we have proved 
in some a posteriori way from effect to cause that God exists, can we 
then prove a priori from cause to effect that God's existence is not only 
possible but necessary. Even in geometry I cannot prove the propenies 
of a circle, before I have first proved that a circle is possible by a theo­
rem that shows that a circle can be constructed. 

Reasoned proofs of the existence of God from creation to Creator 
are found in many theological and philosophical writings reftecting 
each of these world-views. The classic Christian formulation of such a 
demonstration of the existence of God from effect (the existence of the 
material world including ourselves) to the existence of God as its cause 
was given by St. Thomas Aquinas (d. 1275). Much the same line of 
argument can be found in both Jewish and Muslim philosophers. 

In modem philosophy, however, it has very commonly been as­
sumed that Immanuel Kant (d. 1804), whom in Chapter 21 identified as 
the most inftuential philosopher of Humanism, had disproved the va­
lidity of this type of argument. He was, however, apparently unaware 
of the way in which Aquinas had formulated it. He proposed that it was 
the "cosmological argument" in the form he knew from Canesian­
Leibnitzian metaphysics. In that form he was able to attack its claim of 
being an a posteriori argument from effect to cause and assen that it 
was really nothing but a disguised form of Anselm's a priori argument, 
since its premises included the term "God" defined as the Perfect Be­
ing. In fact Aquinas in his formulation of the proof had very carefully 
noted that the term "God" in the premises and in the conclusion stood 
for "that which all understand to be God" (Iwe ollliles illtelliglllll Delflll). 

Thus his argument carefully avoids Anselm's error of assuming that 
we kilo II' God really to be the Perfect Being before we have proved that 
he exists. Only in the SlIlIIlIIa The%giae, I, q. 4, a. I, after it has been 
proven in I, q. 2, a. 3, does he then show that our idea of God is that of 
a Perfect Being, and that the First Cause really is such." Thus in the 
Thomistic form arguments for God's existence must be from some 
observable effect in our world to the existence of the First Cause that 
we cannot observe. This kind of argument is very common in natural 
science. For example, our knowledge in current physics of the elemen­
tary particles has been acquired by arguing largely from the traces left 
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by their paths through a cloud chamber, not from direct observation 
that their minute size makes impossible. Similarly the theories of bio­
logical evolution or of cosmological evolution from a Big Bang are not 
based on direct observation of these long past events, but on the effects 
they have left in our world today. 

A more profound attack on the possibility of such a proof of 
God's existence can be made by denying the prillciple of cal/salil)' on 
which it is based.'" This attack was already made in the late Middle 
Ages by the Nominalists William ofOckham (d. c. 1350) and Nicholas 
of Ores me (d. 1382), but has influenced thinking today mainly through 
the work of the leading Humanist philosopher David Hume (d. 1776). 
As I explained in Chapter 2, Kant was also to adopt this attack along 
with his attempt, already discussed, to reduce the argument to that of 
SI. Anselm. Hume argued that when we talk about "cause and effect" 
all we actually observe is one phenomenon following another. There­
fore, Hume contended, all that "the relation of cause and effect" really 
means is that we become accustomed to experience cenain regular 
patterns in phenomena and so we expect, without knowing why, that 
they will reoccur. 

Thus Hume supposes that by "effect" we mean something that 
comes after its "cause," but for Aquinas this is not its primary meaning. 
For him an effect is something whose existence depends on the exist­
ence of its cause. Moreover that cause must not only exist but must be 
acting as a cause. Hence properly speaking cause and effect are Jimld· 
Ialleol/.,I), ill acl. Of course we can also speak of effects that exist after 
their causes have ceased to act, as Hume understood the matter, but this 
presupposes that when the causation actually took place the effect ex­
isted because of its dependence on the cause. For example, I may no· 
tice that a room is warm because a fire was going in the fireplace re­
cently but is now extinguished, but this would be the case only if re­
cently the fire was actually lVarmillg the room. Scientists, therefore, do 
not determine the cause of natural phenomena merely by observing 
one event after another, but by determining in various ways that Yean 
exist only if at some time X existed and was acting to produce Y. 
Moreover such an explanation is incomplete until the scientist has es­
tablished hall' X can produce Y, e.g .. how a fire can produce energy 
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that warms the room. Even if the universe has always existed in an 
endless cycle of change, as scientists in Aquinas' time Ihoughl prob­
able, his arguments slill held because Ihey did nol depend on a begin­
ning to Ihe universe in time. Olhertheories ofa universe wilh no begin­
ning have been developed today, such as Fred Hoyle's "sleady-Slale" 
universe, or Hawking's universe finile in lime but wilh no beginning, 
or Ihe theories of Ihose who Ihink Big Crunches follow Ihe Big Bangs 
endlessly." Yel none of Ihese possible cosmologies are inconsistenl 
with Aquinas' argumenls. They would slill be valid because Ihe effecl 
to be explained is nOlthe exislence of some stalic entily like lhe uni­
verse as a quanlity of mailer. bUlthe continuing dynamic aClualily ofils 
processes. 

As also explained in Chapter 2, Kanl has profoundly innuenced 
Humanistlhoughl by his idealism. His idealisl epislemology holds to 
the consistency Iheory oftrulh ralher Ihan a correspondence theory and 
hence he underslood scienlific Iheories as valid nol because Ihey corre­
spond 10 a realily oUlside Ihe human mind bUI because Ihey give a 
consistent order 10 phenomenal sense impressions within Ihe human 
mind. Hence he denied Ihalthere can be a valid Iheoretical knowledge 
of nonmalerial realily since Iheories about il are emply of sense dala. 
Yel he slill mainlained Ihal for praclical reasons of moralily we oughl 
10 acl as if we had an immonal spiritual soul and as iflhere were a God 
who would reward or punish our behavior. Thus Kant's profound 
innuence on modem Humanisl thoughl has led 10 Ihe conviclion of 
many loday thaI a ralional demonstralion of the exislence of God or of 
olher spirilual beings is impossible. For example, Hans Kilng in his 
Does God £<isl?," afler ralher severely crilicizing Kant's syslem as a 
whole, accepls Kant's disproof of any theorelical demonslralion of God's 
exislence as if il were definilive and universally accepled. And then he 
proceeds 10 present his own purely pragmalic argumenllhal. if there is 
no God, our innate hope Ihal Ihe universe is nol absurd would be in 
vain! 

Aquinas' epislemology, on the contrary, rejects idealism and is 
rooted in Aristotle's conviction that it is possible to construct a natural 
science based on sense knowledge yel which can discover the inlelli­
gible order of Ihe eXIra-menIal world as il really is. Yel bOlh he and 
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Aristotle are well aware that natural science will always remain imper­
fect and incomplete. Hence Aquinas is open to the possibility that natu­
ral science can discover and demonstrate that God exists as the neces­
sary cause of effects that we observe in our world. That this is actually 
the case he tries to show by his famous five proofs or Quillque ViC/e 
based on the proof from 1II0tioll given in Aristotle's Physics VIII. This 
proof Aquinas characterizes as "the most evident" because it argues 
from the most empirically evident effect,the existence of challge in the 
world, or rather from 1II0tioll, since motion is the most obvious and 
basic kind of change. The other four proofs have independent validity 
but are evident when seen in the context of the first. Therefore I explain 
this first proof here for those who have not seen any convincing reasons 
to accept idealism or the notion that truth is nothing more than mental 
consistency. 

Aquinas' argument is usually presented as it is found in his SUlllllla 
Theologiae I, q. 2, a. 3. This can lead to serious misunderstanding since 
that version is the summary of a philosophical, not a theological argu­
ment, and is treated much more thoroughly in other works. This mis­
take is compounded when the term "philosophical" is then assumed to 
mean lIIetaphysical. For Aquinas "philosophy" is a much broader term 
than "metaphysics" and includes what today we call "natural science," 
and in fact this proof is presented by him in his SUlllllla Call1ru Gellli/es 
as drawn directly from Aristotle's "natural science." Catholic philoso­
phers often do not like to admit this because they know that Aquinas' 
natural science is now in many respects obsolete. Funhermore, since 
scientists today often exaggeratedly claim that all their theories are 
only probable, it would seem that no argument taken from natural sci­
ence for the existence of God could be cenain. To understand the proof, 
however, as Aquinas meant it, we must not assume that natural science 
never arrives at cenitudes. For entirely sufficient reasons Aquinas was 
cenain the eanh is not flat but round and for the same and still more 
reasons we are still cenain it is round. Therefore what Aquinas at­
tempts is first to show that God exist.' by an argument of a purely 
scientific kind, requiring only the same kind of data that we use today 
in physics, chemistry, and biology and in ordinary logic. 

How does Aquinas prove that an immaterial God exists using 
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only the data and method of natural science? A full presentation of his 
argument would require a review of the basic principles of natural sci­
ence, principles that unfonunately, are often not thoroughly expounded 
and critically examined in science education today. While the logic of 
this argument is evidently sound, the premises require to be verified. 
The proof can be summarized as follows: 

For a body to exist in motion, it must be moved by another 
actual movcr. This actual mover is either: 
(a) ilself an exiSlenl body Ihal aCls only because illOO is being 

moved by another, or 
(b) an exislent mover Ihal is nOI a body. 

But an infinite series of movers such as posited in (a) is impos­
sible because Ihey would be only potenlial nol aClual movers. 

Therefore, since bodies in motion are observed to exist, 
a First Unmoved Mover that is not a body must exist, 
alld such (lIJ emilY is what is meam in ordinary "sage by the 
word "God." 

The observable effccl from which this proof from effect 10 cause 
originates is "motion." Thatlhings move is empirically evident. ThaI 
mOlion is not only the mosl easily observed kind of change but that il is 
presupposed by all other kinds of change is also evident. We observe 
that bodies act on one another only when the distance between them is 
not infinite, and do so in proponion to their proximity. Hence to initiate 
any change things must at least come closer so as to act through inter­
mediaries or even come into contact. When Newton theorized that grav­
ity is acrio ill dis/aIlS, he then had to suppose Ihat Ihis could only be 
explained by the will of God!" When modem physics explains one 
event by another dislant eve", it always supposes that energy passes 
Ihrough an intermediate field, and usually that it is conveyed by waves 
or panicles requiring time to travel. 

It is essential to undersland exactly what we observe when we 
see a motion. This must be done by a phellomellological allaly.fis, that 
is, an exact descriplion of a basic experience Ihat is presupposed 10 any 
other scientific procedure such as measurement. Since Galileo, scien-
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tists have tended to focus on the quantitative measurement of objects 
so as to be able to fit them into an abstract mathematical model. Later 
I will show why this is legitimate and necessary for the progress of 
science, but it also has a down side. Mathematical models can always 
be constructed to fit observed data but they are still abstractions that 
only approximate the real physical phenomena. Moreover, they are 
static models, since mathematical objects are fixed and timeless: the 
numbers 2 and 20 do not change. It is true one can represent the math­
ematical relations involved in motion; for example, one can represent 
the path of a moving body and a period of time by lines as if they were 
spatial dimensions. One can also chan the relations between the posi­
tion of a body on its path and time elapsed (velocity) and one can 
represent by a curve the acceleration of motion. Yet all these represen­
tations are fixed models that abstract from the fact that a body in mo­
tion is never simply located at a point on a line, but that the very es­
sence of motion is that the body is in transit from one pan of the line to 
another. If we are to understand change, and first of all motion as the 
simplest and most basic type of change, we must describe it not simply 
by measuring it and diagramming this mathematically, but by noting 
what is specific to motion in actual experience. 

If then we describe a motion as it is a physical reality we find that 
four correlative aspects must be included in the description. Aristotle 
and Aquinas called these four aspects four kinds of "cause," but today 
this is confusing because we use that term to mean only an efficient 
cause. (I) Something undergoes change and hence is potential to a new 
determination; a billiard ball on this side of the table leaves it and then 
appears on the other side. This potentiality is what Aristotle in his 
analysis of motion called the material calise of motion, i.e., that which 
is potential to the act of motion. On the other hand this potentiality is 
actualized in motion; the ball that was first on pan of the table enters 
another pan. This actuality Aristotle called the Jonllal calise. From 
these two observed facts about motion it becomes evident that any 
movable thing must have qllantity, that is, must have more than one 
pan. If it were not, since a thing in motion is leaving one pan of its path 
and entering another, it would be either at rest in the first pan or in the 
second. And if this is so, how can it be in motion? But if it is leaving 
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one part and entering another part, it must have at least two parts, and 
this is what we called "quantity" or "extension." Thus every moving 
thing is a "body" or something "material" both in the sense that it is 
potential and in the sense that it is a whole with parts. Note that in this 
description the term "matter" is much more general than Ihe 
identification in modem physics of mailer with what has inertial and 
gravitational mass. It includes not only "mailer" in this restricted sense, 
but all the entities known to science that can be measured. Thus mod­
em physics, in spite of its identification of mailer and mass, also knows 
of particles like the photon and neutrino and of "fields" and "space" 
and "vacuums" that have zero mass. It is just because quantity is the 
first property of any malerial thing that natural science is especially 
interesled in measurement and finds malhematical models so helpful. 

Motion, however, is not just a measuremenl, but a real dynamic 
state of affairs. Since something cannot give itself what it does not 
have, a thing that does not have this real state of affairs cannot produce 
it. Hence it must be actualized (set in motion) by another thing, all/over. 
A mover is the "efficient cause" of the motion of the body in motion. 
Thus there could be no efficient causality if there were no moveable 
bodies. and a moveable body to be potentially in motion is so because 
of its material cause and to be actually moving must have the actuality 
or formal cause of motion. 

A motion is said to be "natural" and the subject of study by the 
natural sciences if it is not man-made or the result of sheer chance but 
reoccurs regularly. Such a natural motion is given by its efficient cause 
a predetermined direction even if it never reaches a particular destina­
tion. It is this predetermination of a change by its efficient cause that 
Aristotle calledjillu/ causality or teleology. If motions did not have a 
direction from their very inception they could not be natural since they 
would not reoccur. Today scientists often deny that they think in terms 
offinal causality (teleology) because they suppose a final cause implies 
a conscious purpose on the part of the moving thing, or that a final 
cause would be some other force in addition to the efficient cause. Yet 
when a man directs an arrow at a target no one supposes the arrow has 
any conscious purpose. Nevertheless, it is obvious that its efficient 
cause (the archer) gave it a motion that had a definite direction. In 
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natural causation the direction is predetermined by some body having 
a natural force, such as gravity that regularly attracts other massive 
bodies, or electromagnetism that regularly attracts bodies with the op­
posite charge and repels bodies with the same charge. The direction 
given these natural actions is not another kind of efficient force but the 
direction to the motion given by the efficient force. Yet to omit it from 
the description of the process is to omit an essential aspect of the evenl. 
If natural efficient causes did not give a directional tendency to pro­
duce determined effects, science could not recognize efficient causes 
as causes. Nor would the relatively stable objects that constitute our 
universe be able to survive. Not only do acorns grow into oaks, but 
atoms bond to form stable compounds, and elementary particles to 
form atoms, or our world would be chaos. 

The discomfort of modern scientists with teleology is increased 
by the fact that in mathematical models only material causality and 
formal causality are adequately represented. This is because mathemat­
ics, just as it abstracts from the qualities of things, and considers only 
their quantities, also abstracts from motion and all kinds of change. 
The figures of geometry and the numbers of arithmetic are static, time­
less objects of thought, not the real , dynamic, changing quantities of 
real physical objects in which the direction of change is of the essence. 
II is true that mathematicians can represent the direction of motion by 
a vector, but this indicates direction along a line that stands for the 
motion but does not represent its actual transition from potency to acl. 
The mathematician can also represent the velocity of a moving body by 
plouing the relation between the position of a moving body and the 
time at which it reaches that position, yet again the diagram showing 
these variables is all Ihere al Ollce, while the physical motion is nol. 
Thus the mathematical models fix motion and its dynamic directed ness 
and disguise final causality. 

Thus to have a scientifically adequate description of a moving 
body we must note that it is changeable because of its material and its 
formal cause and that it is actually in motion because of its efficient 
cause and the direction or finality given its motion by that efficient 
cause. Thus to define a body in free fall, it would be necessary to men­
tion its mailer (it is a changeable body potential to motion) and its form 
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(it is a body actually in motion). It would also be necessary to note that 
it has an efficient cause of its motion (it is a massive body having a 
natural gravitational force) and its motion has a teleology (finality) or 
direction toward the more massive body of the earth. 

When motion is described accurately, without losing sight of its 
fourfold character it becomes clear why the major premise of Aquinas' 
proof, namely, For a body /0 exist in mo/ioll, i/ mils/ be moved by 
allo/her ac/tlal mover, must be true. To be in motion is to be receiving 
new actuality (to be entering on the first part or some subsequent part 
of its path), and a potential thing cannot give itself an actuality that it 
does not yet have. Yet many thinkers beginning with Democritus and 
then Plato have neglected this truth because they were content with the 
observation that living things are in a sense self-moving. But this self­
movement is not absolute and hence does not contradict the principle 
that nothing can move itself. A living organism is self-moving but only 
relatively so, since it has some principal part that moves the other parts 
and is unmoved with respect to them, but it requires to be moved by 
activation received from without the system. Thus our brain moves our 
muscles and our muscles move our limbs and so on, but none of this 
would happen unless we ate and breathed, taking in energy from the 
external environment. In fact in every such complex system there is 
always a principal part or prime mover that moves the other parts and 
is not itself moved by them, but it too has to be constantly supplied with 
energy to keep it and the whole system going. 

In fact there are no perpetual-motion machines. All material sys­
tems obey the Second Law of Thermodynamics that any system of 
moving bodies tends to become more and more random in its motions. 
Every clock eventually tells the wrong time and finally runs down. Of 
course for evolution from simpler to more complex systems to occur 
entropy must decrease, but can do so only locally within the total sys­
tem. This decrease of entropy fortunately has happened on our planet 
earth with the origin of more complex chemicals and then of life and 
finally of our extremely complex brain necessary for intelligence. Yet 
all the time in the universe as a whole entropy continues to increase. 
This is even more evident in recent physics with its purely statistical 
laws than it was in an older physics that presupposed absolute deter-
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minism. [n fact in our universe there is already a major element of 
chance as is evident in the history of evolution itself. 

Thus the self-movement of living things does not contradict the 
principle that nothing can change itself. But does this hold for inani­
mate nature? [n Aquinas' time, astronomers thought that the motion of 
the celestial spheres they supposed carried the sun, moon and planets 
would eventually explain all the motion in the world. [t was supposed 
that though these spheres were independent prime movers, their mo­
tions were coordinated by the rotation of the outermost sphere that 
enclosed the entire universe. The motion of this outer sphere as prime 
mover, however, was said to be Unatural" to it. Since every scientific 
explanation eventually comes to some fundamental natural forces that 
explain everything else in nature, but are simply given as natural to the 
universe in which we find ourselves, it would seem that this is as far as 
science can go. The ancient astronomy is long ago obsolete. Yet physi­
cists still suppose that eventually they will be able to determine the 
fundamental natural moving forces that keep the universe going and 
then somehow explain how these can be reduced to one supreme force 
that is the cause of the coordination of all independent forces. 

At present four natural forces are recognized as probably funda­
mental: gravity, electromagnetism, and the strong and weak nuclear 
forces. Furthermore it is theorized that at the Big Bang there was only 
one such force that caused the continuing expansion of the universe, 
but which very early in the process divided into the four fundamental 
forces that now operate. Eventually, however, the small places of in­
creasing complexity such as we observe our earth to be will be washed 
away in the general process of en tropic increase. Finally the universe 
will end in a state of "entropic doom" in which matter will be so thinly 
spread and homogenized that nothing will happen regularly by law, but 
only by chance "quantum fluctuations." It is possible of course that 
somehow this state ofthings will then reverse and become a Big Crunch 
in cycles that go on forever. Yet if it does (and there are good argu­
ments against this possibility) all traces of the universe as it was in the 
present cycle will be destroyed in the Crunch. Thus there will be no real 
connections between the universe at one cycle and at another and we 
can never know anything but our own cycle. 
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All this is speculation, but it makes clear that according to our 
present data it is less probable that the universe has always existed and 
more probable that it had a beginning. Yet Stephen Hawking has in­
vented a mathematical model for a universe that has only lasted a finite 
time yet had no singular point of time at which it began since in the 
universe ' s early development what we now call time had not yet 
emerged. Aquinas, however, wrote in an age when Christian faith held 
for a beginning of time but science favored an eternal universe. Hence 
he was careful to formulate his proof of the existence of God so that it 
would be valid on either hypothesis, no mailer whether the world has 
always existed or only for a finite time. This is because the effect from 
which it argues is not simply the history of motion but the fact of mo­
tion here and now which cannot be adequately explained by some cause 
that initiated motion but only by a cause that also keeps motion going. 

It is necessary, therefore, to inquire more closely as to what is 
meant by saying that there are "fundamental forces" that are natural 
properties of bodies. Ancient astronomy, as I have said, thought that 
the outermost sphere of the universe had a nature that enabled it to be 
in perpetual motion. Aristotle recognized that this would be possible 
only if the spheres moved without friction, since friction would entail 
an increase of entropy, and thus the universe would run down, while he 
accepted the a,tronomers' idea that the universe had always existed ..... 
This meant of course that the spheres though material must be of a very 
different kind ofmallerthan we observe here on earth. Yet even in this 
very radical hypothesis of a heaven made of mailer that was unchange­
able except as regards its rotational motion, Aristotle concluded that 
the natural motion of the outersphere could not violate the principle of 
"Nothing moves itself." His reasoning was that no finite body can give 
itself an infinite motion as would be the case if, as Aristotle supposed, 
the universe is eternal. The truth of this reasoning is evident, since an 
infinite force in a system would destroy it. The alternative hypothesis, 
of course, is that the outer sphere was set in motion at a definite time, 
and in that case it would be obvious that "Nothing can move itself," 
since an external mover would be necessary to start the sphere moving. 

Would the same kind of argument hold for our present picture of 
the universe in which all motion is reduced to four natural fundamental 
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forces, or in any universe having one or more such forces? The answer 
is yes, since if the universe has always existed then none of these finite 
forces or all taken together could keep it going forever. Or, if it had a 
beginning, for these natural forces to exist and to be actually operating 
would require a Mover external to the system of the universe. More­
over, as I have already shown, the issue is not just what began the 
motion, but what ultimately keeps it going here and now. 

Some still accept Aristotle's hypothesis lhatthe universe is infinite 
in time and go funher than he did to suppose it is also infinite in size. 
Hence, they ask why can we not say that the series of movers in the 
universe is also infinite, so that one need never have to come to some 
ultimate mover other than the universe itself. Aquinas, however, points 
out that no mailer how many movers there might be in a series of 
actually moving things,there has to be a firsl. If there were not, none of 
the movers in the series would be acmall)' moving, but all would be 
merely potentially moving, able to move, but not actually in motion. 
Thus Aquinas' proof, which I repeat is only an exact formulation of 
something that can be understood by common sense, is valid. 

I was once asked the question, "If there must be a God because 
everything has a cause, then what caused God?" Spinoza answered this 
by saying that God is his own cause (callsa slli), but as we have seen 
nothing can cause itself, since nothing can give itself what it does not 
have. Aquinas, on the contrary, does not say that everything has a cause, 
but only that whatever is changed is changed by another, but since God 
is unchanging, the Unmoved Mover, he has no cause. As he said to 
Moses uI am," not "I come to be." 

Yet Newton's Laws of Motion raise a serious problem for 
Aquinas' proof." The First Law states that "Every body remains in a 
state of rest or uniform motion in a straight line, unless it is compelled 
by impressed forces to change this state." Thus it seems that once a 
body is in motion its motion does not depend on any cause. This seems 
to contradict the assenion that "Nothing moves itself' since the projec­
tile continues to move long after it has been separated from its mover. 
It should, however, be noted that Newton himself thought that the very 
existence of natural laws proved the existence of God.'· It is clear that 
his first Law affirms that for a body to begin to move an efficient cause 
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is required. The billiard ball does not move until struck. This is enough 
10 save the principle as it has been stated. but it does leave a question 
that much bothered Aristotle and the medievals. How can motion as an 
effect continue after the projectile is set in motion since the distance 
between it and the mover increases and the mover ceases actually to 
move? In Newton' s term this is answered by saying that no new "force" 
is required because when the mover set the body in motion it gave it a 
certain "momentum" or energy equal to its inertial mass x its velocity. 
This energy is real since Newton's Second Law states that the velocity 
of motion can be changed by the application of additional force. The 
Third Law also states that if a moving body strikes another body, there 
will be an equal action and reaction, i.e., the momentum will be shared. 

This is all very straightforward if our concern is to measure the 
momentum of the body in motion and the proportionate force needed 
to put it in motion with a certain velocity, but it leaves vague what is 
meant not just mathematically but physically by the terms "force" and 
"momentum." It appears that "force" means the action of the mover 
and by "momentum" is meant not just the motion itself but something 
added to the body that, so to speak, enables it to keep itself moving. Yet 
it does not have this momentum of its own nature since it did not have 
it when at rest but was given it by the mover. The medievals, therefore, 
who were not like Newton content with measurement but wanted to 
understand physical causality, said that what had been added to the 
moving body was not just the motion but an impellls alien to the nature 
of the body itself and capable of keeping it in motion. With Newton 
they agreed that this impetus would continue to act until partially or 
wholly destroyed by meeting anotherresistant body. This impetus added 
to the moving body was not a substance. but was an active quality like 
the capacity to exert force that we ascribed to mass, or electric charge. 
Hence Newton's First Law must be understood not as asserting that a 
body will continue indefinitely in motion without a mover, but as say­
ing that it continues to be moved not by the original mover but by the 
impetus or active quality given it by the original mover. In the case of 
a body moving by reason of some active quality natural to it such as 
gravily or eleclric charge, however, Ihe principle "Nothing moves it­
self' seems to be false. The massive body, when not impeded, will 
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naturally move closer to other massive bodies. The electrically charged 
body will move toward another body having the opposite charge and 
be repelled from a body having the same charge. This seems to violate 
the principle. 

Yet it must also be considered that the possession of an active 
quality capable of causing motion. whether this be imposed on a pro­
jectile or. like gravity or electric charge natural to certain bodies. is of 
itself only a capacity to act. It is not the actual exercise of this capacity. 
Hence it requires to be activated as. for example. the color of a body is 
not actually visible until illuminated and remains visible only as long 
as it is illuminated. It follows that the argument of Aquinas shows that 
for a complete explanation of actual motion we cannot stop with an 
imposed impetus nor with the natural forces of bodies. We must still 
ask how these efficient causes can be actllally causing the continuation 
of a motion unless they themselves are caused. They are not unmoved 
movers. but moved movers. Thus we come to Aquinas' conclusion that 
every independent series of moved movers and the whole universe as 
a coordinated system of such series of moved movers cannot actually 
be producing a motion by moving itself. Hence an Unmoved Mover 
must be the ultimate cause of this motion and this Unmoved Mover is 
not part of any of the series nor of the universe as a whole. Since this 
Mover does not act by being moved by any material body it cannot 
itself be a material body. since every material body is moved by an­
other mover. 

Some have objected that Aquinas' proof. derived as it is from 
Aristotle. only proves the existence of a Unmoved Mover as the cause 
of the motion of the universe but not its existence. Hence it does not 
fulfill the demand of theism for a Creator. It is true that Aristotle. like 
the proponents of the ancient Mythological and Emanation Religions 
in general. never seems to come to a clear understanding of the Creator. 
Aquinas. however. shows that this argument in fact achieves this. The 
universe accessible to sense observation is constituted from change­
able bodies that come into being by change and continue in being in the 
process of change. Hence the Unmoved Mover in giving them motion 
causes them to exist. i.e .• is their Creator. To suppose that their matter 
is uncreated and has always existed of itself and that the Unmoved 
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Mover has merely caused it to move is absurd. Matter is the potentiality 
of a body to be moved but cannot exist without some actuality (the 
correlative material and formal cause). The cause of its actuality, there­
fore, is the cause of its existence, and the actuality of changeable things 
is produced and maintained as some kind of process of which motion, 
as we have seen, is the essential condition. Thus the historic arguments 
by which the foregoing demonstration as formulated by Aquinas has 
been attacked have not prevailed. Unless, of course, one is ready to 
accept Newton's reduction of physical reality to mathematical models 
or Kant's idealism with its denial that science can go beyond mental 
constructs to the reality of nature. 

The other four arguments for God's existence fomlulated by 
Aquinas presuppose the effect on which the first is based, namely that 
the world of our experience is in motion. They, however, are based on 
other aspects of change than the motion itself. Thus the second argu­
ment begins from the observed fact that every change requires an ejJicielll 
cause. This is either the First Uncaused Cause or some caused cause. 
There cannot be an infinite series of such caused causes unless there is 
a First Uncaused Cause, since, if there were not, none of the agents in 
the series would be actually causing. Hence a First Agent must exist 
and such an Agent cannot be material, since all matter is potential to 
funher actualization. The third argues that changing things are cOlllin­
gelll, that is, they are not necessarily actual, but depend for their reality 
on something else, hence there must at last be a N,ce.uary Being. Thus 
the first three ways argue from ejJicielll cOl/Jality. the first from the 
motion efficiently caused, the second from the efficient cause itself, 
and the third from the contingency of caused efficient causes that de­
mands a necessary first cause. 

The founh way argues fromJonnal ca"sality, that is, from the 
fact that every change resuhs in some new form or actuality of matter. 
When we observe that a given perfection of things (for example some 
degree of energy) exists in different degrees in things, we know that the 
less perfect must have this perfection not from themselves but from 
something more perfect. Thus only the most energetic thing can cause 
less perfect energy in others but not vice versa. Since again there can­
not be an infinite series of more and more perfect causes of the lesser 
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perfections of others, there must be a First Most Perfect Cause. The 
fifth argument is fromjillal cal/sality and rests on the fact that the changes 
that science studies are regular lawlike changes. This means that their 
efficient causes are predetermined, as we have seen, to produce a definite 
effect. Since we observe that regular, natural changes have regular 
natural effects (e.g. seeds grow into plants, chemicals bond with cer­
tain other chemicals and not with others), we observe an order of finality 
in the world. Such an order cannot be infinite but must depend on the 
existence of a Final Goal on which the unity of the universe depends. 

It is this fifth or teleological argument that has recently become 
prominent again in science in the discussion ofthe so-called Anthropic 
Cosmological Principle." This Principle states that all that we know 
today about the universe shows that its structure and natural processes 
are such that they have ultimately produced intelligent life, although 
the constant increase of entropy in the universe has made this highly 
improbable. Human intelligence, however, has as its own goal, to dis­
cover the answer to the ultimate question, namely the First Intelligent 
Cause, the Creator. 

These five arguments demonstrate the existence of a First 
Uncaused Immaterial Prime Mover and Creator, but is this the per­
sonal God worshipped by Jews, Christians, and Muslims? Some have 
argued that it is not. A recent, inHuential form of this objection is Mar­
tin Heidegger's rejection of what he called "onto-theology." He be­
lieved that the whole Western tradition of philosophy had been given 
to a kind of rational, metaphysical cOlllrol of reality that had produced 
modern technological society, instead of the intuitive openness to real­
ity (Being) transcending human categories characteristic of pre-Socratic 
thought and Eastern mysticism. He believed that this effon at Western 
rational control was coming to an end in our times and that the future 
would see a turn eastward. Hence he denounced the "onto-theology" 
that would reduce the "Mystery" simply to the supreme degree of some 
Chain of Being as the classical argument to the Unmoved Mover seems 
to do. Instead "God" must be thought as an utterly different order of 
reality than the objects of scientific definition and control. What a the­
ology that was not an onto-theology might be Heidegger never said 
except to refer to Eastern mysticism. 
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Heidegger's accusations have some credibility when applied to 
the post-Kantian intellectual milieu in which he wrote. As we have 
seen, Kant held that we think only by fitting the phenomenal world into 
our own mental categories and concluded that since God escapes these 
categories we cannot know God but can only posit our conception of 
God as a regulative idea needed for a consistent moral life. Heidegger, 
however, radically misread the Christian Tradition. Aquinas in intro­
ducing the Summa Thea/agiae I, q. 2 intro., says "First we will consider 
whether God exists, and second, what God is, or rather what he is 1I0t" 
thus indicating that God is indeed a Mystery, infinitely exceeding any 
conceptions we may have of him. Furthermore, Aquinas in I, q. 2, a. 6, 
ad 3 distinguishes between theology as a rational wisdom based on 
faith and that wisdom which is the Gift of the Holy Spirit as it gives the 
believer an intuitive connaturality with God. Thus Christian theology 
is open to mystery in a way that surpasses reason as it reduces reality to 
human terms in order to gain a certain control over it. Heidegger's 
misunderstanding can, at least in part, be explained by the faulty expo­
sition of Aquinas' thought by many Neo-Scholastics. They failed to 
see that for Aquinas a rational theology has two distinct phases. First 
natural science proves the existence of God by the arguments just dis­
cussed. Second this makes possible a metaphysics in which the ques­
tion of the lIature of God is explored by a methodology very different 
from that of natural science but presupposing its demonstration of the 
existence of immaterial reality. Neo-scholasticism tended to confuse 
these two steps by treating both as the work of a metaphysics whose 
foundations remained tenuous. No wonder then that Heidegger thought 
this metaphysics and its theology was too much enmeshed in natural 
science understood in the modem over-technological manner. 

Before we proceed to the second or metaphysical phase of 
Aquinas' argument, a second way in which natural science within its 
own proper scope demonstrates the existence of immaterial reality must 
be considered. A possible objection to all that has been so far said 
might be that to talk about an immaterial cause of material reality is 
empty talk because immaterial reality is too remote from our experi­
ence. For Aquinas, however, this is not the case since within the scope 
of natural science is the study of the human being in its behavior, and 
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this behavior manifests that reality is not restricted to changeable, 
material reality. This demonstration is parallel, but not the same as the 
one already given for the Unmoved Mover of the universe and can be 
summarized as follows: 

Human beings are finite organisms whose prime material 
mover is the brain. 
But the specific principal operalion of human beings is 
inlelligenllhough!. 
Intelligenllhoughl cannot be Ihe operation of Ihe brain which 
can only be its instrument. 
Therefore, the proper umnoved mover of the human body 
exists as lUJ immaterial formal calise of the body, all ilJlelli· 
gellce sharing ill its finitude and creatureliness. 

Aquinas, following the science of his day, thought that the prime 
organ of the body is the heart, but today we know it is the brain. More­
over, we know that it is the complexity of this brain that specifically 
distinguishes human beings from other animals and makes possible 
their unique behavior. Aristotle and Aquinas had already shown this 
human specification by the power of true language and the ability to 
deal with abstract concepts that syntactical language manifests, along 
with the development of technology and culture beyond the limits of 
animal instincts. The question, therefore, becomes what today is much 
discussed by scientists as the unsolved mind-body problem and as the 
possibility of artificial intelligence. 

I do not have space to discuss this issue at length. Aquinas notes 
that human thought requires that we not only are conscious but that we 
are self-conscious. This means that we not only know, for clearly ani­
mals have sense knowledge, but that we know that we know. This is 
required if we are to be critical of our own thought, as is exemplified by 
science. Yet we also require sense knowledge and hence sense organs 
to obtain the data without which the self-conscious, abstract work of 
intelligent thinking that processes this data is observed to be impos­
sible. Thus Aquinas insists that in this life human intellectual thought 
without images in the primary sense organ is impossible, yet such im­
ages are instruments to abstract thinking, not the concepts of that though!. 
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We cannot think the abstract number 10 without an image often fingers, 
etc. or at least the word "ten" derived from such concrete images. Yet 
our consciousness that we are thinking the abstract 10 of arithmetic and 
keeping it clear of the irrelevancies found in any images of len we may 
have cannol, argues Aquinas, be Ihe operalion of a material organ. This 
is because 10 be "malerial" is, as already indicaled, 10 be a body having 
quanlily or exlension. This is lrue of every image olher animals and we 
ourselves can form and hence such consciousness of sensible objects 
or Iheir images is nol specifically human. Bul the "self-consciousness" 
of humans, since it involves Ihe abslraclion required to arrive at univer­
sal essences such as the number 10, cannol be the operation of some­
Ihing Ihal is eXlended. To be eXlended is 10 have alleast two parts and 
Ihose parts, though they can have a common boundary, must not be 
identical. Since self-consciousness, knowing Ihal I am knowing and 
abstracting the essential from the irrelevanl, requires Ihe identity of the 
knower and the known, it cannot be the acl of an eXlended, malerial 
organ with nonidentical parts. 

This becomes clear when we see that Ihe brain and a computer 
made to imitate it are eXlended and that for this reason operale only by 
a complex nelwork of neurons or electrical circuits. These allempl 10 

bring one part of Ihe brain or Ihe computer into communication wilh 
Ihe olher parts, yel can never bring allihe communicated informalion 
10 idenlity al a single point. II follows Ihal while the brain can program 
images thai model abstraci concepls ever more precisely and a com­
puler can be devised to come closer and closer 10 whallhe brain can do, 
neilher can produce self-consciousness and abslracl Ihought. There­
fore Aquinas concludes that the human inlelligence uses Ihe organ that 
is the malerial prime mover of Ihe body as necessary to Ihought but 
only inslrumentally, while the ultimale unity of Ihe body musl be an 
existing immaterial intelligence. Since, however, Ihis immalerial intel­
ligence cannot naturally operale withoul Ihe inslrumenl of Ihe body, 
this argument does not lead to an Unmoved Immalerial Mover wilh an 
existence distinct from Ihat of the universe it moves, bUI 10 an Un­
moved Immalerial Mover that shares the exislence of Ihe body wilhoul 
dualism. Aquinas, Iherefore, avoided the Cartesian dualism Ihal many 
scienlisls loday suppose is Ihe only alternative to a materialistic iden-



Creation Religions 163 

tity of the mind with the body. Thus, if we accept Aquinas' arguments, 
natural science establishes the existence both of an infinite Unmoved 
Immaterial Mover of the universe far beyond our experience, but also 
finite, created, human intelligences requiring material embodiment, that 
are most intimate to our own self-conscious experience. The fact of the 
immateriality of our souls, therefore, provides us with a fitting analogy 
by which to understand the mysterious Unmoved Mover of the uni­
verse. 

This raises a further question for natural science. If besides the 
uncreated God, there are created intelligences that are embodied, is it 
possible there are created intelligences that like God, are purely spiri­
tual and without bodies? We have seen that not only the Mythological 
Religions but all the Traditional Religions claim that such spirits exist 
and even claim acquaintance with them. Thus Jesus clearly confirmed 
the existence of angels already recognized by the Hebrew Scriptures 
and so does Muhammad in the Qur'an. Only the world-view of Hu­
manism tends to exclude such beings. Yet the romantic side of Human­
ism has been open to the question and many speculations on the subject 
are current today. The more science seems to enlarge the universe, the 
more people wonder, "Can we be alone in such vast spaces and ages?" 

Aquinas, in light of the science of his day, did not think that all 
the motion in the universe is caused by the outer sphere. Each planet 
and the sun and moon were in independently moving spheres which 
were prime movers. The motion of the outer sphere insured the coordi­
nation of these relatively independent movers but did not simply sub­
ordinate them in a merely instrumental way. He regarded this as a 
natural science proof of the existence of angels which did not abso­
lutely eliminate the possibility that the Unmoved Mover directly pro­
duced the effects attributed to the angels, but made it physically cer­
tain, considering the fact that the Creator acts through secondary causes, 
that they exist. This argument, like that for God, does not rest on the 
details of ancient astronomy but still applies to the universe as revealed 
by modem science. As we have seen, present theories do not reduce all 
the four fundamental forces to one force after the very earliest phase of 
the Big Bang. More important, as I have argued elsewhere, is the 
significance for modem science of modem theories of cosmological 
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and biological theories of evolution. As we have seen, evolution to 
more complex objects runs counter to the entropic decay of the order of 
the universe and can only be local and temporary, yet it has to occur 
dramatically and the Anthropic Cosmological Principle suggests that 
the design of the universe as a whole favors it. Moreover, it is increas­
ingly recognized that the Darwinian theory of natural selection is inad­
equate as an explanation for the long historical scenario required to 
produce the extreme complexity of the human brain. Is it really cred­
ible that an effect of such complexity could result from a history in 
which every step was less and less probable? Complex chemicals can 
be produced from simple materials in a laboratory by ordinary natural 
processes although they never occur in nature unless a chemist guides 
the necessary sequence of steps that do not naturally occur except per­
haps in organisms. No natural law determines the course of this pro­
duction though it is brought about by purely natural forces that nor­
mally produce nothing much. It is the guiding intelligence of the chem­
ists using these forces that produces the evolution from simple sub­
stances to complex. By this analogy, therefore, we can make sense of 
evolution without introducing any sort of vitalism or elall vital or 
panpsychism into biology, provided we admit that in our universe,just 
as scientists have embodied immaterial intelligences, so the universe 
as a whole includes unembodied intelligences. Their presence does not 
replace natural physical processes but uses them to produce the direc­
tion of evolution to the production of the scientists as intelligent bod­
ies. 

Note again that for Aquinas it is natural science as he understood 
it, namely, as a study of changeable being in its dynamism not just 
mathematical models of changeable being that proves the existence of 
an Unmoved Immaterial Mover and the immateriality of human intel­
ligence and pure created intelligences. This is not metaphysics since it 
presupposes this task as accomplished." But at this point natural sci­
ence reaches its limits since its conception of such realities remains 
negative (i.e., they are not material). Vet natural science does also es­
tablish the positive truth that these immaterial beings are the causes 
(efficient, formal in the sense of exemplary, and final) of the objects 
that natural science can explore by its own methodology. 
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Therefore Aquinas holds that natural science can prove the exist­
ence of an Unmoved Mover, that is, of the kind of being meant by the 
ordinary usage of the word "God." He makes no claim that this gives 
any more than a very imperfect (although true) understanding of what 
"God" is. Thus in knowing the existence of someone we still do not 
know whether he is friend or foe, or, if a friend, what it is that we have 
in common that makes us friends. Of course, in a common sense, pre­
scientific form these arguments for God's existence are accessible to 
all of us human beings who ask ourselves, "Why does anything at all 
exist?" No wonder then that the world religions all tend to monotheism 
and even most Humanists would not accept polytheism. 

To move further to try to form some idea of what this spiritual 
Reality is like, it is necessary to develop another discipline than phys­
ics, namely metaphysics. Metaphysics is said to be the science of "be­
ing as such," but if no beings exist that are not changeable, material 
beings naturally subject to motion, then the science of "being as such" 
is natural science. Aristotle, and Aquinas following him, concluded 
that until natural science has proved that "being as such" also includes 
immaterial beings, no metaphysics would be either possible or neces­
sary. Yet after natural science has established the existence of immate­
rial beings, metaphysics has a proper subject, namely, Being as it in­
cludes both material and immaterial beings and what is allalogically 
common to them all. Even then, as Aquinas points out (pace Heidegger), 
this does not make metaphysics an onto-theology. God is not part of 
the subject matter of metaphysics but its prillciple and hence enters 
metaphysics as that which explains "being as such" not as that which is 
explained by "being as such" since it transcends the whole of created 
being. Of course some philosophers, including Leibnitz from whom 
Kant derived his notion of metaphysics, have thought that metaphysics 
is about possible beings and hence can begin its study with no more 
than the possibility that Being includes more than material beings. But 
without a proof that immaterial beings in fact do actually exist, we 
cannot be sure they are even possible. To talk about "nonmaterial be­
ings" does not prove that we know enough about the concept to be able 
to assert that it designates a real possibility. 

Thus to take the further step of seeking to get some idea however 
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inadequate of the nature of this First Cause, it is necessary to proceed 
by allalogy from effects to cause. A cause must in some way however 
remotely resemble its effect, since a cause cannot give to its effects 
what it does not itself possess. We get some true notion of a cause from 
its effect while realizing that the effect may not manifest the whole 
reality of its cause, any more than we can judge the total genius of 
Michelangelo from only one of his perhaps minor works. 

Such a metaphysical (transcending physical or natural science) 
analysis of the meaning of the existence of a nonmaterial First Cause 
leads logically to a deeper understanding not only that God is but also 
II'lral and II'lro God is. It follows from the five arguments just given that 
God exists as a spiritual (immaterial) being. This Supreme Being must 
necessarily exist, must be perfect in every way, and is the goal to which 
the whole universe strives as its final cause, or ultimate destiny. God 
must also be the necessary being, always actual, and free of any poten­
tiality for change. That the First Cause is "unmoved" does not mean, as 
process philosophers have claimed, that God is static, inert. As Cause 
of all motion, activity, and change God possesses whatever is positive 
in motion, activity, and change. He is Pure Act. Since we humans are 
effects of this First Cause and are persons having a nonmaterial intel­
ligence and free will, we can meaningfully, though only analogically, 
conclude that the First Cause is in some very real sense a Person that 
thinks and wills freely. Aristotle concluded that God is "Thought Think­
ing Itself' from which Aquinas draws the conclusion that God is also 
Love Itself, since it is thought that makes us free and able to love what 
we know. 

Humanists have always been inclined to deism on the grounds 
that even if a Creator is required to explain the existence of the uni­
verse, the universe as discovered by science is a machine that once 
constructed runs itself like a clock. For deists revelation, miracles and 
prophecies are also impossible for God to do, not because he lacks 
power, but because they think that such "interventions" in the natural 
order would imply that the natural order of Creation is imperfect. They 
are right, of course, in supposing that the universe is made to operate on 
its own laws as a well-designed machine. Nevertheless, as we have 
seen, even the best designed material machine needs an intelligence to 
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keep it operating, especially if it is designed not just like a clock to do 
repetitive things, but to evolve to more and more complex activities. 
Consequently, the Prime Mover's work is not done at creation. He is 
not just a "watchmaker" but a constant regulator and guide. Surely in 
our computer age we should realize that mechanisms however well 
designed require an intelligence to operate without error for very long, 
and the more complex the mechanism (and today we more and more 
see how complex the universe is) the more regulation it requires to 
keep going. Moreover, there is no reason to think of the universe as 
having an order that is complete. It Can be argued that since the human 
soul is immaterial yet substantially one with the body. the conception 
of each unique human being requires a direct act of creation by God. 

Yet Kant concluded that to petition God in prayer insults him. 
since he has already willed to provide us with whatever is best for us. 
Kant, therefore, accepted only the prayer of praise of God, not of peti­
tion. Aquinas. on the other hand, argued that just as God works through 
secondary causes and especially through created persons so that they 
might share in his work. so God wills that by prayer we can be true 
secondary causes of what God has willed to do in the world. God is not 
literally "moved" by our prayers, but he uses our prayers to carry out 
his gifts to the world. If God is truly personal, certainly he wishes his 
creatures to know him, to communicate with him, and ask his help. 

There is. nevertheless, another line of argument against the pos­
sibility of proving God's existence that has had even more universal 
effect than Kant's epistemological idealism .... It is the contention that 
since. if there is a God, he must be wise, good, and omnipotent. he 
therefore would have made a good world, while in fact the world is full 
of terrible evils, physical and moral, to the point of absurdity and blank 
indifference to human happiness. Therefore there can be no God. I will 
discuss this fundamental difficulty in the last chapter of this book. Here 
it suffices to point out the following facts that require serious attention. 
First, all the world religions and Humanism as well originated in an 
attempt to solve the problem of evil. Yet it is uncritical for any of these 
world-views to declare dogmatically that its explanation of evil is the 
only correct one. It is just on this point that ecumenical dialogue is 
necessary. Second, the classical theistic proofs of the existence of God 
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do not logically depend on the premise that the world of our experience 
is perfectly good, nor even that it is more good than evil, but only on the 
fact of the existence of some good, however minimal. The term "evil" 
implies the existence of something good in which it exists only as a 
lack of a perfection normally due to that good thing. No one can have 
an evil disease who does not first have the good of life. It is the exist­
ence of this basic goodness, without which there would be no world at 
all, that any theistic proof claims to demonstrate. 

6, An Alternative Way to the Creator 

Modem philosophy, generally Humanist in origin, has nevertheless 
sometimes sought a rational defense of the existence of a Creator. Yet 
in doing so, it has to face the problems raised by Descartes and Kant 
concerning the basis of certitude in knowledge. In Chapter I we de­
scribed how the Enlightenment and Humanism arose out of the disillu­
sionment of the intellectual elite of Europe with the religious wars 
among Christians that cast doubt on the truth of the Christian revela­
tion. At the same time the rise of modem science seemed to show that 
the power of human reason is sufficient to solve all human problems. 
Yet the skeptical climate produced by religious controversies also 
seemed to cast doubt on the certitude of human reason itself since rea­
son had been so intensely applied without success in solving these 
controversies. Many intellectuals either turned to revelation in blind 
faith (fideism) or like David Hume, succumbed to skepticism. 

Then a way out seemed to be provided by a contemporary of the 
great pioneer of modem science, Galileo (d. 1642). Rene Descartes (d. 
1650), a sincere Catholic, was inHuenced by Sl. Augustine and through 
him by the ancient Platonic philosophy that grounded human knowl­
edge in ideas innate to the human intelligence, transcending mere sense 
knowledge. As a mathematician of genius Descartes also loved the 
clear and distinct ideas that produce the kind of certitude possible in 
mathematics. Hence he argued: Cogito ergo SIIIII; I can at least be cer­
tain that I think, since even if to doubt I must also think. Hence from 
this certitude that I am a thinking .,"bject Free to question every thought, 
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I can argue to the cenitude of other truths. Funhermore, since I did not 
create myself wilh the power to think there must be a Crealor who gave 
me this power. Since there is a Creator who gave me the power to think 
about an external world, he cenainly would not permit me to be de­
ceived about its real existence and governance by the natural laws sci­
ence discovers. 

This Canesian (from Descanes' name) "tum to the subject" is 
the basis of most "modem" philosophy, including that of Immanuel 
Kant whose attempted refulation of the classical proofs of God's exist­
ence was discussed in Chapter 2.'" Through Kant and other thinkers it 
has greatly influenced Christian theology in both Protestant and Ro­
man Catholic forms. In recent Catholic theology it has had special 
influence through a revision of Ihe thought of St. Thomas Aquinas 
called "Transcendental Thomism" precisely, because it replaces St. 
Thomas' Aristotelian starting point with that of Descanes' Platonism. 

For Aquinas like Aristotle all human, rational knowledge begins 
with our experience of the material world of the senses. Only by the 
long argument sketched above is it possible to arrive at a critical knowl­
edge of immaterial realities such as the existence of God and the spiri­
tuality of our own minds. For Descanes, influenced by Pia Ionic belief 
in innate ideas, and for Kant who for innate ideas substituted innale 
categories by which we must order sense data, cenitude could nOI be 
based on sense knowledge but only on our mental operalions. 

Early in this century Joseph Marechal, S.J., in his The Poilll of 
Departllre of Metaphysics," while still defending the validity of St. 
Thomas Aquinas' approach, attempted to dialogue with modem phi­
losophy by approaching the same question of our rational cenitude of 
God's existence from a Canesian-Kantian point of view. Marechal's 
Transcendental Thomism has influenced Bernard Lonergan, S.J." and 
especially Karl Rahner, S.J., leading Catholic thinkers of the Vatican II 
period, 10 develop a flilldamental theology that replaces the older 
Thomistic apologetics which used prophecies and miracles as argu­
ments for the credibility of alleged divine revelation. 

Rahner in his work Spirit ill the World" was careful to relain 
from Thomism the anti-Canesian view that all purely human knowl­
edge depends on sense-knowledge and also to reject Kant's arguments 
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that a metaphysics of spiritual reality is impossible. Yet he adopted 
Descartes' and Kant's "tum to the subject." Thus Rahner held that 
proofs for the existence of God need not, as Aquinas thought, rest on 
the data of the senses used by natuml science. Instead they can be based 
simply on our self-awareness as knowing subjects who have an innate 
drive to ask questions and make free choices. Thomists, of course, did 
not deny that in every act of thought and free choice we know that we 
are thinking and willing. But Ihey contended thaI human Ihought origi­
nates not in our thinking aboul our own thinking but in our knowledge 
of the malerial world and of ourselves as malerial bodies. It is only by 
a long process of analysis and reasoning, like Ihal skelched in the pre­
ceding section of this chapter, that for Aquinas we can come to distin­
guish spiritual being such as our inlelligence and free will from male­
riallhings such as our brain and its funclions. Rahner and the Transcen­
denial Thomisls also recognize that our self-knowledge is somehow 
dependent on our bodily silualion in the world and hence is indirect and 
"unthematic." Yet they hold that our self-consciousness is sufficienlly 
certain to furnish a sound basis for reasoning 10 the existence of God, 
prior to any delailed analysis of the material world itself. For those 
philosophers, Iherefore, who have made "the tum 10 Ihe subject" Ihe 
exislence of God is (in one way or another) the background or "hori­
zon" of all certain knowledge aboulthe world and its history.'"' 

These Transcendenlal Thomists argue that since we are certain 
not only that we are thinking subjects, but subjecls Ihat have a dynamic 
drive to ask questions, we can demonstrale Ihat Ihere must be an an­
swerlo our ultimale question, "Is Ihere a God?" If He did not ex is I, how 
could we even ask Ihat question? Thomists do not accept Marecha!'s 
claim that we know from our originally vague self-awareness that we 
are subjects innately driven 10 question unlil we stand convinced that 
God is the Absolute Answer. Thomisls deny this because a question is 
meaningless unless it is raised by a problem in our explicil experience. 
The question, "Whether the First Cause of the World is nonmalerial?", 
has no meaning unlil our study of the malerial world gives us some 
reason 10 ask it. 

Such a puzzling fact of sensible experience that raises the ques­
tion of God is thatlhe world of our senses is in the process of change. 
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Aquinas showed in his Quillque Viae, explained above, that this puz­
zling fact of sensible experience is that the world about us is constantly 
in a process of change. It is this fact that makes us ask the question 
about a First Cause of change. This question can only be answered by 
an a posteriori proof from these observed effects to their cause, not by 
some transcendental a priori deduction from our awareness that we are 
transcendental questioning subjects. 

No doubt this is why those Humanist scientists who believe that 
science has established that the material world has no cause do not any 
longer ask if there is a God. Also if they believe that a brain or a com­
puter can think, they no longer ask a question about whether we have 
spiritual souls. The apologetic task is to show that scientists cannot 
avoid these questions. This is true, however, not primarily because 
scientists are conscious that they are thinking subjects, but because the 
material world they are trying to study would be ultimately inexpli­
cable if they do not face this question. Evidence for the systematic 
avoidance by many scientists today is amply demonstrated in Alan 
Lightman and Roberta Brawer, Origills: Tile Li,'e.l' alld Worlds ofMod­
em Coslllologists," interviews held with some 27 leading cosmolo­
gists. Thus Stephen Weinberg, Nobel Laureate in Physics in 1979 was 
questioned why he had said in his book Tile First Tllree Millutes that 
"the more the universe becomes comprehensible, the more it seems 
pointless." He at first answered this by saying, "One thing that does 
seem to help, one of the things that makes life worthwhile, is doing 
scientific research." When he realized that it was hard to explain why 
doing scientific research was worthwhile if it led only to comprehen­
sion of something that was "pointless," he then added rather con­
fusedly:" "For you to say things are pointless, you have to ask, 'Well 
what point were you looking for?' And that's what needs. I think, to be 
explained. What kind of point would have been there that might have 
made it not pointless. That's what I really would have to explain." 

Rahner, however, pursuing this "tum to the subject," attempted 
in his great work in fundamental theology, Foulldatiolls ofCllrisliall 
Failll: All IlIIroduClioll 10 Ille Idea ofCllrisliallill' to begin his effort to 
make this faith credible with the thinking, freely willing subject. With 
only that data he tried by a "transcendental deduction" to demonstrate 
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whal the ideal religion would be that could satisfy the subject's innate 
drive to question and choose. Hence in the original German the main 
title of his book was The Idea ofChriJtimrit)', retained only as a subtitle 
in the English translation. Having thus deductively established the idea 
of a true religion without reference to scientific or historical data, Rahner 
then proceeds to "correlate" this with the actual historical data of Ro­
man Catholicism and thus demonstrate its rational credibility as the 
only religion that could meet this ideal. 

This procedure was connected with Rahner's famous notion of 
"the anonymous Christian" and the "supernatural existential." Accord­
ing to this theory every human subject in actual historical reality has its 
existence not only in the natural order but also in the order of grace that 
nows from God's will that all humans be saved. Therefore all humans, 
whether they have realized it or not, exist in relation to God not only as 
creatures but through grace. Thus they can be said to be "anonymously 
Christian." Hence in their experience as thinking, willing subjects there 
is at work some experience of God as a gracious God who is revealing 
himself even though in a hidden and unrecognized way. Thus the clas­
sical Apologetics addressed to nonbelievers can be replaced by a Fun­
damental Theology addressed to all human beings by which they can 
explore their human experience to uncover the work of grace in their 
inner lives and thus come closer to the Mystery. The innuence of this 
line of argumentation is evident in Vatican II's The Church ill the 
Modem World (Gaud;u", et Spes) when it calls the modem world to 
raise ultimate questions about human destiny. 

This is not the place for a detailed critique of Rahner's Funda­
mental Theology though it is clearly well worth study. I too argued in 
Chapter I that all human beings have to seek a world-view and value­
system to answer the fundamental life problems that arise in their expe­
rience. Nevertheless, it must be asked whether the Transcendental 
Thomist approach to the God-question can really stand on its own. 
Certainly such a subjective approach is attractive to many modems 
who seek a personal spirituality. They have been taught that the only 
objective knowledge comes from modem science and that modem sci­
ence has no way to affirm a spiritual realm or establish moral values. 
Thus Rahner, who in his later years admitted he had never given much 
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attention to modern science," found this transcendental approach more 
helpful, since the very term "transcendental" means a grounding of 
knowledge in the subject transcending the data of the material world 
and hence the relevance of science. 

The weakness of such an approach to the modern scientific world, 
however, is also evident and has been pointed out by many critics." A 
theistic revelation is not credible to those who do not know or at least 
do not recognize that the existence of God can be demonstrated 
scientifically from the existence of the world. The attempt of Marechal 
and Rahner to demonstrate this from the fact that human questioning 
cannot find an answer unless there is a final and Absolute Truth, to 
many moderns is far from convincing. It is true that we as thinking 
beings are questioning beings, but our questions must be aroused by 
experiences that give us meaningful questions, The modern skeptic 
can well ask the Transcendental Thomists how they know that there are 
any meaningful questions that cannot be answered by science in purely 
materialistic terms. For Aquinas this difficulty is answered, as we have 
seen, by showing that scientific questioning is always incomplete un­
less it comes to a First Cause whose existence is proved from its effects 
known to science, Therefore, Transcendental Thomism presupposes 
non-transcendental Thomism or some other philosophy that begins with 
the existence of the material world not the "spirit in the world." 

This is not to deny that Rahner's Fundamental Theology pro­
vides a subjective support to a more objective apologetics since it can 
help moderns whose idea of scientific objectivity is too restrictive to 
acknowledge the reality of the spiritual realm. While it can show that 
theism and Christianity are fitting correlatives to our historical experi­
ence and thus stimulate Humanists and those of other philosophies of 
life to further investigate theistic and Christian claims, it cannot fur­
nish a satisfactory verification of those claims to the hardheaded Hu­
manist. 

Rahner's thought has been helpful in strengthening their faith for 
those who already believe in a God like that of Christianity, but it 
cannot do the job of an objective apologetics addressed to atheists, 
agnostics, deists or pantheists. Vet it may have attraction for those in 
the Emanation Religions who follow not a rational, discursive approach 
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to the choice of a world-view, but an intuitive one based on self-con­
sciousness heightened by meditation, though as Jacques Maritain 
showed such a purely natural mysticism has its risks. 

Therefore a case for the theistic Creation Religions demands, as 
a prerequisite to the rational credibility of God's self-revelation, faith 
that God can first be objectively known to human reason as the First 
Non-Material Cause of the material world. This claim, verifiable by all 
humanity at least in a common-sense way, has also been defended by 
profound arguments drawn from natural science and supponed by 
metaphysics. Hence in choosing a world-view and value-system these 
arguments must be seriously examined and compared to those favoring 
Humanism or the Mythological and Emanationist Religions. 
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wonI would have to he filled with the myslerious elisence of nil reality. And yet cach timc 
I opcn some work of whalc\'er modem science. 1 fall as Iheologian into no slight panic_ 
TIle grcaler part (If what stands wrillen thcre I do not know. and usually I am nOi even in 
the positIOn 10 understand more exactly whal il is Ihatl cuuld be reading abou!. And !of.) I 
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feci as a theologian that I am somehow repudiated. The colorless abstmction and empti ­
ness of my theological concepts frightens me. I say that the world has been created by 
God. But what is the world about that I know virtually nothing, and as a result the concept 
of creation also remains unusually empty. I say as a theologian that Jesus is as man OIlso 
Lord of the whole creation. And then I read that the cosmos stretches for billions of light 
years, and then 1 ask myself, terrified, what the statement that I have just said really means. 
Paul still knew in which sphere of the cosmos hc wanted to locate the angels: I do nol." It 
would be misleading, howevcr,to omit refcrence to articles in which Rahncrdid touch on 
scientific questions. For examplc, in TIJeu{ogica{ /tI)'{!sligmiml.'i (London, Baltimore and 
New York: Darton, Longman, and Todd I Helicon I Herder and Herder I Seabury, Cross­
road, 1961-1992,23 vols.) we find such articles as "Thcological Renections on Mono­
genism," vol. I, pp. 229-296; 'Thcology as Engaged in an Intcrdisciplinary Dialogue with 
the Scicnces," vol. 13, pp. 80-93; "On the Relationship Betwecn Theology and the Con­
tempomry Sciences," vol. 13, pp. 94-104: and 'The Booy in the Ordcrof Salvation," vol. 
17, pp. 71-89. Yct in such articles Rahncr takes philosophy as entirely transcendent 10 
natural scicnce. 

!iI It is well known Ihat another major thcologian of the Vatican II period Hans Urs von 
Balthasar was a constant critic of Rahner's theology. Their differences are summed up by 
John O'Donnell, SJ, in his HillIS Vrs 1'(111 Balr/w.mr (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical 
Press, 1992). p. 154: "(TJhe differences between Rahner and Balthasar are profound, 
especially as regards method. Balthasar could never tolerate Rahner's transcendental 
method, which seemed to him a Procrustean bed in which Christiunity had to be reduced 
in size in order to find a place. Moreover, Balthasar's entire theology is much more ori­
ented to the paschal mystery than is Rahner's and he often argued that Rahner's whole 
frame of reference lacked the dmmatic dimension and thus eclipsed the cross which is the 
culmination of the interuction of divine and human freedom." From a very different per­
spective sec also Fergus Kerr, OP, Theology after lViugellstein, note 50 above. 
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CHAPTER 6 

THE DIALOGUE OF THEISM WITH NON-THEISM 

1. Is Such Dialogue Possible? 

In the last Chapter, I showed how the theistic religions have claimed 
that not only the atheism, agnosticism, or deism of Humanism but also 
the pantheism of the Mythological and Emanation Religions are false. 
The theistic religions base this claim not only on revelation, but also on 
what they claim is rational proof that the world owes its existence to a 
Creator who has produced it by an act of free will. In view of this Hat 
contradiction between theism and non-theism is any dialogue between 
theistic religion and non-theistic philosophies of life possible?' 

In considering the atheism of some Humanists such as the Marx­
ists who have had worldwide inHuence in the twentieth century, the 
first thing to be noted is that Humanism especially distrusts Christian­
ity as the traditional religion of most developed countries. It believes 
with Marx that "religion is the opiate of the people." It is an exploit­
ative ideology used to pacify the oppressed so as to weaken them in 
their struggle for liberation. The "theologians of liberation'" agree that 
Marx was right to expose the ideological use of religion as a tool of 
exploitation. But they argue that this very exposure makes it possible 
for the world religions to free themselves from this co-option by the 
oppressors by making a "preferential option for the poor." Liberation 
theologians claim that this is the way to recover the original meaning of 
the religion ofthe great ancient prophets who denounced injustice and 
announced the intervention of God in support of the aspirations for 
freedom of the oppressed. 

183 
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Thus, for example, the religion of the Hebrew Scriptures depicts 
a Iibemting God who delivers his people from enslavement and alien­
ation. Similarly Jesus Christ announced the fulfillment ofthe promises 
of the prophets in the coming of God's Kingdom and actually inaugu­
rated this Kingdom by rejecting all domination and accepting the 
marginalized as his brothers and sisters. Muslims also claim that 
Muhammad brought a message of universal brotherhood, of social jus­
tice, and of militant defense of his people against oppression. Thus all 
these prophets, Jewish, Christian, and Islamic contended that belief in 
One Creator, God of Justice and Mercy, is the only consistent ground 
for social justice. 

Without such a belief in a liberating God how can the powerless 
claim the moral authority to denounce the powerful or have any real 
hope of achieving liberation? Is not Marxism in fact simply a con­
cealed version of the Christian hope for the coming of the Kingdom of 
God? Marxism's practical failure in Russia, China, and elsewhere to 
establish real freedom or equality seems proof that without belief in 
God its atheism is bound to end in a new and even more cruel oppres­
sion. 

As for the "materialism" proposed by many Humanists as a 
"scientific" basis for its atheism, this seems at the end of the twentieth 
century to be little more than an outdated scientific Positivism that has 
all the weaknesses of Nominalism and Empiricism. Humanism, how­
ever, should be given credit for calling attention to the mistake of the 
theistic religions in accepting a too Platonic, idealistic, other-worldly 
interpretation of their own Scriptures. They should have given full 
weight to the earthly, economic aspect of human existence plain enough 
in the original meaning of the Hebrew Scriptures, the New Testament, 
and the Qur'all. The doctrine of creation when given its full weight in 
monotheistic theology can easily assimilate the Humanist materialistic 
insights without falling into Platonic spiritualism. Consequently, mono­
theists need not take second place to Humanists in their devotion to 
scientific progress, the advance of technology, and the economic analysis 
of social forces and social change. 

Similarly, theists in dialogue with Humanists can reply to the 
charges that religion is an obstacle to scientific advancement by argu-
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ing as Alfred Nonh Whitehead did' that belief in a Creator was histori­
cally the rational foundation for the advancement of modem science. 
Theists can also point out that the growing skepticism, relativism, and 
irrationalism of Humanist society today threaten to undercut the 
confidence in human reason on which modem science has been based. 
If the world is absurd and the moral order is a merely human construct, 
what hope can we realistically have for the kind of world of which the 
Humanism of the Enlightenment dreamed? 

Once that hope was undermined by agnosticism, the Humanist 
culture has more and more suffered from confusion and existentialist 
despair. Humanists today seem to take a rather empty comfon in their 
sense of intellectual sophistication and moral emancipation in a mad 
world that they no longer hope to control. Yet theists can be grateful to 
Humanists because the Enlightenment exposed the obscurantism and 
fanaticism into which the world religions have often fallen. Humanism's 
noble vision of human equality has acted as a powerful purgative for 
theists who through compromise with the violence of the world em­
pires had lost their own original vision of human dignity. 

More specifically theists can concede to modem philosophy since 
Kant that in trying to undermine the classical proofs of God's existence 
Kantianism has done religion a great service. Kantians have taught us 
to use a "critical" and hermeneutic method by which to analyze the 
pluralism and cultural relativism of human thought-systems and the 
large element of historicity and perspectivity in any philosophical or 
theological world-view. This has permitted the theistic religions to 
understand themselves historically and developmentally, and thus be 
freed from a naive literalism in the understanding of their own faith. 
Moreover, it has liberated them from fanaticism and opened them to an 
ecumenical willingness to learn from other philosophies and religions. 

These gains, nevertheless, do not require theists to accept a "de­
mythologizing modernism" that requires them to reinterpret their doc­
trines to the point that they lose their original meaning and become 
empty jargon to be filled up with the current opinions of a dominant 
Humanism. In fact the theistic Creation Religions differ markedly from 
the Mythological Religions and do not require to be "demythologized" 
for their claims to be critically examined. For its own pan, Humanism 
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ultimately rests its claims on an interpretation of the scientific world­
picture. Since it has taught the theists that interpretations of empirical 
fact often represent an imposition of an ideology that is not necessarily 
derived from these facts, the theists are freed to give their own interpre­
tation of the scientific world-picture. Such an interpretation need not 
exclude the findings of modem science, since, as was explained in 
Chapter 5, these findings can be used to argue for theism. 

What then of the dialogue between the theists, polytheists, and 
emanationists?' We have seen that the religions of pre-literate people 
generally include a belief in a supreme High God, and that the polythe­
istic religions have generally developed in the direction of theism by 
explaining the gods either as creatures of the One God or as symbols of 
that God. Consequently, in such cases the issue is not the existence of 
the One God but of God's relation to the world: is God the Creator in 
the theistic sense? This today remains the real issue between the highly 
developed theories of Hinduism or Buddhism and the theistic religions. 
The former propose an Absolute of whom one can speak only nega­
tively and of which the world and the human spirit are necessary phe­
nomenal manifestations rather than free creations absolutely distinct 
from their Creator. Obviously we are dealing here with metaphysical 
questions of great subtlety and with answers to these questions sepa­
rated by enormous semantic gaps. Thus neither side ought to leap to 
conclusions about what the other is really saying. 

From the theistic side, however, there is no need to reject the 
negative theology of the Emanation Religions which insists that all 
language used of the Supreme Reality is analogical and ullerly inad­
equate to its reality. Such a negative method has already been well 
assimilated into the theistic theologies through the influence of Plot in us 
(d. 270 CE), whose thought is of much the same type as that of Indian 
thinkers. It was a method also used by the Jewish mystics of the 
Kabbalah, by "negative" (apopllalic) Christian mystics such as SI. John 
of the Cross, and by the Muslim Sufi.' The theistic emphasis on the 
positive (kalapllatic) aspect of analogy is not contradictory but comple­
mentary to such a negative mystical theology. 

Hinduism, particularly the Vedanta, as we have seen, seeks to 
explain the world as the "play" of the One God, as his body, or spouse. 
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These analogies are acceptable to theists provided they are freed from 
any literalism that would (a) reduce creation to mere illusion; or (b) 
make it necessary rather than free. As for Buddhism, the immense va­
riety of its own self-interpretations seems to give room for a similar 
convergence. If Nirvana is understood as annihilation of the created 
human self, or if the Absolute is understand as literally nothing, or 
alternatively as simply the empirical world recognized as identical with 
the Void (in the manner of some Zen thinkers), then such views are 
certainly contradictory to theism.' But if Buddhist enlightenment is 
understood as the realization of the utter relativity (or emptiness) of 
created reality ill reiatioll to the ineffable Creator, then it is not contra­
dictory to the theistic negative theology. 

Polytheism in a literal sense has few defenders today, but there 
are some who argue that as a symbol it is preferable to theism because 
it more adequately reflects the pluralism of the cosmos. They think it is 
also a better model for human society, since they believe that monothe­
ism tends to support authoritarian monarchy or dictatorship.' Theists 
would answer that in fact monotheism is perfectly compatible with a 
pluralistic conception of the cosmos, since it signifies that the unity and 
harmony of the cosmos is not intrinsic to it but has its source in the 
Wholly Other. Hence it effectively opposes the idolatry of looking for 
this absolute unity in any worldly ruler or organic state. All earthly 
powers are subject powers and hence divided. In Christian theism the 
symbol of the commlillio sane/arum, the communion of angels and 
saints centered in the One Creator, represents this pluralistic aspect of 
the cosmos. 

Thus the a posteriori arguments from the creation for the exist­
ence of One God are paralleled in some form in all the traditional world 
religions. Their theoretical refutation has been based chiefly on the 
Humanist skepticism of Hume and the idealism of Kant, epistemolo­
gies that tend to undermine the validity of modern science and thus also 
the confidence in reason on which Humanism is based. Hence Human­
ists today to refute theistic claims seem to rely more on pragmatic 
arguments based on the supposed social conservatism of organized 
religion. Such arguments will lose much of their force if the three great 
theistic religions react positively to these criticisms and renew the ad-
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vocacy of social justice that the liberation theologians have shown is 
inherent in the traditions of the Creation Religions. 

2_ Why Must Revelation be Received on Faith? 

Those Humanists who are deists acknowledge a Creator but think that 
this Creator has left its creatures to operate according to innate and 
even deterministic laws. Yet it seems this Creator has created us as 
intelligent persons to whom the existence of God is knowable from the 
creation. Hence if creation can only give us a very inadequate idea of 
what God is like, it would seem plausible that a wise and good God 
would desire to make himself better known to his intelligent creatures. 
Thus it would seem, contrary to deism, that God might wish to reveal 
himself more fully to these created persons. Moreover, the very exist­
ence of so many religious theories about God, even the persistent ef­
forts to disprove these theories, seems to indicate that human beings 
have a natural desire to know God, if there is a God. The human mind 
ceaselessly questions the world and human existence and is not content 
without raising questions about the Ultimate. Can such a profoundly 
innate desire be in vain?' In fact all three of the great Creation Reli­
gions claim that God has historically spoken to certain privileged hu­
man beings, the prophets, and through them has more fully revealed 
himself to others, giving guidance to human life. 

In the Emanation Religions there are also sages and avatars of 
the Absolute who have somehow come to know the Absolute and out 
of compassion for humanity seek to communicate this knowledge to 
all.' In these religions, however, the distinction between the seeker and 
the Absolute is only an illusion to be overcome, or, for the Qualified 
Non-Dualism of Ramanuja, no more than the distinction between the 
mind and its body. Therefore, for consistently monist religions revela­
tion can only be an awakening to a truth already unconsciously pos­
sessed by the seeker. An avalar such as Krishna or Gautama is only a 
symbolic manifestation of this eternal truth within us. The enlightened 
sage is only one who, having achieved enlightenment himself, guides 
others on their way to the same self-knowledge. Thus in these religions 
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revelation cannot be taken literally in the sense of the Creation Reli­
gions that teach that the One Personal God speaks to and through hu­
man persons infinitely distinct from himself. Revelation therefore re­
quires and empowers the human recipients to respond in faith. 

Thus one should not impose on Eastern Emanation Religions the 
familiar Western categories of "philosophy" (and science) based on 
human reason and "theology" based on faith in revelation. Chandradhar 
Sharma in his I"diall Philosophy: A Critical SlIn'eylf) writes: 

Western Philosophy has remained more or less true to the ety­
mological meaning of "philosophy," in being essenlially an in­
lelleclual quest for truth. Indian Philosophy has been, however, 
intensely spiritual and has always emphasized the need of prac­
tical realization of truth The word dars/uma means "vision" and 
also the "instrument of vision." It stands for the direct. immcdi· 
ate and intuitive vision of Reality, Ihe actual perceplion of Truth, 
and also includes the means that lead to this realization. "See the 
Self' (alma va dra."Clv)',,") is the keynole of all schools of In­
dian Philosophy. And Ihis is Ihe reason why most oflhe schools 
of Indian Philosophy arc also religious sects. 

Thus to promote successful dialogue between East and West we 
need to distinguish three types of knowledge: (I) Philosophy in the 
Western sense is a search for truth by human reason; (2) Enlightenment 
in the Eastern sense is a direct mystical intuition of Reality attained by 
meditation; (3) Theology in the theistic sense of Judaism, Christianity. 
and Islam is knowledge of mysleries beyond bolh reasoning and intui­
live human power thai God freely reveals 10 humanily and enables us 
10 accept in faith. Hence only in the Iheislic Crealion Religions is a 
"revelalion" possible iflaken in Ihe sirici sense of a communication of 
God 10 his crealures of truths that arc utterly beyond Iheir power 10 

discover. Scientislic Humanism acceplS only Ihe first of Ihese Ihree 
lypeS of knowledge, although romanlic Humanism may accepllhe sec­
ond. The Crealion Religions accepl alllhree. bul wilh somewhat differ­
ent emphases. since philosophy has played a ralher secondary role in 
Judaism and laller Islam. Also Crealion Religions lend 10 divide Ihe 
second. myslical form of knowledge inlo inluitive knowledge based on 
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human powers (natural mysticism) and that based on revelation (super­
natural mysticism). The Emanation Religions, as Sharma is pointing 
out in the quotation, identify the first type of reasoning knowledge with 
the second, intuitive knowledge to which latter they give overwhelm­
ing importance. They, therefore, have little to say about the third type 
of revealed knowledge though for the Creation Religions this has the 
predominance. 

In Chapter I it was pointed out that the functional definition of 
"religion" or "philosophy" of life abstracts from these distinctions. In 
the dialogue between East and West, however, it is essential to sec that 
for the East "philosophy" and "religion" are not clearly distinct. Fur­
thermore, for the East "philosophy-religion," is primarily not either a 
process of rational argument nor faith in a revelation but an intuitive 
enlightenment attained by meditation on the true nature of the Self. 
The Self moreover is not precisely the human self but the Absolute Self 
from which individual selves are not completely distinguished, or, as 
with Buddhism, are not themselves real. 

Hence the term "faith," commonly used today for all religions, 
has very different senses for the Creation Religions and the Emanation 
Religions. For the latter "faith" is trust in some sage who, a disciple 
believes, has already attained enlightenment, but the disciple must ul­
timately attain this enlightenment by his or her innate powers. For the 
Creation Religions, on the contrary, enlightenment is possible only in 
the next life in the Beatific Vision, while in this life one must walk by 
faith in a revelation given by God. As the New Testament says, "Faith 
is the realization of what is hoped for, the evidence of things not seen" 
(Heb II: I). Thus for theists even the highest intuitive supernatural 
mystical experience is only a form of faith. It is centered not on any 
experience possible in this life but on the Word of God to which the 
believer must cling in darkness. Thus the Emanation Religions, be­
cause of their monism by which God and creatures arc ultimately 
identified are not based on faith in the theist sense, but on personal 
experience. While both types of religion have "discipleship" in com­
mon, for non-theistic religions the disciple trusts the guru only to help 
him achieve his own enlightenment in this life or in some future incar­
nation. For theistic religions, on the other hand, in this life disciples 
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trust Moses, Jesus, or Mohammad as messengers of God's revelation 
that promises the Beatific Vision in the next and final life of heaven but 
not here on eanh. They do admit, however, that even in this life faith 
can deepen to a mystical intensity that approaches but cannot achieve 
face to face vision." 

There are several serious difficulties about this theistic concept 
of revelation." One objection that is felt very strongly by thinkers of 
the Enlightenment is the "panicularity" of special revelation. Why would 
a generous God make himself intimately known only to the insignificant 
people of Israel, or nomadic Arabs? Why would a caring God neglect 
the rest of humanity? The Emanation Religions seem superior in that 
they offer enlightenment equally to all in this life or a future incarna­
tion. Consequently, while deistic Enlightenment thinkers affinned that 
God is revealed in a general way to all in nature, they rejected special 
revelation to individual prophets or a chosen people. Why also did an 
inclusive God chieHy choose IVlrite lIIa/e prophets? Moreover, how can 
we recognize a true prophet from a madman or a demagogue? Finally, 
how can we understand God's Word, even if this Supreme Being does 
speak to us? Is it not rather that we impose our notion of God as the 
Supreme Being (what the philosopher Manin Heidegger called onto­
tlre%gy) on an ineffable Absolute? 

Judaism, Christianity, and Islam all teach that God has revealed 
himself to all members of the human race but to most by the mediation 
of a few chosen messengers. They reject the idea that God should have 
revealed himself directly to every individual or every people because 
the order of creation shows that God prefers to share his power with his 
creatures as far as possible. Therefore as in ordinary human life some 
persons are especially gifted and serve as teachers for others, so God 
may choose to reveal himself to others tlrrollglr prophets. A genuine 
prophet must not only be enlightened by God about what he or she is to 
say, but must also be enlightened to know that this message truly comes 
from God and not from some other alien source nor simply from the 
prophet's own mental processes. This enlightenment must be an im­
mediate intuition directly caused by God who also makes the prophet 
objectively cenain that it is God's Word. This prophetic cenitude is, 
therefore, superior in mode to the faith of those who believe through 
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him, but by the gift of faith they participate in its certitude. Thus it can 
be said that both the prophet and the faithful who do not have the gifl 
of prophecy both believe in God on God's word, not simply on their 
own experiences. Hence it is not at all unreasonable that most of us 
must receive God's revelation through others not by a personal vision, 
or Ihal humanity as a whole should receive it through a Chosen People. 

Therefore, these theistic religions hold that those who do not 
share the prophetic illumination can receive the divine message only 
by believing God's word through belief in the prophet. They cannot 
distinguish true from false prophets by the illtri,uic truth of their mes­
sage <as in non-theistic religions disciples of an enlightened sage come 
to their own enlightenment) since the divine revelation is given princi­
pally to teach truths which are beyond any human power to altain. Yel 
Ihe true prophet may be discerned by ex/rillSi" siglls furnished by God, 
such as the fulfillment of predictions about the future and by other 
miraculous events which so accompany the revelation as to sufficiently 
confirm it. IJ 

Thus the Jewish prophets such as Elijah <2 K 17-19) are pictured 
in the Hebrew Scriptures as confirming their prophecies by predictions 
and miracles. The New Testament reports similar extraordinary acts by 
Jesus and the Apostles in confirmation of their teaching." While 
Muhammad did not claim in the Qllr'all to have worked miracles, he 
pointed to the Qllr'all itself as such a miracle. Moreover Muslim Tra­
dition claims both predictions and miracles as confirmations of its truth. 
Since the eighteenth century, however, there has been widespread skep­
ticism about both the prophetic predictions and the miracles recounted 
in the Bible. Indeed, the historical-critical method of exegesis often 
uses the presence of miracles in a narrative as evidence that it is not 
historical. 

3. Is Revelation Verifiable? 

In Chapter 3 I discussed objections to the belief in the "supernatural" 
and the "miraculous" derived chieHy from the eighteenth century phi­
losopher David Hume. Here we need to expand this discussion also to 
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include the principal reasons that Humanists have given against the 
biblical prophecies and miracles. since this remains a principal point 
on which Humanism and the traditional religions differ and need to 
dialogue. 

A corollary of the notion that even scientific knowledge can only 
be probable is the famous theory of Karl Popper. He argued that any 
theory, no mailer how verified as probable in view of known data, may 
be falsified by new data. Thus scientific advance is based not on the 
verification of theories but on theirJalsijicatioll. Hence it also follows 
that the mark of a good scientific theory is itsJCllsijiability. Yet if, as is 
evident, probability must always rest on some certitudes, falsifiability 
and falsification must also rest on some certitudes. It is true that scientific 
hypotheses are open to modification, but unless science has in fact 
established some truths that it is unreasonable to doubt, both as to the 
correctness of the data and their theoretical causal explanation, no 
scientific advance would be possible. Actually what Popper had in mind 
was nOlthe falsification of every theory but the openness of true theo­
ries to further refinement. The only way that Copernicus could have 
falsified Ptolemaic geocentrism or Einstein Newton's law of gravity 
was by accepting that the previous theories had given explanations of 
some certain data in terms of certain causal laws that new data required 
to be modified but by no means wholly falsified. 

Hence some who uncritically accept Popper's thesis deny that a 
claim for the truth of a revelation could be falsified and hence conclude 
that this claim has no truth-value at all. Why is it supposed that no 
claim for a miracle or the revelation to which it allests can be falsified? 
One reason is that only science can give us objective truth. That of 
course is a tenet of Humanism, but it is to be questioned. The other 
reason is that it is supposed that neither verification nor falsification of 
such an assertion is possible except through those modes of critical 
testing used by science or by critical history. This is the question I will 
now examine. 

First. against the claim of theists that there can be special super­
natural interventions by God that can be known with certitude through 
signs such as miracles and prophecies, it is argued that such interven· 
tions would be inconsistent with the concept of God as wise Creator. It 
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is also claimed that such divine interventions are scientifically impos­
sible (or at least extremely improbable because inviolable laws govern 
nature). This argument, very popular in the nineteenth century and 
lingering on as late as Einstein, supposes that the very existence of 
scientific research depends on the existence of predictive, determinis­
tic laws of nature. It is well known, however, that the present scientific 
world-picture no longer depends on the positing of absolute natural 
laws that rigidly determine all future events." Instead scientists are 
quite comfortable with concepts of indeterminacy, stochastic regulari­
ties, chaos, and compexity, etc. They pretty much agree with older 
philosophical views that saw terrestrial nature as imperfectly ordered 
by regularities that can best be expressed by statistical laws that admit 
of indeterminancy (probability) and chance, so that from the present 
the future cannot be absolutely predicted. For Aristotle and Thomas 
Aquinas the natural is what happens ill pluribus, for the most pan. Thus 
science does not claim even in principle that it can explain all historical 
events except in a general manner that leaves room for their unique­
ness. 

Thus the scientific theories of cosmic, biological, and human 
evolution are not simply a set of universal laws, but a description in the 
light of such laws of an essentially historical process that at any point 
might have gone in some other direction. That human intelligence 
emerged from matter can be explained by looking backward on the 
sequence of events that actually occurred, but looking forward it could 
never have been predicted, even if there had been some intelligent 
creature to predict it. Consequently modern science raises no real 
difficulty against the doctrine that the Creator determines the course of 
history so as to include extraordinary events without disrupting the 
general order of natural law. Nor is this inconsistent with God's cre­
ati ve wisdom, since the order of nature and the order of history are both 
included in God's choice of what sort of universe God wants to create. 

Artists like Mozart or Beethoven were able to play one of their 
compositions as already scored yet introduce embellishments and im­
provisational passages at will in an actual performance. These impro­
visations in no way violated the logical structure of their compositions 
but rather enhanced it. A creator is free with regards to his creation 
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provided all he produces is in accordance with his artistic aim. Since 
we do not admire a mechanical regularity in a work of human art, but 
prefer an element of freedom and spontaneity, why criticize the Divine 
Creator for similar tastes? 

A second argument against the possibility of revelation is that 

even if God were to intervene in nature, scientists could not distinguish 
a miraculous from a natural event. It is correct to say, "Don't multiply 
miracles," since an extraordinary event can be extraordinary only in 
the context of a much more common ordinary state of affairs. We can, 
therefore, be reasonably skeptical of those who claim too many miracles. 

Some would argue from the statistical nature of natural laws just men­
tioned that since the highly improbable call happen sometimes it will 
happen. They also are convinced by the historic success of science in 
explaining previously mysterious phenomena that it is always possible 
that in the future science will eventually be able to explain any unusual 
event by natural processes of which we are at present ignorant. 

This type of argument is logically weak, however, because it 
rests on the groundless assumption that because science can explain a 
great deal about the world it can and probably will some day explain 
everything. Certainly one can grant that science has demonstrated that 
it is a powerful method of explaining many aspects of the world that 
were formerly given wrong explanations. That is why we can trust that 

it will in time explain many other things better than we can now. Yet 
science "explains" by discovering the causes of observed effects, and 

if the argument for the existence of an immaterial First Cause expounded 
in Chapter 5 is valid, then all scientific explanations are ill prillciple 
incomplete unless they trace the lines of causation they discover back 
to this First Cause. There I also argued that while the existence and 
immateriality of the First Cause must be demonstrated by natural sci­
ence, once this has been established, further attempts to understand its 
nature pertain not to science but metaphysics. Thus while it is true that, 
if we are not to become the victims of illusions and frauds, prophecies 
and miracles require rational verification, it is not obvious that the 
scientific mode of verification plays the principal role in this authenti­
cation. 

Moreover, the fact that natural laws are only probable does not 
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mean that some kinds of events are in fact impossible. The statistical 
laws in question pertain to a mathematical model not to the real physi­
cal world in which we can be confident that certain events will not 
occur; e.g., heavy weights will not suddenly move up rather than down 
without the action of some other cause than gravity. Thus it is not 
reasonable 10 say Ihal Ihe Resurreclion of Jesus, if il look place as Ihe 
Gospel describes ii, will some day be explained by science because ils 
malhemalical probability cannol be shown 10 be zero. Nevertheless, il 
mUSI be admilled Ihal if evenls are 10 be judged miraculous il is often 
nOI easy 10 eliminale Ihe possibilily Ihallhey are inexplicable coinci­
dences due 10 chance or thai someday science will be able 10 discover 
their natural causes. For example, although a physician can usually be 
very sure Ihat a palienl in Ihe lasl slages of cancer will die, Ihere are 
reports of very rare cases in which Ihe lumor ralher suddenly disap­
pears. How can we be sure then Ihal an alleged cure of even so objec­
tively observable a disease as cancer is a miracle? In such rare cases not 
only Ihe issue of veri ficalion by scienlific laws arises, bUllhe verification 
of unique hislorical evenls. 

Thus a third argumenl against miracles as evidence for Ihe truth 
of revelalion is Ihe famous and very inftuenlial argument of David 
Hume, already discussed in Chapler 3. Recallihal according to Hume 
since we can only verify hislorical accounts by their similarity to evenls 
that we can ourselves observe in Ihe present, it will always be more 
probable that an account of a miracle is a spurious invenlion Ihan Ihat 
it is true. 

In Chapter 3 I noted that Hume's argument proves too much 
since it eliminales hislory alltogelher, since historical evenls are unique. 
Science works on Ihe Principle of Uniformity by which natural laws 
are eSlablished by Iheir regularity. Thus scientific melhods cannot pre­
dici or explain hislory in any but a mosl general manner. It is true, of 
course, Ihat science can pass judgmenl on the impossibility of certain 
historical assertions. We can be sure, for example, thai it is impossible 
that Presidenl Kennedy died of somelhing other Ihan a bullet, because 
his wound was such that only a bullet traveling al high speed could 
have produced il. Yet generally such negative conclusions aboul his­
torical events are only probable. It is only probable, Ihough highly 
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probable, that the one who fired the bullet was Oswald. While miracles 
are by definition events contrary to historical probability this does not 
generally establish that they are impossible, nor even that it is improb­
able that sometimes such improbable events do occur. Hume does not 
show that miracles never occur, or can never be verified, but only that 
we must face the question of how this verification is possible if it does 
not pertain to either the scientific or historical modes of verification. 

A fourth argument is that certain "religious" experiences that we 
may ourselves have undergone and that are reponed by many other 
people are illusory or misinterpreted. Hence these experiences can al­
ways be "explained" as psychological illusions, products of the uncon­
scious, etc. Thus the "miracle of the sun" said to have been witnessed 
by thousands at Fatima, Portugal in 1917 is often explained as mass 
suggestion, and the miracles of Lourdes as cures of psychogenic ail­
ments." This argument is reinforced by the observation that miracu­
lous events are usually reported in times and places where the culture 
is permeated by mythology, magic, and demonology. The witnesses 
are often na've persons (children, peasants, women!) or psychologi­
cally abnormal (hysteric, schizoid) or are abnonnally conditioned by 
sensory deprivation, fasting, use of drugs, hypnotic music, or by rituals 
such as favor mass-suggestion. Even at Lourdes, the number of medi­
cally certified miracles is small and has been reduced as the standards 
of diagnosis have risen." Therefore, some would claim, it is probable 
that with still more rigorous testing all such miracles as those at Lour­
des would be eliminated as has been done by studying of the repons of 
UFO's (unidentified flying objects, "flying saucers") at Roswell. 

Also it is argued that historical accounts of wonderworking saints, 
etc., have often been shown to be legendary and filled with stereotypic 
marvels. Many such persons have been exposed as frauds or self-de­
luded. Prophecies are very often not fulfilled, or at least not in an objec­
tively verifiable manner. Repons of unusual and obscure events are 
notoriously untrustworthy, e.g., the controversies over President 
Kennedy's assassination. These same difficulties hold for the biblical 
accounts that critical scholarship has shown to be filled with historical 
improbabilities, contradictions, and mythic and folkloric motifs. The 
hunger for the marvelous seems to be a basic human trait apparent in 
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purely fictional literature. It is this hunger which best explains reputed 
prophecies and miracles as projective illusions of the human imagina­
tion, often originating in the unconscious. 

These are indeed serious reasons for skepticism about repons of 

miracles whether in the past or present. Thus a critical attitude ex­
pressed by the old adage, "Do not mUltiply miracles" is entirely justified. 
That is why the Roman Catholic Church from its long experience of 

human aberrations tries to protect herself from Humanist accusations 
of credulity and fraud by a careful process of verification before giving 
any credence to such claims, especially in the canonization of saints. 
Yet such a critical attitude is appropriate in all serious matters, includ­
ing all assenions of scientific and historical truth. It does not invalidate 
science nor historical scholarship to point out the many mistakes and 
frauds committed in both fields of learning. What is always required is 
that assenions be critically examined by the mode of verification proper 
to a given field . As regards the miraculous, one can very well grant that 
the great majority of such repons in the past and in the present were 
mistaken or fraudulent (perhaps this is true in all fields of research), 
without therefore being forced to deny that miracles may not and have 

never occurred. 
Yet psycilO/ogica/ explanations of repons of miracles and rev­

elations or indeed of many of the phenomena of human behavior have 
seldom been tested by empirical studies that meet scientific standards. 
Psychology deals with extremely complex phenomena, especially if 
we recognize that the mind-body problem remains a scientific mys­
tery." Today the once renowned theories of Freud and Jung that were 
for a time the accepted explanations of religious phenomena are now 
severely criticized. Their explanations of human behavior, whether in­
dividual or elllllasse in terms of a psychic "unconscious" or "collective 
unconscious" seem as mythical as the myths, dreams and miracles they 
propose to explain. 

Hence before miracles and prophecies can be credible they must 
be subjected to critical verification. Yet, as we have seen, the appropri­
ate mode of verification cannot principally be scientific or historic, nor 
can it depend simply on a facile psychological reductionism. It is note­
wonhy that these arguments are not really new but have been raised 
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repeatedly in the history of the theistic religions, although they have 
taken on special force since the rise of modem science. Yet it must not 
be supposed that people of the past, even those with Mythological 
Religions, did not recognize that some supernatural claims are mis· 
taken or fraudulent. People of common sense do not believe every tale 
or accept every claim even in Uprimitive" societies. 

4. Revelation: Communication Verified by Signs 

Therefore the foregoing discussion of the arguments against the ratio· 
nal credibility of a revelation supponed by alleged prophecies and 
miracles shows us that none of them are conclusive. Yet it still has to be 
asked, "What is the proper mode of verification for the claims of a 
revelation from God?" If the answer is that it is verified by miraculous 
and prophetic signs, then the question becomes, "How do we verify 
that reputed miracles and prophecies are really such?" 

To answerthese questions we must be precise about what is meant 
by a "miracle" since today the word is used very loosely to mean any 
event that arouses lI'ollder (etymologically it means just that). But for 
a theist a miracle is not just an extraordinary event but one that by its 
uniqueness is perceived as an act of communication from God. ACre· 
ator God controls the course of events both as these obey the natural 
laws studied by scientists and also as they constitute the unique tempo· 
ral sequence with its elements of chance, coincidence, and freedom 
studied by historians. In this natural and historical sequence of events 
God chooses to include events so unusual that they arouse the wonder 
of the humans who experience them. But because they arouse wonder, 
they also raise the question of meallillg, just as when someone speaks 
to us in a foreign language, or in obscure terms in our own language. 
Hence the hermellelllic (interpretative) problem arises, "Do such won· 
drous events have meaning and what is that meaning?" 

It is true. of course, that to verify or falsify a claim that a miracle 
has taken place requires us first to aseenain by common sense or, when 
available, the techniques of critical history, whether the event actually 
occurred and has been correctly described. Also it is necessary to show 
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that such an event cannot be completely explained by some solidly 
established scientific laws and thus may possibly be miraculous. To 
demand, as have some repulable apologists in the past, that it must be 
an event that is naturally impossible seems impractical in view of the 
fact that present science refuses to go any further than to say that a 
given event is highly improbable, 

How then can a remarkable, scientifically improbable event ever 
be reasonably recognized as miraculous? The answer to this question 
seems to lie in the fact that what is claimed for a miracle is that it is a 
comllllicCllil'e act, a sensible sign that when rightly interpreted enables 
the human mind to understand what God is revealing. Deconstructionism 
has shown how difficult it is to know what is meant by any lex I or 
speech-act. Hermeneutics (inlerprelation) is a very sublle art that has 10 

slruggle with Ihe complex ambiguities of any text and ils various sub­
texIs. Nevertheless, it is absurd 10 deny we humans do in fact often 
successfully communicate with each other. Science, art, and commu­
nallife would be impossible if we could not make each olher under­
sland alleast some things that we say. Homer's Iliad was once a series 
of odd and seemingly unrelaled sounds, juSI as now it is a series of odd 
and unrelated leiters on pages, yet in spite of its antique language and 
lilerary form Homer communicales his story to the hearer or reader. 
Einstein's Iheory of gravily is a small set of malhematical symbols on 
a page. Once the meaning oflhese symbols and Ihe lruth they conveyed 
was recognized by only a handful of scienlists, today it is widely under­
stood,taught, and applied successfully. 

In underslanding any communicative act it must first be placed in 
its social context. The same saying Ihat in one conlext is a joke, in 
another is deadly serious. Thus if God reveals himself il is by using a 
language intelligible to persons in a certain natural and cultural con­
texl. Therefore to allemptto verify prophecies and miracles solely by 
scienlific and critical-hislorical methods is a calegory error. If miracles 
occur it is in such a conlexl that they are perceived as siglls of God's 
self-revelation by which we can known that they are meaningful com­
municative acls. Is il not possible that people in cultures other Ihan our 
own were or are more sensitive to divine communication than we who 
are perhaps blinded by scienlislic prejudices? 



T"e Dia/oglle ojT"eislIIlVit" NOII-T"eislII 201 

Yet the following objection can be raised. If God wishes to com­
municate with us, and wishes the revealed message to be clearly dis­
cerned, why does God not speak first to scientists in ways they can 
confirm by their highly developed methods of verification? Why does 
God not then let them assure the rest of us that such communication has 
taken place? The Christian answer to this, at least, is that God has 
preferred to talk with the humble rather than men of earthly power," 
because it is the claim to autonomy and independence of God, so mani­
fest in modem scientism, which has alienated humanity from God. 
Thus the scientist is not likely to be a willing listener to divine commu­
nication, nor an appropriate spokesman for God. 

Yet this answer is not intended to favor irrationalism or depreci­
ate science in its own proper sphere. What it is intended to do is show 
that the verification of revelation through miracles must be such as to 
be possible to human reason in every time and culture from the most 
primitive to the most scientifically advanced. It is unreasonable to think 
that God is under the necessity of subjecting his revelation to human 
testing by scientific methods. God reveals himself on his own terms. 
Although he may condescend to permit scientists to examine such al­
leged miracles as those of Lourdes in ways that are congenial to them, 
scientists cannot demand this but ought to accept whatever way God 
chooses to speak to us. If there is a God who speaks, we are the ones 
who need God's guidance, while God has no need of passing a scientific 
test of his power. 

Therefore to look critically at the alleged biblical prophecies and 
miracles the proper mode of verification is to ask the following ques­
tions: (I) Is it historically cenain through reliable witnesses that an 
extraordinary event has occurred, one not explainable by the course of 
nature as this is cenainly known by reasonable persons in all times and 
cultures? (2) In their historical context do these extraordinary events 
that cannot be explained by natural causes or created intelligence and 
power communicale a message to reasonable persons of good will? 

Today some biblical scholars assen that the biblical miracles were 
recognizable as such only by those who were already believers. While 
it is true that God may give a miracle to confirm and deepen the faith of 
those who already believe, it seems more proper that they should be 
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accessible to those who arc willing to believe what it is reasonable to 
believe. Those who already believe do not require to be convinced. 
while nonbelievers cannot reasonably believe that it is God who speaks 
through the prophet or inspired teacher without such signs. 

S. God's Intimate Self· Revelation 

Theistic religions generally hold that God reveals himself to us in a 
way that exceeds our own powers, because these powers have been 
weakened by sin. Thus Judaism credits the prophet Moses with reviv· 
ing among his people the belief in the One God that had become ob­
scured during their sojourn in idolatrous Egypt. Muslims similarly credit 
the prophet Muhammad with reviving Abrahamic monotheism among 
the idolatrous Arabs. Christians. however. while agreeing on the need 
of revelation to revive a knowledge of God and the moral law • evident 
from creation but obscured in human minds by sin. also believe that 
God has revealed his own inner life to humanity. God. theists believe. 
has done this in a way that even with minds unclouded by sin we could 
never discover by our own powers. 

The strongest objection of Emanation Religions againS! the Cre­
ation Religions is that the latter are dllalisls who so oppose the many to 
the One, creatures to Creator. that between them no close relation seems 
possible. On the contrary. the Emanation Religions claim to have dis­
covered the ultimate identity of all reality. 

Nevertheless. since the Creation Religions insist that the One 
Creator is infinite and we creatures finite. we creatures have no natural 
claim to an ill/imale personal relation with God. Consistent theists. 
therefore, all believe that if such an intimate relation is ever to be estab­
lished, it must be by a free action on God's part, by grace. Even the 
Emanation Religions to Ihe exlenl Ihey converge wilh monotheism 
have tended to develop this same concepl, as for example Ihe gracious­
ness of Krishna 10 his "'/Okli devotees, or of Ihe myriad Buddhas such 
as Maitreya and Amida to Ihose who call on Iheir names. 

The ultimate gracious acl of the Crealor would be 10 admit Ihe 
creature inlo so intimate a relation Ihat il could be described by Ihe 
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metaphor of "seeing God face to face_" It would be a perfect union of 
love and knowledge, of friendship consummated, as Christian theol­
ogy has traditionally called it, by "the Beatific Vision_" In judaism and 
Islam, however (except for mystical writers who in these forms ofthe­
ism remain on the fringes of onhodoxy) heavenly existence is pictured 
not so much as a face to face vision of God as a life of perfect human 
happiness secured by God's immediately experienced protection.'" For 
onhodox Christian faith, however (ifnot always for popular Christian­
ity), the Beatific Vision is the essential happiness of heaven and the 
uhimate meaning of salvation, just as identity or qualified identity with 
the Absolute is for the Emanation Religions. In this respect it seems 
ChristianilY more Ihan Judaism and Islam converges wilh Ihe Emana­
tion Religions. 

While all onhodox Chrislian theologians agree thallhe Beatific 
Vision is a relation which can be achieved only by Goo's grace, Ihey 
have argued much over exactly what is gratuitous in God's intimate 
self-revelation." Some have held Ihat Ihis grace consists simply in the 
gift of our human nature by the Crealor. This gift of exislence as human 
once freely given obliges God in juslice also to provide us wilh a way 
10 satisfy our nalural desire as persons endowed with inlelligence and 
free will 10 attain 10 Ihat perfect bealitude possible only 10 those who 
share intimalely in God's life. This weak concept of grace, however, 
seems incon-sislent wilh Ihe finitude of Ihe creature since it gives Ihe 
creature an ab-solule claim 10 attain infinite Trulh and Goodness. Cer­
tainly God would not create a finite being capable of infinile happiness. 
But whal proves Ihal God would have to destine us to petfeer happi­
ness? A finite nature has only a limiled perfection; why is an absolule 
perfection due it? 

Consequenlly, others place Ihe graluily of grace in the fact Ihal if 
we are to achieve the union with God thaI we naturally desire, God 
musl freely help us to achieve Ihis goal. But this fails to explain why 
God is nol bound in striCI juslice 10 help us satisfy a desire he has 
himself planted in our nature. Olhers, therefore, poinl oul that "pure 
human nature" is a mere abslraclion. Exislentially, and hislorically we 
only experience human nalure as bOlh sinful and graced, incapable of 
being fully human unless this grace enables us effectively to seek inli-
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mate union with God. The Church Fathers never divided human life 
inlo a "natural" and a "supernatural" level, bUI simply taughl we are 
crealed in God's image and thus can rest only in him. 

Vet it can also be objected that Ihe Church Fathers were strongly 
influenced by other-worldly Platonic dualism and thereFore tended in 
their reading of the Bible to minimize the proper aUlonomy and value 
of creation and of human nature. Any theology that Fails to give human 
nature a natural end is easily accused by Humanists of dishonoring 
human nature. They argue that the so-called "natural desire" for God is 
an illusion based on imaginary claims to "religious experiences" that 
many modem people do not seem to experience at all. To say that all 
human beings are unknowingly "anonymous Christians" is an asser­
tion that those of other faiths find arrogant and a barrier to ecumenical 
discussion. 

Hence, some Thomist theologians, concerned to save the abso­
lute gratuity of grace by deFending the distinclion bel ween "human 
nature" and grace as "supernatural," argue thai, if there is a natural 
desire for intimate union with God, it can only be "conditional" and 
amounls 10 a "mere non-repugnance." In olher words, we would desire 
the Vision if it were possible. but if it is possible it is so only in Ihe 
sense that noconlradiction has been shown in the concept. The difficulty 
wilh this view is that il seems 10 make God's grace entirely extrinsic to 
our human nature, added to it as a kind of "second story," without any 
organic relationship. St. Thomas Aquinas himself. who was especially 
concerned 10 Free the Fathers' theology From the olher-worldly rheloric 
of Platonism and to defend the genuine autonomy of creation and of 
human nature, suggested a more nuanced solution, too often misrepre­
sented. 

Aquinas held the following. (I) Since we can know by reason 
that God exists, our natural ill/elleClllal desire to ask questions about all 
reality (Being) leads to questions about the inner nalure of God. (2) 
This desire of the intellect can also elicit a natural desire in the human 
will For union with God as infinite Truth and Goodness. Nevenheless, 
since our nalural knowledge oFGod through his effects always remains 
obscure, we remain Free not to pursue these questions. Thus we can 
occupy ourselves chiefly with maUers more within our human compe-
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tency. (3) Yet from the fact that we have this natural capacity to wonder 
about God we can show that there is no contradiction in supposing that 
it is possible for us to be receptive to God's revelation of truths beyond 
our own capacity to discover them. This can take place: (a) if God 
freely chooses to reveal them; (b) and if these mysteries are not intrin­
sically incommunicable to creatures. Note that Aquinas makes noclaim 
about the intrinsic possibility of the Vision because we know nothing 
of this, but only that our reason shows us no limit to the intrinsic open­
ness of the human intelligence to all truth. We are, as far as we know, 
capax Dei, open to God. Thus without being foolish or presumptuous 
we can hope for what we can in no way claim by right. Our nature as 
such only demands a natural, limited, imperfect happiness, but it is 
open to a perfect happiness as a divine gift freely given in grace. More­
over the existential situation of humanity is one of great suffering. Yet 
there are evidences in the saints and sages of every religion that some 
have achieved a mysterious spiritual peace. Consequently we cannot 
help but wonder if perhaps the world historical drama has a meaning 
and a goal greater than the limits of human nature. 

This position defends the completeness and autonomy of the 
human realm and its concerns, on which Humanists, as well as Jews 
and Muslims rightly insist. It maintains that, if a wise God had not 
chosen to invite humanity to his intimacy, a genuine but merely human 
fulfillment would still have been open to us. It even now remains an 
essential although panial and subordinate objective of our lives. On the 
other hand this position strongly defends the absolute gratuity of grace 
and (in keeping with the negative theology of Eastern thought) the 
transcendence of the supernatural realm. Yet, without making any un­
provable claims to some kind of a universal "experience of grace," it 
provides a natural opening to question whether or not God has freely 
chosen to reveal himself to us beyond any claim of our own. We have 
the natural capacity and intellectual need to ask this question, the free­
dom to search for an answer, and we see a serious probability that the 
answer may be joyfUlly affirmative. 

The great mathematician and apologist Pascal pointed out an in­
teresting fact to a worldly gentleman not interested in ultimate ques­
tions but who was well acquainted with gambling logic: that the odds 
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favor the one who takes seriously enough the claims of Christianity to 
devote some time to their honest examination. If the gentleman does 
not, and the claims are true. his loss is infinite. but if they are false he 
only loses a litlle time and trouble." 

6. How Theism Includes the Other World-Views 

Thus we can conclude that all the monotheistic Creation Religions 
claim that Ood communicates with us through prophets. often humble 
persons rejected by the humanly wise and powerful. Moreover. these 
theistic religions hold Ihat Ood makes Ihe fact of revelation rationally 
credible Ihrough miraculous signs and prophecy-fulfilling historical 
events. These arc objectively knowable (but not necessarily scientifically 
verifiable) to those to whom Ihey are relevant, who are open minded, 
and who rely on Ihe ordinary tests of common sense to discern the 
meaning and reliability of the message. 

Therefore Ihe Crealion Religions are. above all, religions of Ihe 
Word ofOod, ofOod's self-revelation 10 humanity in the language of 
humanity. Today Ihere are hermeneutical deconstructionists who claim 
that real communication between persons is impossible, because I only 
hear you saying what Ilhink myself. and vice versa. Of course Ihere is 
a large measure of truth in Ihis disillusionment. We experience how 
alone each one of us is. How difficult it is really to communicale with 
another! And yet we also experience thaI genuine communicalion does 
lake place. because il is also true that what I think has largely been 
learned from others. For Ihe Creation Religions ultimately all that we 
know has been revealed to our reason or faith by Ood who alone knows 
anYlhing independently. His revelalion of himself 10 us lakes place 
through nature and history, and, for Christian monotheism, culminates 
in an intimate communication by grace. not merely to correct human 
error but also to elevate human nature to an intimate relation with Ood 
in his inner life. This intimate mystical union is analogous to thaI sought 
by the Emanation Religions but one which remains eternally "Ito Thou," 
and therefore which does nOI obliterale the monotheistic distinction 
belween Creator and creature. 
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Thus in seeking a world-view and value-system there is a great 
advantage in choosing one of the theistic religions, since these reli­
gions more fully develop the monotheism to which the Emanation 
Religions tend as they rise above the polytheism of the Mythological 
Religions, but which they fail to reach. A perfect religion ought not 
only promise salvation from suffering but should lead us to intimate 
union with God. In this respect both the Emanation and Cremion Reli­
gions have a great advantage over Humanism for which the mortal 
human person has temporal autonomy but no clear future. Yet the the­
istic Creation Religions also have a great advantage over the Emana­
tion Religions. Unlike the latler the Creation Religions do not present 
this union with God as the absorption of the autonomous human per­
sons into the Absolute, but preserve the unique existence of each as the 
permanent gift of God. In this respect the Creation Religions preserve 
that human autonomy that is the supreme value for Humanism, but also 
promise a real participation in the tOlal and eternal autonomy of God. 
Moreover, the Creation Religions, by the doctrine of the resurrection, 
overcome the depreciation of the material body in comparison to the 
spiritual soul that is a negative feature of the Emanation Religions and 
with it such gloomy doctrines as the Wheel of Reincarnation and the 
Eternal Return. Yet in all the theistic religions there have been mystics 
as great as those that are found in the Emanation Religions. These 
theistic religions promise that this mystical union can be reached in this 
life not just by persons who have undergone counlless reincarnations, 
but by any believer in God' s revelation who is open in faith to divine 
grace. 

Finally the Creation Religions have value-systems in which the 
love of God and neighbor is significant in a way that is not possible in 
Emanation Religions, since for them human persons last only until 
they are reabsorbed in God. Nor is this possible in Humanism where 
persons simply return to the earth from whence they came. For the 
Creation Religions the love for God and neighbor is forever, since all 
created persons will come to share in the eternity of a Personal God. 
This is not to deny that the Emanation Religions just as they tend to 
monotheism so also tend to an ethic of love. Nor is it to deny that their 
search for a mystical union with God often shames those of the Cre-
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ation Religions who become forgetful that their ultimate goal also is 
such a mystical union. Thus ecumenical dialogue between these world­
views and value-systems can be fruitful and convergent. 
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CHAPTER 7 

THE ECUMENICAL CHURCH: 
SIGN OF GOD'S SELF-COMMUNICATION 

I. The Search for a Revelatory Sign 

In the last chapter I argued that we must recognize that if God freely 
chooses to reveal himself to all of us, he may also choose to do so to 
most of us through chosen prophets just as in nature he causes most of 
his effects through secondary causes. Since the hearers of the message 
are not themselves gifted with prophetic insight they are not competent 
to judge its inner truth. Hence, it seems necessary for God to certify the 
authenticity of his chosen messengers by outer visible signs so that 
these hearers might be able to discern true prophets from false. 

But in our actual experience are there really such miraculous 
signs pointing us to a divine self-communication more intimate and 
complete than that to what creation testifies? Surely we have an obliga­
tion to keep our eyes open for the possible presence of such signs. Yet 
we cannot lay down conditions for God to fulfill ifhe is to speak to us. 
To say, "I will believe if you do so and so" is an attitude of control. It 
can close us off from that attitude of openness and willingness to learn 
that must be the basic condition on our part to be able to hear God, as 
it is to hear a human friend. The receiver cannot control a free gift such 
as friendship, or it would not be free. 

To look for such revelatory signs, it seems reasonable to turn at 
once to the Creation Religions, not because God may not be revealing 
himself in the other religions (it seems likely he is), but because these 
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other religions do not themselves even claim to be revelatory. Human­
ism supposes that God, if he exists, is silent. The Emanation Religions 
do not exclude revelation in the strict sense but do not consider it nec­
essary because for them there is no ultimate distinction between the 
Absolute and the human spirit. Thus for them "revelation" can only 
mean the rending of the veil of illusion by the enlightened sage by 
which he discovers his preexisting identity with the Absolute. But if 
we acknowledge a creator God in the strict sense of crealio ex /lilli/a, 
then we creatures can know God only if he reveals himself to us either 
through creation or through prophecy and miracles attested to our senses 
and reason by signs. 

Thus it is to these Creation Religions we must first look to see if 
they can point out such signs to justify their claims. Moreover, since 
Christianity claims to be a specification of Judaism and regards Islam 
as a simplification of the Judaeo-Christian tradition, it will be conve­
nient to consider the claims of Christianity first, and then to compare 
these with those of Judaism and Islam. 

Within the many versions of Christianity how shall we go about 
asking whether it constitutes a revelatory sign? The Churches of the 
Reformation in their apologetic generally argue (as Muslims do for the 
Qllr'a/l) that when the Bible is read in the light of the Holy Spirit it is 
self-authenticating.' Converted Christians can recognize the Word of 
God in the Bible and when it is preached from the Bible simply by the 
fact of its power to convert them to repentance and faith.' Yet only 
those seem to be convinced by this argument that assume, as the Re­
formers did, the credibility of the traditional reverence for the Bible as 
the Word of God. Those who have never accepted this assumption or 
who have come to question it because of the countless difficulties raised 
by modem historical scholarship find the logic of this argument circu­
lar. Only when the claim that the Bible is God's Word rests on the 
guarantee of its authenticity and canonicity by the tradition of a living 
community, the Church, is this claim credible and able to withstand the 
attacks of historical criticism. Yet the Church's witness to the Bible's 
divine inspiration is also circular unless public signs authenticate it. 

Consequently the pre-Reformation Church both in the East and 
West claimed that the Church itself was a sign of God's self-revelation 
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by reason of the "four marks of the Church" mentioned in the Nicene­
Constantinopolitan Creed, "I believe in one, holy, catholic, and apos­
tolic Church." The Onhodol< Church still claims that its unique posses­
sion of these "marks" is sufficient to show that it alone is the true 
Church of Christ and that its teaching is to be believed on divine faith. 
Vet the Onhodox also hold that only an ecumenical council of onho­
dox bishops can definitively declare the faith of the Church. Funher­
more, they recognize no such council since the Seventh (Nicaea II) in 
787. Does this not raise a serious difficulty in discussing the Onhodox 
claim to have the marks of the Church now? How can one ascenain 
these marks in a Church that seems unable to declare the faith in a 
definitive manner to us today?' 

The Catholic Church in communion with the Bishop of Rome 
claims that its recent Second Vatican Council was ecumenical, although 
only some Onhodox bishops were present and then only as observers. 
This Council declared as follows.' 

This is the sole Church of Christ that in the Creed we profess to 
be one, holy, catholic and apostolic. This Church, constituted 
and organized as a society in the prescnt world, subsists in the 
Catholic Church, that is governed by the successor of Peter and 
the bishops in communion with him. Nevertheless, many ele­
ments of sanctification and of truth are found outside its visible 
confines. Since these are gifts belonging to the Church of Christ, 
they arc forces impelling toward Catholic unity. 

This phrasing was carefully chosen to indicate that the Catholic Church 
does not deny that Christ's Church also somehow includes the other 
churches, at least those with valid baptism, and especially the Onho­
dox Churches whose bishops it continues to recognize. 

Vatican II also confirmed the claim explicitly defined at the first 
Vatican Council (1870) that the Church is a "moral miracle." By this is 
meant that, in contrast to physical miracles of healing etc,,' the Church 
is a sufficient sign present in the world today. By its presence and 
activity, therefore, anyone can objectively come to see that the Gospel 
of Jesus Christ as the Church proclaims it is God's self-revelation. 
Hence all who are able to recognize the meaning of this sign are mor-
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ally obliged in honesty to believe the Gospel proclaimed by the Church 
and follow it in their lives. In other words, the Catholic Church claims 
that just as Jesus' message because of his chamcter and his deeds should 
have been believed by his contemporaries, so he remains present today 
in his Church and manifest to the world. 

This tremendous claim is bound to seem to many quite preposter­
ous today at a time when all human institutions, and "organized reli­
gion" in particular, are regarded with suspicion. This is no doubt why 
Vatican II, although it reaffirmed that the Church is a moral miracle, 
did not emphasize this teaching. It is probably also why Catholic apolo­
gists since Vatican II tend to avoid reference to the moral miracle of the 
Church or even to miraculous signs and prophecies altogether, and to 
seek a different and more subjective route to faith." 

They have even abandoned the term "apologetics" for "funda­
mental theology." The task of such a foundational theology, therefore, 
is to uncover in our actual experiences, whether as explicit or implicit 
Christians, those tendencies that constitute us as persons, self-conscious, 
free subjects capable of interpersonal relationships. In doing so we 
become aware of the transcendental conditions that are presupposed by 
every attempt to make sense out of human experience. In the light of 
this intuitive understanding of what it is to be existentially human, we 
can come to recognize that in Jesus Christ and in his Church (histori­
cally realized most manifestly in the Roman Catholic Church) all these 
conditions are fulfilled. It is hoped that this "approach from the sub­
ject" ends in a correlation between subjective experience and the inter­
personally shared experience of a public community, because the hu­
man subject is essentially social and political. In Chapter 5, however, it 
was shown that the philosophy on which such an apologetics is based 
suffers from the problems of Kantian idealism. 

Such approaches from the subject are certainly designed to ap­
peal to the "modem mind" of the Western intelligentsia and the culture 
that they influence. If we are to be open to God's revelation we must 
come to know ourselves better in our subjectivity, since an inauthentic 
understanding of what it is to be human blocks our openness to any 
reality transcending ourselves and the biases of our culture. Vet the 
political and liberation theologians are certainly right in criticizing this 
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approach to faith as too much conditioned by a narrowly academic 
outlook rooted in Cartesian and Kantian philosophy and reHecting the 
isolation of intellectuals in our capitalistic, technological society.' In­
stead, liberation theology favors an approach that begins with the ex­
perienced need of the oppressed mass of humanity. It then claims for 
the Gospel and for the Church, as a community of hope and common 
action, the mission from God to lead the oppressed to realize the Reign 
of God in justice and peace on earth. 

Do either of these two newer approaches (one transcendental and 
subjective, the other objective and prophetically political) replace the 
older purely objective one from the Church as a moral miracle, recom­
mended by Vatican I and II? The two newer approaches are at odds in 
that one finds the signs of authenticity in the correlation of the Church's 
message and life with the religious experience of its members or pro­
spective members, and the other in the effective prophetic message of 
the Church for social action. Yet both admit that God can make himself 
known to us only by some sign that is accessible to us not merely as 
private but as social, public persons. Thus neither approach can en­
tirely dispense with the Church's public witness that to be credible 
must somehow be marked with signs of its right to speak for God. 

2. Ecumcnicity as Miraculous 

Vatican II only confirmed the notion of Vatican I of "moral miracle" 
without explicitly developing the theme. Instead it thematized the no­
tion of ecumenicity, both in the narrow sense of a search for unity 
among Christians, and in the broader sense of a search for unity among 
all religions and philosophies of life.' In ourtimes when many ways of 
life confront each other and when the divisions within the Church stand 
as a major obstacle to an effective witness to the Gospel, the Church 
has a special need to open herself to honest and charitable dialogue 
with all other views. To be truly "catholic" or universal the Church 
must not only defend itself, but must also renounce offensive tactics 
and become accessible to all, while not ceasing to be faithful to the 
Gospel the Church was founded to witness. 
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This requires Catholic theologians to rethink the traditional "four 
marks" of the Church formulated in the Nicene Creed that the scholas­
tics systematized in terms of the Aristotelian notion of the "four causes": 
unity (formal), holiness (final), catholicity (material) and apostolicity 
(efficient)." If we rethink these marks in terms of ecumenicity we find 
them transformed in a very interesting way. A church that seeks to be 
truly ecumenical is first of all "materially" open and catholic, inclu­
sive, not necessarily in formal membership, but in the desire to estab­
lish a human community with all. It cannot be content if on its part 
there is anyone it excludes from this concern. 

Second, in its unity it does not seek merely to find a modus viv­
elldi with others. It goes further to enter "formally" into a developing 
communication with them, a greater and greater sharing of life and all 
its benefits, so that this "community" becomes a genuine "co-unity," 
respectful of the unique gifts of individuals and of their existing com­
munities. It does not desire to obliterate or absorb these into uniformity 
but to become a genuine in pluribus unum. 

Third, in its holilless it is integrally fulfilling (final causality) in 
that it seeks to share with a common good that centers in a transcen­
dent, intimate relation with God. Thus it brings to everyone in this 
community whatever is necessary for their "salvation," i.e., their con­
quest of the evils and injustices oflife and their full sharing in its riches. 

Fourth, in its apostolicity it is "efficiently" divinely empowered 
(graced) since it has the vitality to overcome the barriers that in human 
communities prevent the other three qualities from developing. In these 
last two respects the ecumenicity of the Church ought to transcend the 
kind of inclusiveness possible to secular community because it is truly 
religious, i.e., it touches on those mailers that are of ultimate concern as 
the Creation Religions define these concerns. It is such questions that 
divide people most profoundly and are most difficult to reconcile, or 
even to dialogue about. Thus its ecumenicity Hows from and synthe­
sizes its correlative four marks of unity, catholicity, holiness, and apos­
tolicity. 

But how is this complex ecumenicity evidently miraculous? Cer­
tainly not in the sense that a kind of ecumenicity is lacking to secular 
society that also seeks to build a world community so that human needs 
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will be better satisfied. Moreover a certain ecumenicity is also a trait of 

other religions such as Buddhism or Islam. Nevertheless, it is evident 
that in the human condition nothing is more difficult than to overcome 
the human divisiveness that produces national and class wars, and ra­

cial, sexual, and religious discrimination. To overcome these in a fun­
damental way requires a kind of peacemaking that louches Ihe abyss of 
the human mind and heart inaccessible even to the lechniques of depth 

psychology. Those who have thought that social or economic revolu­
lion will bring human unily find themselves bitterly disillusioned. Rec­
onciliation between human beings requires forgiveness, willingness 
not 10 judge, and hope for reconciliation thaI are impossible without a 

spirilual transformalion of the parties. 
If we accepl the basic lenel of Ihe Creal ion Religions Ihal God is 

the Creator of the universe and immediately of the human spiril in its 
intelligence and freedom we can only look 10 him 10 effect such a 
spirilual transformalion. Therefore if this transformation lakes place il 
is in the fullesl sense a "moral miracle." Hence a religious communily 
that manifests ecumenicity in all the mUlually conditioning (causae 
sl/nt invicem cal/sae) traits just mentioned certainly mUSI be a sign of 
God's self-revelation. Thus we have Ihe crileria by which we can hope 
10 identify such a sign. 

3_ Catholicity, the Sign of Inclusive Care 

The most evident facl that can be verified by visiting any urban Calho­
lie church for Mass on Sunday morning, is ils inclusiveness, Ihat is, its 
openness to a great variety of human beings, of every color, sex, age, 
and social condition. That this catholicity is an essenlial fealure of 
Christianily is obvious from what seems 10 be admitted by almost all 
scholars as hislorically lrue, namely, that Jesus of Nazareth, contrary 10 

the attilude of the religious leaders of his time, laughl and aCled in a 
lotally inclusive manner.'o He broke down the barriers that separaled 
human beings and manifested a special and very personal concern for 
the marginalized women, poor, lepers, prostilules, the pariahs, the pow­
erless, and ignorant whom he mel. With open arms he inviled all inlo 
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his community, and its elite were taught to become themselves the 
servants of the lowest of the low. Although he announced that his mis­
sion was directly to his own people, the Jews, when the occasion pre­
sented itselfhe deliberately broke through this limitation (Mk 7:24-30) 
and his disciples were empowered to extend his mission to all (Mt 
28: 19). After the first serious doctrinal struggle in the early Church, St. 
Paul succeeded in establishing this inclusiveness in a formal and 
definitive way confirmed by St. Peter (Ac 15: 1-29) in what is reckoned 
as the First Ecumenical Council at Jerusalem. 

It is true that denominational divisions have sometimes produced 
Christian Churches that have been restricted to a single nationality, as 
in some of the autocephalic Eastern Churches or the State Churches of 
Gennany and England; or to a particular social class such as the Dutch 
Refonned Church of South Africa. Nevertheless, Christianity as a whole, 
and the Catholic Church in particular, has always been and remains 
comprehensive and even aggressively inclusive, consistently working 
through its missionary activities to cross every national, racial, and 
cultural barrier. While the Church is not always successful in this catho­
licity, it is evident that the Church keeps trying to become completely 
catholic. This concern for inclusiveness that marked Jesus and his im­
mediate followers signifies that if God communicates to us through 
this Church he is revealing himself as a God who wants to extend his 
message of salvation through his chosen human messengers to all hu­
mankind without exception. 

Yet is the Catholic Church really inclusive since it excludes her­
etics, the excommunicated, those married after divorce, those hetero­
sexually active outside marriage, and active homosexuals?" The Church 
replies that it cannot condone all kinds of behavior, because to do so 
would nullify its obligation to teach the moral truth that the Church 
claims to teach in the name of God. Sin is sin not because there is a law, 
even a divine law, let alone a Church law, that forbids it. It is sin be­
cause it hanns God's creatures, their relations to one another, and their 
union with God. Hence the Church would not be a caring community 
if it failed to protest against the harm of sin and reinforce its protest 
with sanctions. Its only real sanction is excommunication by which it 
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announces that those who persist in cenain scandalous sins have ex­
cluded themselves from the sacraments that are the signs of public 
panicipation in the Church's common life. Yet those excommunicated 
are not excluded from the Church's care, since it prays for them and, 
like Jesus, seeks the lost sheep's return (Lk 15: 1-7; cf. St. Paul, 2 Cor 
2: 1-4 urging love for an excommunicated man). The Church is always 
ready to receive them into full forgiveness and communion when they 
are willing to return to the Christian life. The Church is obliged to do 
this by Jesus' own words about the love to be shown even to enemies 
(Mt5:43-48) and the prodigal (Lk 15: 11-32). Of course today women 
protest their exclusion from the priesthood, but being a priest does not 
make one any more a member of the Church than being a layperson. 
Priesthood is a panicular office of service to the members of the Church, 
but it does not entitle one to receive anything essential to the common 
good of the Church, namely the means to holiness. These are as open to 
women as to men and it would seem that women have always been 
more ready to receive them. As for the exclusion of homosexuals, the 
real issue is whether this condition is to be judged a normal variety of 
sexuality, or a difficult problem for the Christian seeking to live in 
conformity with the purposes for which God created us men and women. 
The Church does not exclude homosexuals but seeks to help them live 
in a way that she is convinced will be for their real happiness, rather 
than to be a facilitator of their denial of their problem. Thus the Church 
excludes no one from her care; but care, to be genuine, must be based 
on truth not on making people comfonable. 

But do not all the other monotheistic religions teach that God is 
concerned for all his human creatures? Cenainly this can be said for 
both Judaism and Islam and it proves the authenticity of their witness 
to the One God." It is essential to the vocation of the Jews that they 
recall the many prophetic predictions in the Hebrew Scriptures that 
belief in the God of Abraham will be offered to all humanity in the 
Messianic Age (e.g., Is 2:23; Mi 4: 13; Ps 87, etc.). Since the destruc­
tion of the Temple, Judaism in the diaspora has been preoccupied with 
survival. While it admits convens and at cenain times and places has 
put some energy into gaining such convens, nevenheless throughout 
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its entire history its fundamental stance is that its task is to bear faithful 
witness to the One God. As such it continues to look toward the Mes­
sianic Age in the future when all nations come to recognize God. 

Judaism does not see itself as commissioned to carry on an active 
work of building this universal religious community here and now. Its 
membership is defined not so much by faith as by heredity. An unbe­
lieving Jew (provided he has not openly rejected his Jewishness) re­
mains a member of the religious community. A convert who has passed 
through a requisite purification also becomes a Jew in the racial as well 
as the religious sense. 

Moreover, for Orthodox Judaism the distinctions of cultic purity, 
whose purpose is precisely to stress this exclusiveness of the Chosen 
People, continues as an essential feature of membership in the reli­
gious community. Finally, even for the secular Zionists the future of 
Judaism is believed to be linked to the "Land" and to Jerusalem. Thus 
although the Hebrew Scriptures clearly teach the catholicity of God's 
self-revelation, in Judaism it remains restricted until the Messianic Age. 
Hence Judaism is not a missionary, but a diaspora religion, giving wit­
ness throughout the world. Even if in Israel the Temple were to be 
rebuilt, as some radicals hope, can it really be imagined that the animal 
sacrifices prescribed by the Torah would again be revived? 

Islam is usually considered a missionary religion, and it certainly 
is an expansionist religion, whose worldwide spread is comparable to 
that of Christianity. This expansion stems from Muhammad's claim to 
be the Seal of the Prophets, the ultimate prophet. Many other prophets 
had before his time been sent to all the other peoples by God, but in 
time their message became forgotten or corrupted. In the Qllr'oll the 
message is given in its absolute and final form, so that no further proph­
ecy is necessary. The Qllr'oll is a message for all and Islam is remark­
able for its concept of the universal brotherhood of those who have 
made their submission (Islam) to the One God. Nevertheless, Islam's 
conception of mission differs significantly from that of Christianity. 
Originally and for a long period the Islamic community was predomi­
nantly Arab or at least under Arab hegemony. From the Qllr'all it is not 
clear that Muhammad thought of himself as more than a prophet for the 
Arabian Peninsula. Yet the original expansion of Islam began soon 
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after his death to extend to the whole Near East and North Africa. It 
was conducted by Ihejihad (striving, struggle) based on statements in 
the Qur'an. While jihad can mean spiritual struggle (asceticism), it 
clearly also includes military combat to protect Islam from its enemies 
and was so carried on by Muhammad himself and is continued as an 
obligation on all male Muslims." 

Although Ihe Qur'an forbids forced conversion and commands 
toleration of the "People oflhe Book" (Jews and Christians) as long as 
Ihey do not subvert Islamic law, it also commands continual warfare 
(unless for temporary truce under treaty) against pagans. The usual 
procedure has been to offer peace on the condition of conversion, and 
if this is not accepted then to proceed to war until the others submit to 
the conditions set by the Muslims. It is true that Islam also spread 
peacefully into Southeast Asia and is now spreading rapidly in sub­
Saharan Africa through Ihe influence of merchants and the religious 
brotherhoods, but this does not exclude the jihad if this becomes nec­
essary, as the rise of militant "Islamic Fundamentalism" demonstrates. 

Jesus refused the use offorce, even in his own defense (Mt26:51-
54). The Christian Church like Islam has claimed the right to defend 
herselfby force, and has even (contrary to its own teaching) used force 
to make converts. Yet the Church has been conscious that it is difficult 
to square Ihis with its Founder's teaching and example of nonviolence. 
Hence the Church has not dared to rely on it, but has always taught that 
pacific martyrdom is to be preferred." "Martyrdom" for Islam often 
means death in bailIe. As a religion it was founded by a prophet who 
himself led his forces into combat and set a pallern for forcible expan­
sion of Dar Islam, the "realm of sUbmission"to God. Thus for Islam in 
principle there is no distinction between state and religion as, at least in 
principle, there has always been for Christianity (Mk 12: 17). This prin­
ciple was maintained even under the "Constantin ian Establishment" 
when the notion of Christendom somewhat paralleled that of Dar Is­
lam. The proof of this is that the Pope always maintained his religious 
superiority to the Emperor even when forced to endure the secular 
ruler's political dominion." 

As for the Emanation Religions, Buddhism has made remarkable 
missionary efforts in Tibet, China, Korea, Japan and Southeast Asia 
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that parallel and may antedate Christian and Islamic missions. " Never­
theless, it is obvious that for Emanation Religions, since they reject any 
ultimate distinction between God and human persons and teach the 
transmigration of souls, missionary activity has an essentially different 
meaning than it has in the Creation Religions. 

Although Buddhists found communities of monks, these com­
munities exist only to support the life of each individual monk on his 
way to Nirvana in which the reality of community disappears. This 
contrasts sharply with the Christian idea of community, a participation 
in the community of the One Triune God. The purpose of the Buddhist 
missions is to expose the errors that produce the world's sufferings in 
order that the empirical world, including all human persons, may be 
recognized as "empty." The missions of the Creation Religions, on the 
other hand, are directed to forming an eternal community of human 
persons centered in God but never identified with him. 

The Christian Church, therefore, can be experienced today among 
all the human communities of the world as characterized by its active 
concern for every human person on earth. This is because every person 
is created in God's image and called to eternal life with him, a call that 
must be answered not by force but freely. It transcends those limita­
tions of nationality, race, or culture that restrict political, economic, or 
cultural communities, and it is commined to respect the human free­
dom of membership in a way that Muslims with their Qur' anic political 
commitment to extend Dar Islalll are not. 

While this inclusiveness is by no means wholly absent from the 
other world religions, it is not explicit in their essential teachings and 
prJctice. What this fact makes objectively clear is not that the Christian 
Church is superior to other religious institutions but that there is some­
thing specific about the message it seeks to communicate and exem­
plify. This message is that God reveals himself as the God who extends 
his care to all humanity without exception in a way that completely 
respects their freedom as persons, transcending all cultural boundaries. 
This Church can be experienced today in local Christian communities 
and globally as universal in this inclusiveness or catholicity of its mem­
bership, not always perfectly but essentially. 



The EClImellicai Chllrch: Sigll oJGod's Se/f-Commllllicatioll 223 

4_ Unity, the Sign oC the Church as Community 

The specific catholicity of the Christian Church, especially as this sub­
sists in the Roman Catholic Church that more clearly tmnscends ethnicity 
or nationalism than do either the Eastern or Protestant Churches, can­
not be fully appreciated without also considering the unity that makes 
it truly a community. Of late some theologians speak of Christianity as 
the "Jesus movement" in order to minimize its institutional character. 
But this terminology quite fails to recognize the uniqueness of the Church 
(Ayriako/f, "the Lord's House") that in the New Testament is called the 
ecelesia, "a community called together," and "the Body of Christ" be­
cause of its organic (structured and cooperatively functional) charac­
ter. 

What do we experience when we meet the Catholic Church as 
community? Its mode of existence is most evident in the act of wor­
shiping God on a Sunday morning. For Christians this is at the Eucha­
ristic liturgy that normally includes reading the Scriptures and preach­
ing. With Protestants frequently the Eucharist is omitted (a few de­
nominations have a purely "spiritual" Eucharist) and the service is re­
duced to Scripture reading and preaching, while sometimes with Catho­
lics and Orthodox the preaching is omitted. Moreover in the Catholic 
and Orthodox tradition the liturgical hours consisting in psalmody and 
Scripture reading are also official forms of worship although not gen­
erally attended by the laity. 

Although a few sects permit any Christian to preside at the Eu­
charist, in the great majority of churches the president is an ordained 
male presbyter (recently in some Protestant churches a woman) who 
acts in the name of Christ. He presides and preaches with an authority 
that shares in the authority of the original Twelve chosen by Christ to 
represent him. " Thus the fundamental structure of a local Christian 
Church is that of an elder commissioned to preside at the Eucharist and 
to expound the Scriptures according to the living tradition of the com­
munity as the representative of Christ, the invisible head of the Church. 
In the power of Christ he is to call people to faith and repentance, and 
to declare to them Christ's forgiveness of sins. 
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The members of the community, the laity (laos, "people," of which 
the presbyter is himself one and in need of the very gifts that he distrib­
utes) under his presidency worship as a community. They praise and 
thank God, praying not only for their individual needs but for the needs 
of the community (in the Catholic and Onhodox Churches for the needs 
of even the deceased members), and expressing mutual love and for­
giveness in the name of Christ. 

In some Protestant Churches each local church is independent 
(congregational polity), although in practice such churches band to­
gether in some kind of conference. Others have a larger structure based 
on a presbyterillm or assembly of elders, usually with a presiding elder. 
Many Protestant Churches and all Catholics and Onhodox have a bishop 
who is the pastor ("shepherd") of a local church of which the presby­
ters are assistants presiding over smaller assemblies. In the Onhodox 
Churches the bishops are united through a patriarch orchiefbishop for 
an autocephalous, national church. For the Catholics the Roman patri­
arch is the chief bishop and head of all local churches. 

What is first of all significant in these institutional arrangements 
is that for Christians, whatever their differences about the details of 
church structure, the Church is conceived as a single, worldwide com­
munity. This community shares in the Eucharist, the Scriptures, and a 
tradition by which these Scriptures are authentically interpreted. Ex­
cept in a few sects, such a Christian community has a leadership of 
ordained ministers (servants) hierarchically ordered to provide both 
for the local and the universal Church. Membership in this community 
is based on the rite of baptism that signifies a unity in faith in Christ. 
Today as the ecumenical movement" toward reunion of the various 
Churches advances, it becomes more and more clear that this funda­
mental structure has never been lost, although it has been weakened 
and confused by various abuses and only panially successful attempts 
to correct them. 

Nor does this unity consist only in the act of worship although it 
is experienced there ideally. All the major Christian Churches sub­
scribe to the same canon of Scriptures (except for the minor issue of the 
deuterocanonical books of the Old Testament), to the Nicene Creed 
and to the value system of the Ten Commandments and the Sermon on 
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the Mount. Recent ecumenical discussions have made evident that the 
differences between them are probably capable of a hermeneutic solu­
tion. The real source of division paradoxically seems to be over the 
understanding of the very feature that the Gospels indicate as a unify­
ing principle, namely the primacy of St. Peter among the Apostles and 
its consequences for papal authority. Catholics claim that the authority 
of this Petrine papal office is justified by the biblical account of the 
appointment by Jesus of Peter as head of the Twelve (Mt 16: \3-20; 15-
17, etc.)," Even on this matter the issue may be not so much the exist­
ence of the authority as the manner in which it has been exercised.'" 

This basic unity of worship, government, and teaching exists in 
the Christian Church in spite of its catholicity that produces an im­
mense cultural, racial, and social heterogeneity in its membership in a 
way that is quite different from that of other religions. Thus in the 
Emanation Religions, except on a very local or sectarian level, there is 
no unity of worship, but a multiplicity of cults of various gods, each of 
which constitutes for its worshipers a preferred symbol of the Abso­
lute. The closest parallels to a Christian Church, such as the Tibetan 
Buddhist hierarchy around the Dalai or Pachen Lamas, the former Tao­
ist hierarchy, the Emperor worship of Japan, or the former official 
Confucianism of China are all confined to restricted localities and par­
ticular cultures supported by the political system. 

As to the other two theistic religions, Judaism is united by its 
devotion to its Scriptures and tradition but lacks all organic structure 
except an ethnic identity or a local, sectarian community. Its present 
efforts to find this unity in the support of Israel are more secular than 
religious. Islam, on the other hand, is certainly united by its adherence 
to the Qur'all and the Holy Shrines and is flawed only by sectarian 
differences of interpretation analogous to those within Christianity. 
But its organic structure as a community was originally maintained by 
the political rather than religious Caliphate. After that decline, it has 
never been able to find more than a local unity of action." 

The most unusual feature of the unity of the Christian Church is 
that it rests not merely on monotheism, a truth accessible to reason, as 
do Judaism and Islam, but on mysteries beyond the power of human 
understanding such as the Trinity and Incarnation that are difficult to 
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believe. This difficulty is evident from the splintering of the Protestant 
Churches over doctrinal questions leaving them open to liberal confor­
mity to Humanism on the one hand and on the other to obscurantist 
reactions such as Fundamentalism. But the Orthodox and Catholic 
Churches have shown a remarkable unity of belief in such mysteries in 
spite of all the vicissitudes of history and the present pressures of Hu­
manism. 

In the Orthodox Churches, however, as we currently experience 
them, this unity of belief has often been sustained only by a static con­
servatism that makes very difficult an organic development of doc­
trine." Without such development these Churches still continue to wit· 
ness to the first seven ecumenical councils, but find serious problems in 
presenting the Gospel to the world in a way that takes account of the 
changes of modern times. On the other hand, the Roman Catholic 
Church, as demonstrated by Vatican II, unlike the Protestant Churches, 
has been able to maintain all the doctrines of the undivided Church and 
yet unlike the Orthodox Churches continue a homogeneous doctrinal 
development and adaptation to modern times. 

So trustful is the Roman Catholic Church of its guidance by the 
Holy Spirit in these developments that it has declared the infallibility 
of the Church as a whole (to that the Orthodox but not most Protestants 
would agree) in its definitive teaching. Furthermore (and to this the 
Orthodox have not agreed) the Roman Catholic Church maintains this 
infallibility of the whole Church is expressed by the bishops of the 
Church in communion with the successor of St. Peter, or by the Pope 
alone speaking for the whole Church. This makes it possible for this 
Church to insist that its members accept definite and clearly expressed 
doctrines, while permitting a considerable range of theological inter­
pretation of these doctrines. This eventually produced a genuine but 
self-consistent development of doctrine throughout its history." 

It is this insistence on centralized doctrinal authority to maintain 
unity that, as already mentioned, has paradoxically become the crux of 
division between Catholic, Orthodox, and Protestant Christians. No 
doubt the Roman Church in its conviction of its responsibility for the 
unity of the Christian community has sometimes exceeded its author-
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ity, infringed on legitimate Christian freedom, and exploited its power 

in a worldly and tyrannical manner, and this has led to or exacerbated 
disunity. But such abuses or the impatience of genuine zeal only show 
how necessary such a central authority is if the divisiveness to which 

human organizations are liable is to be transcended in the interest of a 
universal community of faith. The remedy is a better exercise of au­
thority, and legitimate resistance to its abuse, not schism or weakening 

of authority. Ecumenism must seek ways to regain universal submis­
sion to unified authority and its moderate exercise. 

On the basis of this doctrinal authority the Catholic Church has 
been able also to enforce a standard of morality and religious practice 
among its members who accept its guidance. Experience shows, of 
course, that among its member there are very many who are only nomi­
nally Catholic, and many others who, while they sincerely accept the 
authority of the Church, are ignorant, confused, or inconsistent in fol­
lowing its direction." Because of its catholicity, the Catholic Church 

does not expel such members except in certain cases where their opin­
ions or conduct are flagrant and scandalous, but continues to work for 

their complete conversion. Nevertheless, this unity of doctrine and dis­
cipline is constantly striven for and in large measure effective in spite 
of the constant inroads of Humanism. Therefore it is generally recog­
nized that the Roman Catholic Church is the most widely effective 
Christian Church, and more unified in its religious efforts than Juda­
ism, Islam, or the oriental religions. 

Humanists can object that this unity of doctrine and practice in 
the Catholic Church has been achieved only at the cost of 
authoritarianism and dogmatism, while Humanism has achieved a cer­

tain unity through free exchange of scientific and cultural opinion. Or 
they may object that the public consensus that they themselves main­
tain has a scientific character surpassing that of divided Christianity. 
To the first it has already been pointed out that the authority exercised 
by the Church is not with respect to human doctrines where agreement 
can be reached by reason, but with regard to revealed mysteries that 
require faith and trust in authority. To the second objection it can be 
replied that Humanists maintain a surface democratic consensus only 
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by the use of political pressure, propaganda, and actual physical force 
surpassing that used by the Church in its worst abuses, while today the 
Church is maintaining this unity without such pressures. 

The inclusivity and unity of the Church go very deep since they 
reflect its central doctrines. God as a Trinity is a divine Community in 
that the absolute oneness of the Godhead is totally communicated be­
tween Three Persons absolutely distinct from each other, yet whose 
personhood consists precisely in their relations to one another. These 
Three, moreover, are inclusive of all Being (the Father), Truth (the 
Son), and Goodness (the Holy Spirit). The doctrine of the Incarnation 
says that the Father has sent the Son to become a member of the human 
race, graced with the plenitude of the Holy Spirit through whose power 
the Son forms the community of the Church as his Mystical Body. 
Thus the Church manifests the Tri-unity of God. The Eucharist, at the 
center of the Church, is a sacrament of unity by which all humanity is 
invited to a single table of love, according to the single law of Christian 
life, the law of love that sums up the Law and the Prophets. 

Thus the unity of the Christian Church, in spite of its divisions, 
makes it unique as a religion in the world today as to faith, worship, and 
organic structure, and in the Roman Catholic Church this living com­
munity is most clearly manifest. Taking the catholicity of membership 
as a material principle and the unity of the Church as a formal principle, 
the Church among all the religions and philosophies of the world today 
is uniquely vital in its witness to God's self-revelation. Is it not, there­
fore, a sign that God is speaking to us through this Church? If the 
Church's witness is false, how has it been able to become such a com­
munity of faith, when it is evident from other religions that human 
power of itself has not been able to bring about such unity except by 
force? 

S. Holiness, the Sign of the Church as Graced 

This organic unity and vitality of the Church would be in vain if it 
failed to achieve the purpose for which it claims to exist: to witness 
God's self-revelation in his (God's) Reign "on earth as in heaven" (Mt 
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6: 10) that it represents by its communal life. This sharing in God's life 
is the Christian conception of holilless, or wholeness, integral human 
fulfillment," actualization of the potentialities, personal and social, 
natural and supernatural with which the Creator has endowed us. 
Ecumenicity demands that the Church as community aim at enabling 
every member to reach this goal each according to his or her own unique 
gifts. 

Those who visil most Catholic churches during Mass can experi­
ence that no maller how lacking in artistic taste the building or service 
may be, they are witnessing worship that allempts to unite the bodily, 
sensuous, worldly aspect of human nature to its spiritual, mystical, 
other-worldly aspect, revering both. The Catholic emphasis on sacra­
mental worship in which the Word and the sensible Action are united 
always seeks to express the divine through the human in harmony with 
the basic belief in the incarnation of God the Son in the truly human 
Jesus. 

Humanists put their faith in human powers and seek to develop 
human moral character and bring about an earthly society of and for 
humanily, but the notion that such a life is a partiCipation in the life of 
God is, of course, quile alien to them. They criticize Christianity for ils 
pessimism, its "contempt for the world" and resultant neglect of social 
justice. This charge of otherworldliness applies not to the teaching of 
Jesus, but to the effects of Platonism on Christianity in ils missionary 
adaptation to the culture of the pagan Roman Empire. Yet Platonic 
dualism and hyper-spiritualism, influential as it was, never penetrated 
so deeply as to cause the Church to abandon ils faith in the essential 
goodness of the material creation and of human nature, body a~ well as 
soul. Otherwise the doctrines of Incarnation and Resurrection would 
have lost all meaning." 

Consequently, the Catholic Church has always fostered a genu­
ine (but not secular) humanism based on the dignity of the human per­
son, created in God's own image." The Church early resisted the radi­
cal dualism of the Gnostics and Manichaeans, and then the Platonism 
of the Origenists. Later it rejected Monophysitism that minimized the 
humanity of Jesus and Iconoclasm that tended to over-spiritualize 
worship. At the Reformation it opposed Luther and Calvin's pessimis-
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tic interpretation of SI. Augustine's Platonizing theology, an interpre­
tation that pictured fallen humanity as deprived of free will and even as 
totally depraved. Luther also stressed the dualism between the King­
dom of God of inner spiritual life and the sinful Kingdom of the World 
of secular life, and Calvin minimized sacramental worship in the inter­
est of a more spiritual preaching of the Word." 

More optimistically the Catholic Church has always respected 
human nature even in its fallen state. It strongly defends human reason 
because it believes that reason, when rightly used, leads to Gospel faith. 
Hence Catholics tend to favor a pIJilosopIJica/theology, while the Or­
thodox favor a negative theology to which philosophy is of liule help, 
while Protestants tend to view philosophy as a risk to biblical theol­
ogy.'" Catholics believe that sin has not destroyed the image of God in 
humanity, but only deprived it of the grace that it now requires to re­
store it to full humanness and raise it to a share in the divine life. They 
also believe that by grace they become able to cooperate with God in 
the work of their own salvation by works that are truly meritorious. The 
Reformers, on the contrary, frowned on the notion of cooperation or 
merit, as nullifying grace and tended to treat the believer as the purely 
passive recipient of divine favor. 

Thus Catholicism is favorable to the full development of the hu­
man personality in all its aspects, physical, scientific, artistic, social, 
political not merely as they are necessary for secular life, but as having 
genuine spiritual value. At the same time it is realistically aware that 
the world as it exists due to human sin is a very different place than the 
Creator intended, so that to be truly human, God's grace is necessary to 
regain what has been losl. Today the political and liberation theolo­
gians are assimilating the social criticism of Humanism so as to assist 
the Church to rid itself of dualistic influences and to be more effective 
in its concerns for a just and peaceful social order. Thus Catholicism 
seeks to be an intensely "humanistic" but not secularistic religion. 

On the other hand the Catholic Church also stresses the more 
contemplative, mystical side of religion, prominent in the Orthodox 
Church, but in the Protestant Churches often muted by an overly mor­
alistic conception of spiritual life. Of course this balance of the active 
and contemplative is one of the central problems of all religions. Thus 



The Eculllellical Church: Sigll o/God's Self-Collllllullicatioll 231 

the Emanation Religions aim at a very high level of spirituality and 
have produced remarkable mystics who seek to be identified with the 
life of the Absolute, but for them this world is necessarily a world of 
suffering that can be overcome only by escaping it. Consequently, they 
proffer little hope for the reform of the social order. It is the Creation 
Religions that seek both mystical union with God in eternal life and the 
restoration of God's good creation from its devastation by human sin. 

In both Judaism and Islam the sense of God's Reign is strong, 
and both hope to establish his law on earth (the Torah for the Jews and 
the shar'iah of tbe Muslims). Vet while they teach brotherhood and 
mercy for the members of their own community, they do not center on 
the love of enemies and the power of forgiveness, as Jesus commanded 
his community to do. In fact for this very reason they sometimes blame 
Christians for a too weak sense of justice. Moreover, within their or­
thodox forms both Judaism and Islam find little place for mysticism, 
although in both religions well developed systems grew up outside 
strict orthodoxy. Thus the mysticism of the Kabbalah and of the 
Hassidim in Judaism and of the Sufi in Islam stands in an uncomfort­
able and even antagonistic relation with orthodoxy.~' 

This same tension between mysticism and orthodoxy has also 
sometimes been felt in Christianity and has given rise to "enthusiastic" 
heresies and sects. Vet the Catholic and Orthodox Churches have been 
able not only to recognize but also actively to promote the contempla­
tive religious Orders. There have been such mystics as St. Gregory of 
Nyssa and St. Maximus the Confessor in the East and St. Teresa of 
Avila and St. John of the Cross in the West (the last two officially 
"Doctors of the Church"). So far the Catholic Church has managed to 
accommodate the Charismatic Movement, frequently a source of schism 
in Protestant Churches in that Protestant mystics have usually been 
sectarians.)1 

The ability of Catholicism to combine contemplation and social 
activism is especially manifest in contemplative Orders of men and 
women." The contemplative Orders maintain the asceticism and total 
devotion to prayerthat marks the monasticism of the Eastern Churches. 
Vet, in the active Orders devoted to the care of the sick and poor, to 
education even of the poor, and to the missions, the social activism 
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characlerislic of some forms of Proleslanlism (especially Calvinism) is 
also relained. These Orders. bOlh Iypes of which were Oourishing dur­
ing Ihe firsl half of Ihis cenlury and. allhough now passing Ihrough a 
period of decline in numbers in Ihe face of moun ling secular pressures. 
are slill vigorous and laking on new forms. They have continued 10 
produce counlless men and women wi!h a repulalion of sanclilY. 

The diocesan clergy. ahhough Iheir role is aclive ra!herlhan con­
lemplalive. conlinue 10 carry on a life of dedicaled service. and praclice 
much of Ihe spirilualily of religious. including celibacy." The occa­
sional scandals of clerical sexual misconduci and abuse. allhough shock­
ing. do nol exceed Ihose of mosl professionals whose dealing wilh a 
greal variely of persons onen opens Ihe way 10 lemplalion."The bish­
ops of Ihe Church loday are for Ihe mosl part free of Ihe secular in­
volvemenls Ihal allhe lime of Ihe Reformalion led !hem 10 neglecllheir 
pasloral office. and increasingly live a life of simplicily and dedicaled 
service free of polilical enlanglemenl. 

Of course il is very lrue Ihallhe slale of religious and prieslly life 
loday is far from ideal. Since Valican II. as allhe lime oflhe Reforma­
lion and again of Ihe Enlighlenmenl. large numbers of religious and 
clergy have been dispensed or simply wilhdrawn from Iheir commil­
mems and married." and among Ihose remaining Ihere is widespread 
crilicism of mandalory celibacy for priesls. Scandals concerning con­
cubinage. homosexualily. and even child abuse as well as alcoholism 
and drug dependency appear in Ihe press and are rumored 10 be numer­
ous. Olher scandals concerning Ihe manage men I of Ihe finances of Ihe 
Church. dissensions and negleci or abuse of pasloral aUlhorilY also 
surface. Since Valican II. even !he Calholic press is busy exposing 
Ihese all 100 human failings and il seems realislic 10 say Ihal nol much 
remains hidden for long. 

On Ihe basis of such available informalion il is also evidenllhal 
on Ihe whole Calholic religious Orders and diocesan clergy exhibil a 
very high level of dedication 10 Iheir calling under ralher severe pres­
sures and lrials. Sirangers approaching Ihese represenlalives of Ihe 
Church can be reasonably confident that they are meeting a person of 
sincere faith. constant prayer. and self-sacrificing concern to be of help 
in matters both spiritual and corporeal. Moreover. Ihe quality of life of 
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these Church leaders is profoundly shaped by ideals that combine the 
contemplative and pastoral." 

What is said of Catholic religious and clergy applies to those of 
the other Christian Churches but with one obvious difference." The 
Churches of the Reformation ceased to require the life of celibacy prac­
ticed by Jesus himself and Sl. Paul and recommended by them to those 
especially dedicated to the promotion of the Reign of God. The Ortho­
dox Churches from the seventh century had already ceased to insist on 
it for priests, while retaining it for monks and for bishops. The Catholic 
Church, however, not without many struggles, has retained it in the 
religious Orders and as a condition for ordination to the priesthood. 
The Church believes that even the active pastoral ministry ought to be 
rooted in the kind of commitment to the search for union with God 
through asceticism and contemplative prayer that characterized the early 
Church. 

The solemn canonization of saints that continues to take place in 
the Catholic Church in large numbers is an indication of the high value 
the Church places on personal holiness." The Orthodox Churches also 
canonize saints but not frequently. The Protestant Churches certainly 
have produced members of true holiness but have never subjected them 
to this kind of objective evaluation. The Roman Church undertakes a 
prolonged and careful process to ascertain that the candidate died for 
the Christian faith, or, if not a martyr, exhibited a fidelity to the Gospel, 
a balance of all the virtues, and above all an extraordinary love of God 
and neighbor. These qualities must be attested by their lives, writings, 
and the miracles worked through their intercession. These miracles are 
examined carefully often with the aid of medical experts. 

While these processes are often criticized, there is no reason to 
doubt that in general they are thorough and objective, since the Vatican 
is anxious not to promote someone whose shortcomings might be ex­
posed to ridicule.)9 The chief criticism has been that few lay persons 
are canonized, yet many cases are presented by religious Orders wish­
ing to promote the sanctity of their founder or their own members. It is 
also alleged that success in the process depends to a degree on the 
willingness of a religious Order to undertake the considerable expense 
of the prolonged investigation. If these practical difficulties could be 
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overcome no doubt many married persons would be canonized, since 
examples of sanctity in ordinary lives are well known_ 

The use of miracles in canonization brings us to a consideration 
of the continued existence of miraculous and prophetic signs in the 
Church, such as those recorded in the New Testament.'" An argument 
used by Catholics against the Protestant Reformers was that their teach­
ing was not confirmed by such signs. They replied that such signs ceased 
with the early Church because the Bible is a sufficient sign. Until the 
Reformation, however, the Church both East and West took for granted 
that while such signs might not occur so frequently and dramatically as 
in the New Testament Church they always would continue. 

The Catholic Church has officially examined not only the miracles 
required in canonization but also those that sometimes are alleged to 
continue to take place at Lourdes, Fatima, and many other shrines." 
The judgment on such events is likely to depend of course on one's 
worldview, as we saw in Chapter 6. Scientific corroboration can go no 
further than to allest the sudden recovery from pathology physiologi­
cally inexplicable in the present state of medical knowledge, or to de­
termine that witnesses are not suffering from ascertainable illusions. 
But, according to the communication theory described in Chapter 6, 
such events can only be understood as signs of God's self-revelation. 
The significance of the evidence can, of course, be resisted by Human­
ists by an act of faith in a scientism that by its hermeneutic rejects any 
real possibility of the miraculous. 

It should be noted that the Catholic Church does not encourage 
an excessive interest in the miraculous nor in private revelations. Its 
experience has been that such an interest leads to an "enthusiasm" that 
sees miracles everywhere and that tends to alienation from the institu­
tional Church and its authoritative teaching. At the beginning of our 
century the Pentecostal or Charismatic movement arose in the Protes­
tant Churches and spread to the Catholic and Orthodox Churches." 
The charismatics, whose prayer is marked by "a baptism in the spirit" 
and "speaking with tongues," report frequent miraculous physical and 
psychological healings, and deliverances from demonic possession. 
These often seem to parallelthc phenomena reported in the Acts of the 
Apostles and throughout Church history, especially in the lives of the 
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saints. In these phenomena it is difficult to separate spiritual, psycho­
logical, and physical factors, and the Churches have not subjected them 
to careful objective examination. The Catholic bishops have been con­
tent to pennit charismatic llatherinlls under pastoral supervision be­
cause this movement seems to have stimulated prayer and participation 
in the more formal activities of the Church. 

The Charismatic movement has many critics. It has little appeal 
to those who are disturbed by its emotionality and lack of confonnity to 
traditional liturgical forms. Nor does it appeal to others who see it as 
naively anti-intellectual, or to social activists to whom it seems too 
introspective and too liule concerned with the social work of the Church. 
The charismatics themselves point to their successful support of family 
life, their success in founding base communities, and their engagement 
in many charitable activities. There seems no question that this move­
ment in the Catholic Church has succeeded in deepening the contem­
plative dimensions of spirituality in lay groups and has provided new 
leadership among the laity of people living very holy lives. 

A notable aspect of spiritual life in the Catholic Church is that it 
does not remain merely pietistic, as the charismatic groups tend to be, 
but produces a high level of intellectual life that remains orthodox." In 
our times philosophers like Jacques Maritain, Etienne Gilson, Gabriel 
Marcel, and theologians like Teilhard de Chardin, Karl Rahner. Yves 
Congar, Hans Urs von Balthasar, Sl. Edith Stein are scholars of the 
highest intellectual achievement, thoroughly abreast of modem thought 
yet men and women of deep spirituality and prayer. This is true also of 
the Church leaders occupied with pastoral administration. The popes 
of the twentieth century have been men of remarkable holiness. not 
only Sl. Pius X but also John XXIII, not to overlook the remarkable 
Pius XII, Paul VI, and John Paul II. The deep spirituality of these popes 
is widely recognized, even when some of their decisions are criticized." 

The holiness of the Church belongs not just to an elite but to the 
ordinary people who participate actively in its life and mission." Such 
participation means first of all fidelity to marriage and responsibility to 
children. The dominant Humanism of our time has not been very suc­
cessful in supporting such fidelity and responsibility as is evident from 
the statistics on the growing numberof single parent homes. Moreover, 
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before the marked decline in the use of the Sacrament of Reconcilia­
tion after Vatican 11, fidelity to the biblical commandments was main­
tained for the average "practicing" Catholic by frequent confession. It 
was well understood that after serious sin the Catholic would go to 
confession with a sincere purpose of amendment and restitution before 
again receiving Holy Communion. Admittedly one of the negative side 
effects of Vatican 11 was the unintended relaxation of this discipline (as 
happened more than once in the past) but the pastors of the Church are 
determined to revive it. The center of Catholic life, even more in this 
century than in the past, is the Eucharist which provides not only ear­
nest contemplative prayer in union with Jesus, but also instruction on 
living the Gospel in daily life. Here too recently there has been some 
relaxation in Mass attendance, but with the reform of the liturgy in the 
vernacular also a greater participation by the people. The other sacra­
ments too have been liturgically reformed so as to be received with 
greater understanding. 

Perhaps the most evident difference between Protestantism and 
the older Orthodox and Catholics is the muting of the sacramental prin­
ciples and its replacement by emphasis on the Word rather than the 
sacraments:'· Insofar as this was a reaction to the late medieval neglect 
of the Word this was healthy and Vatican 11 has responded by reassert­
ing the importance of the Bible and of preaching in worship. But since 
Christianity is a religion of incarnation the sacramental principle is 
essential to its life. It must appeal not only to the intellect by the Word, 
but to the whole human person through symbols that make their appeal 
to the five senses. The Orthodox Churches have survived and main­
tained a degree of unity principally through their liturgical, sacramen­
tal life. The Catholic Church is equally sacramental, but has also un­
dertaken repeated revivals of preaching (the Protestant Reformation 
can be understood as one such revival that tragically widened into 
schism). Its sacramentalism is balanced by its concern for instruction 
based on a developing theology. 

Thus in the Catholic Church holiness can penetrate both the elite 
to whom the Word more appeals and to the people for whom the tan­
gible symbols are more effective. We saw that in India it is said that 
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what the sage knows by ineffable mystical experience is made avail­
able to the people through myth, ritual, and "idols." This, of course, 
remains a Protestant suspicion of Catholicism, namely that it is a syn­
cretistic form of Christianity that has absorbed pagan practices in its 
use of icons and statues and its veneration of the saints, especially in its 
Mariolatry ." 

The Catholic and Orthodox answer to such accusations is that 
they do not accept the idea that the people can be fed with myths and 
only the wise can receive the real truth. The Church must attempt to 
instruct even the simplest Christian in the creed and the command­
ments that are identical with the fundamental principles of theology no 
matter how profound. One faith is open to all. But this faith has diverse 
expressions as Jesus himself showed by teaching the crowds in parables 
whose profound meaning he explained in more literal language to the 
Twelve (Mk 4: II). Consequently the Church as a comprehensive reli­
gion sent not to a mystical elite, but especially to the poor must use 
every available form of human communication to make this message 
understandable. It is no accident, therefore, that the Orthodox and Catho­
lic Churches are notable for their sponsorship of the beautiful. The 
beautiful has a natural relation to the holy, since "the splendor of Truth" 
and of holiness is the very glory of God." 

The relation between the goal of integral human fulfillment and 
ecumenicity is, therefore, that no human community can be open to the 
union of all humanity at its deepest and most intimate level unless it 
can unite all the elements of human existence. It must unite the bodily 
and spiritual, the natural and the supernatural, this world and the eter­
nal world, the active and the contemplative, the mundane and the tran­
scendent, and thus answer all humanity's ultimate concerns. Surely a 
religion that can do all this can only be the work of God, who alone can 
restore humanity to the integrity he intended for it, and lead it on to 
union with the Trinity. We see how all religions aim at something like 
this wholeness, but how difficult it is to achieve! If the Christian Church, 
especially as it is said to subsist in the Catholic Church, does in fact 
essentially achieve this wholeness, then it is a moral miracle, a revela­
tory sign of God's communication with us. 
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6. The Gap hetween the Gospel and Popular Christianity 

The chief objeclion 10 recognizing Ihis sign in Ihe Calholic Church is 
Ihe greal gap belween ils official leaching of Ihe Gospel and Ihe aClual 
life of ils people. a gap Ihal we experience every lime we meel Calho­
lics in daily life. It musl be frankly acknowledged Ihallhere is. and has 
been Ihroughoul hislory. a greal gap belween whal ex isIS now, as in Ihe 
pasl, belween Ihe holiness of Ihe Church as il is found in ils leaching 
and in Ihe lives of ils sainls and Ihe praclice of popular Catholicism." 
Popular Calholicism offen is cenlered on devolion 10 particular "pow­
erful" saints, 10 relics and shrines, and 10 special devolional praclices 
such as candle lighling, holy waler sprinkling, Ihe wearing of medals 
and scapulars, Ihe recilalion of prayers a certain number of limes. elc. 
The people's devolion 10 Mary as Molher seems 10 supplant faith in 
Chrisl and 10 lake on Ihe characler of Ihe worship of Ihe Molher God­
dess so widespread in polytheislic religions. AClual knowledge ofCatho­
lic doctrine is of len very confused. Morality is conceived legalislically 
as a series of imposed rules or irralional laboos. The clergy is eilher 
disregarded in such popular religion or regarded simply as Ihe per­
formers of certain magical riles, elc. 

Thus in Ihe Church in Latin America observers offen see a kind 
of popular religion Ihal is fervent in its praclice of devolions bUllhal 
under a Ihin veil of Chris Ii an symbolism seems really 10 be the religion 
of the pagan anceslors. On Ihe olher hand, in Europe and North America 
Ihe mass of Calholics seem liule affecled by Ihe momlleachings of Ihe 
Church. They seem 10 identify Ihemselves as Catholics mainly as a 
maUer of family and nalionaltradition or legalislic scruples while in 
facl conforming 10 Ihe world-view and secular values of Humanism.'" 

In Ihe Orthodox Churches Ihe silualion seems much the same. In 
Ihe ProleSlanl Churches a different type of piety is evident but il also 
lakes on fundamenlaliS! or Penlecoslal forms Ihat are offen anti-inlel­
lectual and extreme and spawns culls of a lruly bizarre chamcler. Prol­
eSlanlism. however, because of its diversily, lends 10 allow such popu­
lar move men Is 10 splil off and form new denominalions; Ihus leaving 
Ihe "mainline" Churches middle-class and respeclable. bUI lacking in 
much vilalily." 
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There are Catholics who think that the Church today should raise 
its standards and vigorously eliminate all this popular religiosity as 
spurious. Parcnts should not be allowed to have their children baptized 
unless they themselves me exemplary Catholics, and adults who are 
not good Catholics should not be counted as mcmbers of the Church at 
all. Nevertheless, the Catholic Church understands itself as the Church 
of the poor, even more characteristically than of the rich and educated. 
Consequently, its pastoral policy is to preach the doctrine of Christ, 
"Be you perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect," while patiently 
tolerating a low level of understanding and practice among its mem­
bers with the hope that gmdually the Gospel may penetrate their lives 
more authentically. The fact that the Church's success has until now 
been incomplete is part of the drama of world history, since there are 
many social, political, and economic forces working against what the 
Church is trying to do. 

7, Conclusion 

We have looked at the Christian Church, and especially at the Catholic 
Church that stands at its center as the most evident example of its catho­
licity, community, and holiness that make it unique among the world's 
religious institutions. No other world religion has developed a truly 
comparable institution. The Church's very evident shortcomings in 
achieving its own ideal make clear how many forces there are at work 
to make it no different from any other human institution political. cul­
tural, or religious. Yet in spite of these it stands out as unique in human 
experience. 

The Christian Church claims to speak in the name of the God of 
Judaism and Islam and to give that God a personal name and face in 
history as the Religions of Emanation do not even claim to be able to 
do, and that prelitemte religions only attempt in myth. The Catholic 
Church ' s very existence is as a mother reaching out to all kinds of 
human beings (clIIholiciry). The Church strives to bring its members 
together in a single community based not on human power but on faith 
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(unily) and to transform them individually and as community into the 
image of God (/rolilless). As to the fourth mark of the Church, its "po.,· 
lolicily, this relates to the Church's historic development and will be 
discussed in the next chapter. 

In this historical development the Church has reached its third 
millennium of Christianity but has not yet converted the Whole world 
to the Gospel as Jesus commanded and therefore Pope John Paul" has 
called its members to repentance and renewal. Vet today the Church 
continues to strive to bring the Good News to a hopeless world that at 
the beginning of the third millennium is often on the edge of despair. 
This courageous hope along with its incomplete but vast achievements 
presents this Church to those choosing a world-view and value-system 
as a moral miracle, a sign that gives warrant to its claim that in the 
Church God is speaking to all humanity and calling all to listen and 
respond. 
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CHAPTER 8 

JESUS CHRIST: 
GOD'S SELF-COMMUNICATION IN HISTORY 

t. Aposlolicily, Ihe Sign of Hislorical Continuily 

In the foregoing chapter we considered the claim of the Christian Church 
to be the trustworthy sign that God is revealing himself to us publicly 
and personally today. The only realities directly accessible to any of us 
are the actual events of our own today, the "signs of the times." Al­
though the deeper meaning of these events is often hidden to us be­
cause of our lack of perspective, at least we do not have to reconstruct 
them in the same piecemeal fashion as is necessary when we try to 
recover the far past. The past cannot be reconstructed without begin­
ning from the present. Moreover, our culture today characteristically 
considers the past to mean lillIe, even as a warning, for our present. 
Unless something is "new and improved" as the detergent advertise· 
ments say, we judge it to be obsolescent or obsolete and therefore use­
less. Therefore, this Chapter 8 will center on the life of Jesus whom the 
Church today claims as its founder. In Chapter 9 I will discuss the 
question whether in fact the present Church can claim to be essentially 
the same as the one that Jesus founded. 

In choosing a world· view and value·system the appeal to history 
cannot be refused. The meaning of present events escapes us unless we 
place them in their temporal context. Time tested truths alone are ulti· 
mately reliable. Today the theory of evolution has made us aware that 
the world cannot be explained merely by the natural laws that account 
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for cyclical events that repeat themselves. The origin and development 
of the universe, the solar system, life on our planet, the diversity of 
living things, our own species, and the origin of human cultures, can­
not simply be reduced to recurrent pallerns. 

These organized systems that form our world are the product of 
unique events resulting not from the concurrence of many law-gov­
erned processes but concurrences that are not themselves law-governed. 
At every point of the evolutionary tree, things might have branched off 
in a different direction than they actually did. Only by looking back at 
what has happened can we explain these events as concurrences. Thus 
the modem picture of the world does not see the laws of nature as 
ultimate, but rather the ultimate reality is history.' 

Therefore, we must not look for God's word to us merely in the 
events of our own time but in those events as they sum up a long his­
torical development. Pre-literate Mythological Religions or the Ema­
nation Religions are largely indifferent to the distinction between myth 
and history. Even when (as for Confucianism but not for Hinduism and 
Buddhism) there is a serious interest in history, it is conceived as cycli­
cal and reduced to "the eternal return." 

Characteristically the monotheistic Creation Religions recognize 
the fundamental importance of history and conceive it as a linear un­
folding of a divine plan whose goal is beyond history to the Last Judg­
ment and consummation of all things in a heavenly or infernal eternity. 
These religions exclude cyclical reincarnation and any guarantee that 
all souls will inevitably return to the One. History remains a drama 
whose general outcome, the triumph of God, is assured, but whose 
denouement for the free individual is still to be decided. Some histori­
ans believe that the first religion to clearly enunciate this dramatic char­
acter of history was Zoroastrianism, now almost defunct but whose 
insight was taken over by Judaism and is basic to Christianity and 
Islam. 

These Creation Religions, however, have been sometimes tempted 
to negate their own insight into the significance of history by succumb­
ing to a Stoic fatalism by which human cooperation has nothing to do 
with the outcome of hi story that depends solely on the sovereign will of 
God. Thus Islam is often accused (perhaps unjustly) of favoring fatal -
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ism, and in the Churches of the Reformation the theology of Calvin 
was criticized for the same tendency. On the other hand, Catholicism, 
though it admits it is difficult to find a satisfactory theology of the 
mystery of election and predestination, has always maintained that the 
sovereignty of God does not exclude human cooperation. Grace makes 
the human will and its activity free to do good freely, while the human 
will by its very constitution is the sufficient explanation of sinful activ­
ity.' 

2_ Historicity and Ecumcnicity 

In the last chapter it was shown that the ecumenicity that Vatican \I 
claimed for the Church and that demands serious probing as a possible 
sign of God's self-revelation through the Church has three aspects. It is 
ecumenical in its material inclusivity (catholicity), formal community 
(llnity), and final integral human fulfillment (holiness) and these mutu­
ally qualify each other. It remains now to consider the fourth or efficient 
aspect of this ecumenicity, namely the Church's historicity in the sense 
of a genuine continuity that manifests the power of God acting through 
all the vicissitudes of historical change. It must remain faithful through­
out its history to the mission given by Jesus Christ to his apostles when 
he said to them at the Ascension, 

"All power in heaven and earth has been given to me. Go, there­
fore, and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the 
name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, teach­
ing them to observe all that I have commanded you. And behold, 
I am with you always, until the end of the age" (Mt 28: 18-20). 

If the Church is a revelatory sign it must also give evidence that its 
common life transcends and embraces time. Human institutions rise 
and fall, but the designs of God must encompass these fluctuations in a 
single plan and empower them by the action of his grace. 

The aspect of the Christian Church that makes it a historical real­
ity is traditionally called its apostolicity. Apostolicity is the claim that 
this Catholic Church in communion with the Bishop of Rome is the 
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same Church founded by Christ on the Twelve he chose as his leading 
disciples and witnesses of his resurrection.' A parallel is to be found in 
Judaism in the claim to be the Chosen People of the covenant with 
Moses and in Islam in the effort to trace traditions back to the "Com­
panions of the Prophet." The two cases, however, differ in this that for 
Judaism the timeless Torah and for Islam the timeless Qllr'all are re­
spectively the bases of Judaism and Islam. PrOleSlant Christianity tends 
in the same direction, making the Bible the foundation of the true Church, 
so that the intervening history between the Church of the New Testa­
ment and the Judgment is blank. Thus the present Church itself be­
comes of little religious significance except as a record of the corrupt­
ing of the Gospel and its recovery by the Reformers. 

Nevertheless, modem biblical scholarship, in which Protestants 
have been the leaders, has made it plain that the Bible can not be prop­
erly understood in this limeless manner but must be placed in the con­
teXI of the history of the People of God.' As for Islam, it is difficult to 
see how it can assimilate modem knowledge without coming to terms 
with its own pre- and post-history.' The lack of a full appreciation of 
history on the part of the Emanation Religions places them in a similar 
dilemma when confronted by Humanism. 

Moreover, the continuity of the Church in the New Testament 
must also be broadened to include "salvation history ," i.e., the prepara­
tion for ChrisI' s coming in the Old Testament. The notion of salvation 
history (Heilsgesc/lichle) has been subject to much controversy. Some 
scholars object to reading the Old Testament from the perspective of 
the New. Others object that the Bible is not "history" in the modem 
sense of a critical, documented, continuous and causal account. Still 
others query how the Jews' own account of their national history is to 
be related to the secular history of the whole world. 

Certainly the Bible is written from a religious perspective for a 
religious purpose. Furthermore, it is a history of one particular people, 
the Jews. Consequently, it is extremely selective and written according 
to ancient literary models not ours. Nevertheless, while making no 
claim to relate the whole of history (no book can do that), it does claim 
to relate certain events that give the key to understanding the ultimate 
significance of all the rest of history. On the one hand the Bible gives 
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a religious inlerprelalion 10 Ihe hislory of Ibe Jewish people as an anal­
ogy or paradigm oflhe very differenl hislories of olher nalions. Every 
people has somehow been saved by God from ils follies or il would nOl 
exisl! On Ibe olber hand, il speaks of unique evenlS, such as Ihe self­
revelalion of Ibe monolheislic Crealor 10 Moses, Ihe lncamalion of Ihe 
Divine Son in Jesus, and Ibe empowermenl oflhe Church by Ihe Holy 
Spirit that have universal meaning for all humanity. 

Biblical scholarship, however, has also raised a fundamenlal prob­
lem for hislorical underslanding of Chrislianity, namely, "the quest for 
Ihe hislorical Jesus.''' Since our leslimony 10 Ibe hislory of the founder 
ofChrislianily as in mosl olher religions (including Islam) resls almosl 
exclusively on the documents Ihat form the canon ofthe early Church's 
faith, how can we separale the "Jesus of hislory" from the "Christ of 
failh"? Do we even know that Jesus inlended 10 found a Church since 
he announced Ihe approach of the Reign of God in Ibe End Time? Or 
did the Jesus Movemenl seltle down some time after his death inlo an 
organized Church Ibrough influences Ihal were really inconsislenl with 
his leachings? 

Two possible ways 10 approach Ibis problem are available. The 
first, laken by many Protestanls because of their primary reliance on 
Ibe Bible and Iheir distruSI of possibly corrupled Church Tradition. is 
10 try by critical hislorical melbods 10 separale fact from theological 
inlerpretation and legend from hislory in Ibe New Teslament. In Ihis 
way il is supposed one can arrive at Ibe original hislorical dala, al"whal 
really happened" free of Ibe inlerprelalions and embellishments of Ihe 
SIOryleller. Some have even hoped to ascertain by purely hislorical 
melhods Ibe ipsissillla verba Jesll. Ibe very words of Jesus himself.' 

Two serious difficulties wam us against this approach. Firsl, the 
hislorical critical melbod is necessarily minimizing because it rejecls 
all traditions Ibal might he the producls oflbe community's faith. These 
are Ibought 10 be hislorically suspect. Hence only such as were prob­
ably embarrassing to believers or alleast such as Ihey would have had 
no inlerest 10 invent them can be accepled as trustworthy. Second, given 
Ihe relative paucity of these data, such efforts lend 10 be very specula­
tive and to rest on many levels of questionable assumplions. For ex­
ample. the fundamental problem of Ihe daling of Ihe Gospels depends 
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on a solution to the so-called "Synoptic Problem" concerning the liter­
ary interdependence of Ihe Gospels and of the traditions that lie behind 
them. The most widely accepted solution, Ihe "Two Document Hy­
pothesis," however, is still open to many serious crilicisms.' 

Consequently, for our purposes a second approach, while not 
neglecting the valid contributions of the first approach, is more realis­
tic. In the previous chapler I argued thai the Christian Church (subsisl­
ing most clearly in the Roman Catholic Church) can be experienced in 
our world today as reasonably trustworthy. Thus we can place prima 
facie confidence in her tradition about her founder and her origin, pro­
vided that these traditions are not contrary to certainly established his­
torical facts. Nor is this argument circular since it is grounded in con­
sideration of the Church as she is here and now accessible to contem­
porary experience. All history has to be known from its effects today, 
yet it in tum can cast real light on what we now experience. Hence our 
present experience of Ihe Church is independent of its remote history, 
aUhough its history can help to explain and confirm whal we already 
know of its present reality. 

Hence the burden of proof shifts, so that the Tradition of the 
Church is taken as genuinely historical provided that it cannot be proved 
10 be merely legendary. In fact in wriling secular history this is the 
method followed by most historians. They generally assume that official 
documents are reliable unless they give evidence of being untrustwor­
thy, rather than the other way around. To demand evidence that every 
document is genuine leads to an infinite regress, since the only such 
evidence that is possible is another document Ihat in ils lum may also 
be suspect. The reason that New Testament historians have been driven 
into their minimalist stance has been their efforts to meet the system­
atic skepticism of Humanists about all religious claims as intrinsically 
unreliable. If on the other hand we accept that there is a God who rules 
history and probably wishes to reveal himself to us, we will view claims 
of such revelation with open yet not credulous minds.' 
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3. Historical Credibility of the Church's Tradition 

Are the New Testament accounts of Jesus' life, teaching, and founda­
tion of the Church, historically credible? The first issue is the question 
of the New Testament canon and the lack of other documents 
confirmatory of the biblical accounts. III How did the books that we call 
the New Testament get selected and why have others been excluded? 
The process of settling on a recognized list of inspired books of the 
Bible took a long time. The early Church for the Old Testament gener­
ally accepted the canon of the Septuagint or Greek translation used by 
diaspora Jews but not without question regarding cenain books. The 
traditional Jewish canon with a shoner list of books was not definitely 
closed by rabbinical opinion until early in the 2nd century CEo Through­
out the following centuries some Christian scholars, such as St. Jerome, 
puzzled over the difference between this shoner Jewish canon and the 
longer one traditional to the Church. At the time of the Reformation the 
Protestant theologians, influenced by the concern of Renaissance hu­
manists to return to "original" texts in their original language, claimed 
that the longer canon reflected the corruptions of which they accused 
the Roman Catholics and decided to accept the Jewish canon. For this 
decision modem Protestant as well as Catholic scholarship finds no 
decisive historical warrant. Because of this action of the Reformers the 
Catholic Church at the Council of Trent (1546) finally decided for the 
traditional longer canon, that includes seven books and some brief pas­
sages that Protestants call the "apocrypha" but that are more neutrally 
called "deuterocanonical." Actually the only major theological ques­
tion this affects is the favorable reference to prayers for the dead in 2 
Mc 12:48 that Catholics cite to justify this practice that is not generally 
admitted by Protestants. The Onhodox Churches seem never to have 
officially settled the problem, some theologians accepting not only the 
longer canon but even such works as 2 Esdras and 3 Maccabees, others 
opting for the shoner canon of the Jews. What is clear from these his· 
toric facts is that the formation of the Old Testament canon was a long 
historic process that can be justified only on the grounds of the Tradi · 
tion of the Church as an authoritative judge of what is and is not in· 
spired. 



252 CHOOSING A WORLD-VIEW ANO VALUE-SYSTEM 

As regards the New Testament canon, fonunately forecumenism 
there is no disagreement among Protestants, Onhodox, and Catholics, 
although some sects have added others books as inspired such as the 
Book of Mormoll or the writings of Mary Baker Eddy. Yet a mass of 
ancient material both of the time before Christianity and afterwards 
also survives that the churches regard as apocryphal because rejected 
by early Church councils. Was this exclusion justified? The New Tes­
tament apocrypha are relatively late in date (with a few possible excep­
tions), depend on the canonical books, have features common to leg­
endary writings, or are marked by tendencies considered by the early 
Church as heretical. Thus it is not likely, on the basis of the usual 
assumptions of historical criticism, that these apocryphal works (other 
than the writings of the onhodox documents usually collected under 
the litle of "Apostolic Fathers") contain reliable historical dala not found 
in the canonical books. The possible exception would be that some of 
the sayings of Jesus that they repon might be authentic or even closer 
10 the ipsissima verba than the New Testament versions. 

Recently considerable light has been shed on the historical con­
text of early Christianity by the discovery of the Jewish sectarian Qumran 
or Dead Sea Scrolls literature, of the Egyptian Gnostic documents, and 
of the fragment of the so-called Secret Gospel of Mark, etc. As interest­
ing as these are to scholars they have not in any imponant respect 
altered the picture given by the canonical New Testament. Thus there 
is no serious reason to doubt that in the New Teslament canon we have 
the most historically reliable documents of this period. 

It would be helpful to historians of course if they had documents 
showing what the opponents of Jesus, panicularly the Pharisees, thought 
of him.' , From the biographies of other religious leaders we know how 
different can be the account of an admirer from Ihat of an enemy. From 
the Pharisaic side nOlhing is left to us but some accounts in the Talmud, 
the date of which cannot be exactly fixed. These admit that Jesus ex­
isted, that he had a reputation as a wonder worker, but they also claim 
that he was only half Jewish, the bastard son of a Roman soldier named 
Panthera. This last item seems nothing more than an attempt to counler 
the Christian claim that Jesus was born of a virgin (Panthera seems a 
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corruption of the Greekparthellos, virgin), that ifit has any significance, 
corroborates the existence of this Tradition. 

Yet this paucity of documentation is not odd. For example, we 
have lillie data to tell us what contemporaries of Muhammad other than 
his disciples may have thought of him." A religious movement trea­
sures its traditions. but its opponents may have lillie reason for record­
ing much about a movement that they regard as a mere fad. beller 
forgollen. Only after a religious movement survives and grows do oth­
ers wake up to its threat and begin to write against il. 

The second question is whether the New Testament documents 
are close enough to the time of Jesus and the origin of the Church to be 
credible witnesses. " Or is the situation similar to that of the life of the 
historic Buddha Gautama Siddhartha that depends on documents writ­
ten in the Indian Tradition where history is lillie regarded and originat­
ing perhaps a couple of hundred years after his death when oral Tradi­
tion becomes highly tenuous? It has been pointed out. for example. that 
few of us have much knowledge about our ancestors further back than 
our grandparents whom alone we may have personally known. Of course 
institutions have somewhat longer memories than individuals. but even 
they often lose sight of their origins. 

At the beginning of serious critical historical study of the New 
Testament. there were many who held that the New Testament docu­
ments were to be dated as late as the second century. Today hardly 
anyone dates them (with the possible exception of 2 Peter) later than 
I DO CEo that is. within one or two generations from the time of Jesus 
who died probably in 30 CEo The certainly authentic epistles of SI. Paul 
date from between 50 and 65 CE, within the lifetime of witnesses of 
Jesus' own generation. The Synoptic Gospels are usually dated not 
later than 90. still within the lives of some persons contemporary to the 
events." The variety and relative independence of these documents 
and the general consistency of the picture they give of Jesus' life and 
teaching and of Church origins corroborate their credibility. 

The tendency of critical scholarship is to emphasize the differ­
ence of traditions and the apparent contradictions between them. This 
kind of research. however. has been carried on now for almost 2DO 
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years by a variety of scholars of all Christian denominations and of 
unbelievers. Yet it has not turned up un resolvable contradictions or 
other data that would destroy the basic reliability of these documents. 
Although some of the writings may be pseudonymous (allributed by 
the writer to a more authoritative personage), this was an accepted 
rhetorical device of ancient literature. Scholars have also shown that 
the New Testament writers have different "Iheologies," thaI is, Iheo­
logical inlerprelalions of Ihe events, bullhis has nol undermined eilher 
Iheir honesly or their fidelily 10 the living tradilions of the Christian 
community. One of Ihe mosl recenl allempls 10 calilhis New Testa­
ment evidence into serious question has been the work of the Jesus 
Seminar cenlered in Claremont Theological Seminary. Its radical con­
clusions have, however, been Ihoroughly crilicized by other scholars 
as methodologically unsound and have failed 10 gain credence among 
most scholars." 

4. Did Jesus Rise from Death? 

A Ihird queslion is whether a credible piclure of Jesus emerges from 
Ihese New Teslament documenls. In e<ploring Ihe New Teslamenl 
evidence aboUI who Jesus was, whal he did and laughl, we need nol 
enler inlo Ihe queslion of the differenllheologies Ihal il contains. Rather, 
our approach can be Ihat of "canon criticism"" which takes into ac­
counllhe canonical Tradition of the Church Ihal considers Ihe different 
perspeclive found in Ihe biblical books 10 be essentially complemen­
tary. Hence canon crilicism Ireals the Bible laken nol as a mere collec­
lion of materials bUI as Ihe work of God as the one principal Author 
working through a variety of human aUlhors. Thus it allempls a unified, 
albeil complex synthesis of Ihe message of the Scriptures as a whole. 
This follows an old saying, "The Bible is ils own best interpreter." This 
collection of books was wrillen and accepled as divinely inspired wilhin 
an historic community that has preserved and inlerpreled il. Therefore 
the appropriale hermeneutical principle to be used in reading the Bible, 
as in reading any supposedly unified work, musl be to interpret the 
parts in the light of the whole and Ihe whole in Ihe light of the parIs. 
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Protestants, however, have sometimes in the past taken this dictum to 
mean that the Bible can be understood by individuals apart from the 
Tradition of the community of faith. Today however Protestant schol­
ars as a resuh of the study of the history of how the Bible was wrillen 
have come to see that the faith Tradition of the Christian community is 
the appropriate context in which the Bible must be read if it is to make 
canonical sense. This is also why in the Catholic Church the Council of 
Trent insisted that Christian faith rests not on "the Bible alone" (sola 
scripwra) but on the "Bible and Tradition." Vatican" confirmed this 
but made clear that Bible and Tradition are not separate sources of 
faith. The Bible arose from the believing community's sacred Tradi­
tion, was collected as the Word of God within that Tradition, and its 
integrity and inspiration is guaranteed only by that Tradition. The ex­
cessively literal hermeneutics of some Protestants, therefore, is not 
supported by this Tradition that has always recognized that the inspired 
Word of God takes many literary forms in the Bible, historical, poetic, 
homiletic, legal, representing culturally different modes of communi­
cation. Hence Vatican" defended the inerrallcy of the Scriptures as 
regards the "religious message" that the Holy Spirit has wished to con­
vey for humanity'S salvation while not excluding errors in other mat­
ters, scientific, historic, etc., that are irrelevant to the truth of that divine 
message that is without error. Nevertheless, this religious message of 
Scripture includes the assertion that certain things really happened, for 
example, that Jesus was really crucified. If this assertion is not to be 
understood historically the Bible is nonsense and the Christian faith is 
false and cannot be a reasonable choice for anyone's world-view and 
value-system. 

Yetta ask such questions about whether something is an histori­
cal fact, it is necessary to be clear as to what we intend by the word 
"historical"." In a hermeneutics influenced by philosophical idealism, 
a fact is not a fact unless it is a fact for us, that is, unless we perceive it 
as a facl. At the extreme this means that it must not only be known but 
must be known as significant or meaningful, that is, it must fit into my 
"world,"the world as I conceive it. Consequently, from this idealistic 
point of view it is not possible to distinguish between a historical fact 
as independent of and as dependent on human knowledge. Hence the 
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crucifixion or resurrection of Jesus cannot be "historical," if it cannot 
be solidly established by the methods of historical criticism that re­
quires it to be consistent with the modem world-view for which such 
things seem impossible. Therefore, it can only be a truth of faith not of 
history; that is, it fits into the subjective Christian world-view, but not 
into any account of critical, objective history that abstracts from faith. 
Unfortunately some Catholic writers accept this idealistic approach 
and misquote SI. Thomas Aquinas in its favor. But Aquinas clearly 
teaches" that witnesses knew the fact of Jesus' resurrection just as they 
knew his crucifixion by ordinary human knowledge based on sense 
observation. Faith indeed was required to understand the full significance 
of this fact, but it was first known by the senses and by reason. Actually 
according to the Bible the Twelve did not at first believe, but were 
convinced by the evidence of their senses (Lk 24: II; 36-43). 

We must leave such problems to idealist philosophers and here 
be content with a realistic point of view. For realists two different ques­
tions must be asked: (I) "Was the resurrection a historical fact?" and 
"How do we know that it is such a factT granting that we cannot 
answer the first without also answering the second. Perhaps the best 
way to begin is by reformulating these two questions as follows: "Did 
the early Church claim that the resurrection was a historical fact inde­
pendent of the way it was known and of the faith of the witnesses?" If 
the answer to this question is "Yes" then we must ask, "Can we verify 
this c1aimT 

The New Testament writers undoubtedly lived in a cultural world 
very different from our own where there was much less effort to distin­
guish the various different types of knowledge such as "myth," "tradi­
tion," and "history" from one another. But their writings give plain 
evidence they knew the difference between historical events and fictional 
accounts meant to convey a theological or moral truth. Sometimes in 
reading the Bible we are not sure whether a particular narrative is meant 
to be history or a parable. For example, the question can be raised 
whether the resurrection of Lazarus is a theological construction rest­
ing only on the fact that Jesus sometimes raised the dead." Yet such an 
interpretation cannot be reasonably applied to the stories of Jesus' own 
resurrection. The narrators write in an explicitly apologetic mode; that 
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is, they claim the resurrection really happened and altemptto bUllress 
this claim by citing evidence that they mean what they say and are 
telling the literal truth. 

Thus SI. Paul (I Cor 15:3-19) lists the many persons who had 

seen the risen Lord, then cites his own experience, and finally asserts 
that if this did not really happen, then the Christian faith is without 
foundation. Similarly the Synoptics are concerned about the empty 
tomb precisely as evidence of a historic fact, and all the Gospels insist 
that the apparitions of Jesus were not those of a ghost, but of a bodily 
tangible man who was even able to eal. Of course, one might say that 

these details were given simply to make the fiction more lifelike, as in 
Defoe's novel Robillsol/ Crusoe, but it would be absurd to think that 
the New Testament writers in such solemn assertions were merely striv­
ing for the reputation of skillful storytellers. Their purpose plainly is to 
convince the reader of the historical factuality of the event and to dis­

tinguish the historicity and certitude of this particular fact from other 
narratives of a more ambiguous character. 

But can we verify their claim? I emphasize once again that if the 
last chapter established the sign value of the Church as it exists today. 
then the problem is not to establish the truth of its witness to history, 
but to consider whether the objections raised against its witness are 
valid. These objections reduce to the fact that our earliest direct witness 
in the New Testament is SI. Paul who speaks simply of his vision on the 
road to Damascus concerning which he gives no details, while the au­
thor of Mark (withoUlthe "long ending," 16:9·20, not in the earliest 
MSS), generally considered to be the earliest Gospel, does not describe 
any actual appearances of the risen Chrisl. The other Gospels give 
accounts of the empty tomb and the appearances to the mourning women 
and the Twelve, but are not entirely consistent with each other on the 
details. Moreover, Matthew adds what seem to be legendary apolo­
getic details such as the rolling back of the stone by an angel, unsup­
ported in the other narratives, and all the Gospels place the announce­
ment of the resurrection in the mouth of angels, sometimes in the Scrip­
tures simply a literary device. May not this resurrection tradition have 
begun with some kernel of historical fact and then been gradually elabo· 
rated in its transmission? In Mark it is only described in the long end-
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ing. In Luke it is more elabornted than in Matthew and in John still 
more. Thus it would seem that from some ill defined religious experi­
ence of the Twelve an elaborate apologetic legend was gradually cre­
ated by the Church. 

In evaluating this kind of interpretation of texts it must first be 
conceded there has been some kind of a historical development in the 
narratives and an increasing rhetorical concern to strengthen the claim 
of resurrection with apologetically effective details. It must also be 
conceded that there are discrepancies in the details of the accounts 
which ifthey occurred in the testimony of a witness under cross exami­
nation might well make the jury question his veracity (cf. Dn 13:51-
59). Finally it must be granted that St. Paul's witness has a unique 
character. 

Edward Schillebeeckx in his learned book JeslIs: All £rperimelll 
in Cllris/%gy-'fJ deals with all these difficulties at length and concludes 
that we cannot now determine how the early Church knew the resurrec­
tion. Did they know it from apparitions, from the empty tomb, or in 
some other way? In any case they did not doubt they believed they had 
"seen" the Lord alive and this cenainty, Schillebeeckx argues, suffices 
for both theology and apologetics. I respect Schillebeeckx' patience in 
dealing with current critical problems. Since, however, many of these 
difficulties of the critics rest on their own highly speculative dating and 
reconstruction of the sources of the New Testament, it is better to ask 
if the principal difficulties that I have already listed are truly serious. 
Unless they are, it is unnecessary to enter as Schillebeeckx attempts 
into the maze of exegetical conjecture. 

St. Paul in relating his own special experience of the Risen Lord 
prefaces it (I Cor 15:1-7) with the witness of the Twelve and "five 
hundred of the brethren." Would their witness or his own experience 
have been very convincing to himself or his hearers if it were known 
that the tomb in Jerusalem was not empty? St. Paul had a unique voca­
tion that needed to be strengthened by a unique experience. We do not 
really know the date of Mark nor the origin of its "long ending"" and 
in any case it is clear that the author assumes that the resurrection took 
place even if he does not describe it. His failure to describe it seems 
adequately explained by his special theology and literary design that 
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assumes the known fact of the resurrection and seeks to show how ill 
prepared the apostles found themselves in the face of this astonishing 
fact that finally demanded their reluctant faith. 

The differences between the Gospels are of the son common in 
all independent historical accounts and do not nullify their agreement 
on essential points. Historical documents. unfonunately. cannot be cross· 
examined for funher statements as we can do with a witness before a 
jury. Yet we cannot reject their evidence because of inevitable discrep· 
ancies unless these discrepancies are irreconcilable. Exegetes do not 
like to "harmonize" discrepant accounts in the Scripture lest they lose 
sight of the unique viewpoint. purpose. and information of each writer. 
Nevenheless. in evaluating the historicity of an event relaled by more 
than one writer it is necessary to ask whether their accounts are contra· 
dictory or susceptible of reconciliation. While we cannot be sure which 
reconciliation of the resurrection accounts is the besl. they cenainly are 
nOl so discrepant as to be contradictory." 

Finally. we should be open to the possibility of some lilerary 
elaboration and dramatization of the various accounts to make them 
conform to the conventional literary patterns of the Old Testament. If 
the great miracle of the resurrection was a fact. why be skeptical that it 
was accompanied by other miraculous phenomena? Many mystics 
throughout Christian history have experienced apparitions of angels. 
Of course the differentlheological interesls and audiences of the evan· 
gelists also condition Ihe accounts. 

Each of the points just made deserves extensive discussion. and 
I do not presentlhem in this summary fashion as adequale answers to 
the difficulties raised. Yet they should suffice to show that the kinds of 
difficulties raised by historical criticism against the historicity of the 
resurrection narratives is far from conclusive. These narratives exhibil. 
as does much in any historical account. vague areas where the inevi· 
table limitations of our data prevent us from achieving a clear answer. 
but they do not prove the impossibility of the principal claim. nor even 
deprive it of high probability. Thus, as the dislinguished Proteslant 
theologian Pannenburg has argued," after the mosl exhauslive critical 
analysis extending over two centuries of biblical scholarship. much of 
it ideologically hostile, we are left with Ihe one fundamental fact. This 
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is the cenainty that the early Church was firmly convinced that it was 
a historical fact that Jesus had risen from the dead. This conviction 
rested on a multitude of witnesses they thought credible who claimed 
that the tomb was empty and that they had seen, heard, and felt the very 
same Jesus they had known before the resurrection, although no longer 
living our monallife. The claim is clear, the verification depends on 
the reliability of the witnesses, and only the Church could test that 
reliability, while loday we musl leslthe reliability of Ihe Church in ils 
Tradition by our present and historical knowledge of her characler. 

It has become a cliche in current theological wriling 10 say, "Of 
course the resurrection was nol the reanimalion of a corpse'" II seems 
10 me that the New Testament witnesses would have found that asser­
tion odd. It is true Ihat Ihe biblical wilnesses make Ihe poinl - they 
even stress it - that the risen Lord was somehow different than he had 
been in this life. Mary Magdalen and the disciples at Emmaus al first do 
nol recognize him. In the presence of the Twelve he appears in a closed 
room and disappears in a miraculous manner. In fact all his appear­
ances and disappearances are sudden and myslerious. 

Nevenheless, the narratives also slress thai the witnesses were 
able to idenlify Ihe same Jesus they had formerly known with cenainly 
by his voice, manner, and especially by his wounds. Although SI. Paul 
lells us (I Cor 15:35 fr.) Ihallhe resurrected body is "spiritual" this 
does not mean immaterial but deathless, free oflhe weaknesses Ihat for 
Paul are characteristic of "Ihe flesh." The question of the exact charac­
ler of the risen body is a mailer for speCUlative theology." The New 
Teslament writers do not speculate, they simply assen Ihal the Risen 
Lord was the same Jesus soul and body Ihat Ihey had known in life. 

S. Jesus as God's Self-Revelation 

Convinced that Jesus had really risen from the dead as the central event 
of history ,I he early Christians reflecled on all that they had known of 
him before he had been laid in the now empty lomb. already Ihe sile of 
their pilgrimages. They remembered that before his death he had prom­
ised Ihem that after his return to his Father he would send Ihem "an-
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other Paraclete" (perhaps best translated as "Encourager"), that is, some­
one in his place to "teach them all truth."" 

They experienced this help of the Paraclete or Holy Spirit in their 
courage under persecution and in manyrdom and in the power of their 
preaching to convert sinners. They also experienced it in the gifts of 
prophecy, healing, and prayer that occurred in the Community and that 
assured them of the true meaning of Jesus' life, death, and resurrection. 
Thus Jesus was seen as standing in direct relation to the creator and 
savior God of the Old Testament whom he had always addressed inti­
mately as "Abba," Father. He taught his disciples to do the same in the 
Ollr Fatller. He was also seen in direct relation to the Holy Spirit who 
had empowered the prophets and charismatic leaders of the Old Testa­
ment in their teaching, martyrdom, and miracles. How the Father, Son, 
and Holy Spirit were related in view of the fidelity of Jesus to Jewish 
monotheism was a deep problem for Christians that required working 
out, but they constantly invoked the Three together in prayer and soon 
began to baptize new members in their name. Apparently they found 
confirmation for this in an experience of Jesus himself. When he was 
baptized in the Jordan by John the Baptist (Mt 3: 16-17 and parallels) he 
saw the Father sending the Holy Spirit in the form of a dove (probably 
the dove of peace after the Hood, Gn 8: II) upon him to strengthen him 
for his mission. 

During Jesus' life he had asked the Twelve, "Who do you say 
that I am?" (Mk 8:28-29). Peter as head and spokesman of the Twelve 
answered, "You are the Messiah, the Son of the Living God!" To that 
Jesus in turn replied, 

"Blessed arc you, Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and blood has 
not revealed this to you, but my heavenly Father. And so I say to 
you, you are Peler [Rock], and upon this rock I will build my 
church, and the gates of the netherworld shall not prevail against 
it. I will give you the keys to the kingdom of heaven; and what­
ever you bind on earth shall be bound in heaven; and whalever 
you loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven." Then he strictly 
ordered his disciples to lell no one Ihat he was the Messiah (Mt 
16: 16-20). 
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This account in the more Jewish Matthew, given in much shorter 
form in Mark and Luke, has the literary ftavor of the Jewish-Christian 
churches and is commonly admitted by scholars to be an authentic 
tmdition. It indicates an early concern of the churches for church unity 
under the Petrine tradition of those churches.'· In these tmditions Jesus 
was reverenced as the Messiah or anointed king of the house of David 
whom the prophets had promised would restore Ismel and establish the 
Kingdom of God on earth. This Kingdom was the reign of God's peace 
and justice that he had intended in creating humankind but that had 
been corrupted by human sin. And in that Kingdom all peoples would 
share through the ministry of Israel. 

Both the biblical and extra-biblical literature show us that this 
expectation of the Messiah was intense in Jesus' time. It seemed that 
many of the biblical predictions were being fulfilled in the crisis of the 
Jewish nation under Roman tyranny. Vet the notions in circulation of 
what the role of the Messiah was to be in this crisis were highly vaned. 
Scholars have doubted that Jesus himself ever claimed to be the Mes­
siah." But they do not doubt that his preaching centered on the theme 
that the Kingdom of God was about to be realized on earth. It would 
seem that he did not want to make any public claim to be head of this 
Kingdom lest it encourage mistaken ideas among the people, many of 
whom imagined the Messiah as a military leader who would lead a 
revolt against the Roman oppressor. 

Nevertheless, the Gospels, in this key passage (the structuml turn­
ing point of Mark's Gospel) represent him as privately accepting this 
natural conclusion of his immediate followers. The evangelists also 
say that Pilate interrogated Jesus on this point at his trial and that he did 
not deny it, but made clear On 18:36) that the title "Messiah" need not 
be understood in a political sense. Jesus rejected the program of the 
Zealots who sought to achieve the Kingdom by force. 

From the evidence of the New Testament there can be no doubt 
that Jesus' teaching and actions were marked by an advocacy of non­
violence." Vet it cannot be proved that he rejected the teaching of the 
Hebrew Scriptures on the duty of public authority to use force to main­
tain human rights by police action or even war. Certainly SI. Paul (Rm 
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13:4) and St. Peter (or the author of I Peter 2:13-14) did not interpret 
Jesus as a pacifist in this strict sense. But it is clear that Jesus taught that 
the Kingdom of God cannot be brought about by force but requires 
patient suffering even to death for truth on the pan of those who hope 
to enter it. It was for this reason that he did not attempt to defend 
himself against those who tried to silence him, but continued to preach 
even when this meant his crucifixion. While force may serve some 
good public purpose, primary reliance on force is destructive. When 
arrested he said to Peter, "Put back your sword where it belongs. Those 
who use the sword are sooner or later destroyed by it" (Mt 26:52). 

This Christian nonviolence is not clearly supponed by the He­
brew Scriptures and is far from the spirit of Islam whose founder was 
a courageous military leader. It has its closest parallel in Buddhism 
(and Jainism). Christian and Buddhist nonviolence, nevenheless, have 
very different meanings. Buddhism forbids violence against all living 
things, because they may be reincarnations of souls, and the motive for 
this abstention is ascetical, namely, to overcome the passion of anger 
since all passion hinders that perfect spiritual detachment that is the 
goal of Buddhism." Christians, on the other hand, while they should 
reverence all life (and here the Buddhists have much to teach the West) 
and also seek detachment from disordered anger (but not from righ­
teous anger), are motivated to nonviolence not primarily for ascetical 
reasons but primarily out of love for human persons who will not be 
reincarnated but resurrected to eternal life, while for Buddhists the 
human person is only phenomenal. Jesus taught the love of enemies 
(Mt5:43-48). We must forgive their offenses seventy times seven times 
and positively strive fOrlheirredemption, thus imitating God's love for 
us, so beautifully exemplified in the Parables of the Lost Sheep and of 
the Two Sons (Lk 15: 1-32). 

What then was Jesus' conception of God? lesus did not abandon 
anything of the fully developed conception of God in the Hebrew Scrip­
tures as the all-powerful Creator, careful of his creation, who inexora­
bly wills that just laws should be fully implemented to bring that cre­
ation to its perfection.lustice will be done! But lesus developed some­
thing that is only imperfectly glimpsed by the Hebrew prophets. God is 
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not only the Just One or the Loverof Israel, but he is Love universal (I 
Jn 4:8), and therefore a God of unlimited mercy even to those who have 
chosen to be his enemies. 

Because God is Love and true love is self-giving, God wills to 
give himself to every creature according to each creature's capacity to 
return love. As God has created that capacity, he also expands it by the 
work of his Holy Spirit. Thus it becomes possible for created persons 
to love God as God loves them in true mutuality and reciprocity, to 
become children and friends of God, and, therefore, in a sense equal to 
God while still remaining created persons distinct from but totally de­
pendent on their Creator. 

Jesus spoke to God intimately as "Abba," "Dear Father." While 
the Hebrew Scriptures occasionally use "Father" of God, before Jesus 
it was never the common manner of Jewish prayer.J(I Feminists are 
mistaken in seeing "Abba" as a reHection of "patriarchalism." Just the 
contrary is true, because Jesus chose "Abba" to show that the Almighty 
Creator can be approached as one who never insists on his rightful 
"dominion." Instead, God, like the father in the Parable of the Two 
Sons, is utterly non-discriminatory and respectful of the freedom of his 
children, ever ready to forgive their faults without reproach, in fact, to 
be their servant rather than their master. 

It is no accident, therefore, that Jesus found in certain prophecies 
of the Hebrew Scriptures the conception of the "Suffering Servant" 
symbolic of Israel in its fidelity and witness to God under persecution, 
the best expression of his own role. For him it seems to have been more 
significant than the title of Messiah as commonly understood." To be 
truly the King and Savior anointed by the Spirit of God is to be like the 
God who is Love, who rules by caring and serving. Hence Jesus in­
structed his apostles with whom he shared his messianic authority that, 

"You know that those who are regarded as rulers over the Gen­
tiles lord it over them, and their great ones make their authority 
over Ihem felt. But it shall not be so among you. Rather. who­
ever wishes to be great among you will be your servant; who­
ever wishes to be first among you will be the slave of all. For the 
Son of Man did not come to be served but to serve and to give his 
life as a ransom for many" (Mk 10:4245). 
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Only by an anachronistic distortion can this saying of Jesus be under­
stood as an advocacy of "democracy" or "anarchy," as if authority and 
obedience are to be ruled out because for Jesus all human persons are 
"equaL" Jesus' meaning is that though God as Creator is infinitely 
unequal to his creatures, he uses his authority for love and only for 
love. Hence those who share God's authority in the order of society and 
of the Church are to do the same. It was for this Jesus gave his own 
authority of service to the Twelve under Peter's headship. 

The humility so characteristic of Jesus, as in his washing the feet 
of the Twelve On 13: 1-17), is not a masochistic abasement or denial of 
his superiority that he also frankly declares. It is simply a refusal to 
allow his superiority to be a barrier to his love and service of the most 
inferior. In the other great religious leaders we find something of the 
same simplicity that has no concern to assert its own dignity or to 
"stand on ceremony" when such concern would interfere with their 
respective missions. Yet reading their biographies even in hagiographic 
fonn we do not find the portrayal of any such humility as that of Jesus, 
because none ofthem laid the primary stress that he did on understand­
ing God as Love even for enemies. 

From Jesus' understanding of God as Love flows what even the 
most skeptical of critics today admit must have been a historical fact 
about him. It is the remembrance behind all the traditions of the New 
Testament and integral to the main facts of his life, yet so surprising in 
its historical context, that Jesus was "the friend of sinners." Clearly he 
shared table fellowship with the outcasts of society, associated with 
lepers, with prostitutes, with the hated quisling tax collectors and 
pUblicans, with women so little regarded by others, with unclean for­
eigners. He did so not because he was a bohemian, but because he 
found in them a potentiality for lovable goodlless that others did not 
see. Moreover, his love was creative, because it wakened in these 
marginalized non-persons a response of genuine love, repentance, and 
renewed sense oftheirown worth. The only real anger that Jesus exhib­
its in the Gospels (and it is a fierce anger) is with the moneychangers 
who desecrate the Temple and with the scribes and Pharisees who have 
contempt for "the little ones" whose widows and orphans they cheat. 

The Reign (Kingdom) of God that is the central theme of Jesus' 
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teaching is understood by him as the fulfillment of what the prophets 
foretold, the resloration of Ihe order in sociely inlended by God in Ihe 
creation. In Ihis order Ihere will be firsl of all perfeci fidelily bel ween 
man and wife in marriage and they will give wise and loving care 10 
Iheir children. Natural resources will be righlly used so that Ihe earth 
will be like a cultivaled garden producing enough for all and ils fruils 
will be dislribuledjustly so none will be poor. The social order will be 
one of peaceful cooperation under an orderly govemmenl Ihal serves 
ralher than dominates and Ihal ex lends to Ihe whole human race uniled 
by one law of love. 

The energies ofhumanily, however, will not be confined to merely 
human affairs. The love Ihal mOlivales all crealUres will firsl of all be a 
love of God as loving "Abba," inspired by Ihe Holy Spiril of Wisdom 
Ihat will open human minds 10 allihe wonders of God's crealion and of 
God's own life. Out oflhis love the human communily of faith can live 
a life of praise and Ihanksgiving. This inlimale conlemplation of God 
will insure Ihal dealh ilself will be overcome so Ihallhe friendship wilh 
God can conlinue in Ihe elemallife of human persons, souls and bodies. 

This Kingdom of God is open to all. Vet only those who allow 
Ihemselves 10 be opened by and 10 the power of God, so Ihat Ihey can 
live according to Ihe Kingdom's way of life and love, can enler il. Jesus 
insisled thai this Reign should be awailed wilh eager expeclancy since 
Ihe lime ofils fulfillmenl was a secrel of the Falher nol given 10 the Son 
to announce. Vet the Reign has definilively begun 10 be realized in 
Jesus and his communily and this communilY musl endure biller oppo­
silion from Ihe powers of darkness and from Ihose human persons un­
willing 10 open themselves 10 ils Good News for fear of losing their 
selfish aUlonomy. Consequenlly, the community of those who believe 
in Jesus and his Gospel, like the faithful "remnant" of the Hebrew 
Scriptures, will be called to wilness to this Good News throughout the 
world. They musl continue 10 proclaim Ihis Gospel unlillhe Kingdom 
is achieved on earth as it is in heaven when the powers of darkness, 
dealh, and sin against self, neighbor and God are finally overcome. 
Each individual will be judged on whether each has recognized Jesus 
in the poor and suffering or neglecled him, Ihal is, by the greal crilerion 
of genuine and effective love. 
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CHAPTER 9 

THE HISTORICAL CHRISTIAN COMMUNITY 

1. The Organization of the Christian Community 

If Christianity is to be chosen as one's world-view and value·system it 
is required that the historicity of the Church as an ecumenical and reve­
latory sign be established. This means that the Church as we today can 
experience it has remained essentially identical with the earliest Chris­
tian community centered in Jesus, yet that this identity be dynamically 
developing. The living Lord must remain alive in the Church so that in 
the Church we experience he is accessible to us as God's self-revela­
tion. Otherwise the Church lacks the mark of apostolicity that I argued 
in Chapter 7 and 8 to be one of the marks by which it is a moral miracle 
signifying that it speaks with authority from God. 

Hence, I must ask what is the continuity between the Church and 
Jesus or Jesus and the Church? Did Jesus establish an institutional 
Church or was he simply the inHuentialteacher and model of a way of 
life, a "movement"?' Today many people are repelled by the idea of 
"organized religion" that seems contradictory to the very notion of 
spiritual liberation. The many tyrannies of our time have made us also 
suspicious of authoritarian institutions. Certainly Jesus was well aware 
of the dangers of human authority with its drive to domination. Yet he 
also recognized its value for any cooperating community and sought to 
remedy these dangers that proceed not from the nature of authority as 
such but from the sinful abuse of authority. This he did effectively by 
teaching and exemplifying in his own leadership how authority can 
and should be loving service. 

269 
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One of the most solid historical facts about the early Christian 
community is that its form of worship was the table-fellowship of the 
Eucharist. St. Paul and the Synoptics all altribute the institution of the 
Eucharist to Jesus himself on the night before his arrest and crucifixion 
- the Last or Lord's Supper held in the season of the Jewish Passover 
Meal. While each of the Gospels describes or refers to this event in a 
different way, they agree substantially with the earliest account found 
in Paul's First Leiter to the Corinthians (11:23-26): 

For I received from the Lord what I also handed on to you, 
namely that the Lord Jesus, on the night he was handed over, 
took bread, and, afler he had given thanks, broke il and said, 
"This is my body thai is for you. Do this in remembrance of me." 
In the same way, also the cup, afler supper, saying, "This cup is 
the new covenant in my blood. Do this. as often as you drink it. 
in remembrance of me." For as often as you cat chis bread and 
drink the cup, you proclaim the death of the Lord until he comes. 

According to the Gospel accounts and St. Paul's preaching Jesus 
intended the Eucharist symbolizing his death on the Cross as a sacrificial 
act on behalf of all sinful humanity and in obedience to his Father.' For 
the Bible, the essence of priesthood is to be called by God to act as the 
leader or mediator of a community in its supreme act of worshiping 
God, namely, the offering of a worthy sacrifice. Moreover the essence 
of sacrifice is the sacramental gift of self to God as Creator, that is, a 
gift of self that is given external and public expression. In the Hebrew 
Scriptures, sacrifice took the form of offering the blood or life-prin­
ciple of a clean and perfect animal. The Jews did not offer an animal for 
its own value but as a representation of the life of human beings for 
which the animals were substitutes. As the Epistle to the Hebrews shows, 
by at least 70 CE' the early Church already understood Jesus' death on 
the Cross as the realization of what these animal sacrifices merely sym­
bolized. On the Cross Jesus offered himself totally to God in obedience 
to his mission to declare the Gospel, thus exposing the evil of sin and 
revealing God's love even for his enemies. The Last Supper was a 
sacramental anticipation of this unique offering. In commissioning the 
Twelve to repeat this sacrament, Jesus certainly did not order them to 
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repeat the offering on the Cross, because on Calvary this offering was 
completed once for all. His purpose was to enable Christians every­
where and in all ages to join their own self-offering with that of Jesus 
in a sacramental manner, that is, in a symbol that actually effects what 
it symbolizes. As Paul indicates in the text quoted, what this Eucharis­
tic Sacrifice effects is a renewal of the believers' covenant with God, an 
intimate relation of mutual love between God and the Christian com­
munity and among its members. The Epistle to the Hebrews argues that 
since Jesus performed this supreme priestly act he was not only a priest 
but the "High Priest." The Jewish priesthood thus came to be seen as 
merely a foreshadowing of Jesus' priesthood and any subsequent min­
istry in the Church could therefore derive its authority only as a sign 
and instrument of Jesus' own. 

The New Testament (with the exception of Hebrews just referred 
to) uses presbyter (elder) for the leaders of a local community and 
avoids the term "priest" for anyone except the priests of the Old Law. 
This can be explained by the fact that it was imponant in the first days 
of the Church not to confuse its new priesthood with that of the heredi­
tary Jewish priesthood with its bloody temple sacrifices. This priest­
hood had for Christians been rendered obsolete by the sacrifice of the 
Cross as is argued in the Epistle to the Hebrews that may be dated about 
70CE. Once the Church was no longer predominantly Jewish this avoid­
ance of the term became unnecessary, and the patristic Church never 
hesitated to parallel the new Christian priesthood with the old Jewish 
one and to adopt something of the older terminology and liturgical 
forms. 

All our evidence, often exasperatingly incomplete, shows that 
the Church always conceived the presidency over the Eucharist to be 
proper only to presbyters authorized to preside over the Christian com­
munity. Since the first Christian communities met in "house churches," 
i.e., larger houses belonging to some more wealthy and prominent con­
vens, it seems probable that these householders were the first leaders 
of such communities. The terminological distinction between presby­
ter(elder) and bisllop (overseer) was not made at first, since the bishop 
was himself also an elder and his primacy in the presbyterium only 
gradually emerged in definitive form. ' Yet already by the time of the 
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Pastoral Epistles of the New Testament the episcopal primacy was 
established in Pauline Churches.' Furthermore bishops and with them 
the presbyters, were recognized as having leadership, including that of 
presiding at the Eucharist only because they could claim apostolic au­
thority from Jesus through the Twelve or St. Paul.' In about 107 CE St. 
Ignatius, Bishop of Antioch explained this ecclesial hierarchy as mod­
eled on the relation of Christ to the Twelve Apostles.' Yet it also seems 
that in some places men who at the risk of their lives had been "confes­
sors" of the faith and also itinerant "prophets" were also allowed to 
"offer thanks.'" Whether this means, however, that confessors or proph­
ets who were not themselves presbyters actually substituted for a pres­
byter as president of the Eucharist is by no means clear. It could mean 
no more than that they were honored by being permitted to add their 
thanksgiving prayers to those of the presiding presbyter. Certainly by 
the time of Ignatius when our information is fuller and less ambiguous 
no mention is made of such a custom. In third rank among the Church 
leaders according to Ignatius, were the "deacons" whose special duty 
was to care for the poor. Though it was from their ranks that bishops 
were often chosen, deacons are never mentioned as presiding at the 
Eucharist.' 

Current scholarship today commonly claims that the apostolic 
Church included a variety of forms of Church government, ranging 
from a loose charismatic organization in Corinth to a monarchical epis­
copate in Jerusalem.'" Since in a large city such as Rome there must 
have been several such communities, it perhaps took some time before 
one of these house leaders began to be recognized as bishop of the 
whole city. Thus, it is possible, as claimed, that monarchical episco­
pacy (monepiscopy) developed gradually. It is noted that the famous 
letter called the First Epistle of Clement to the Corimhialls was sent not 
in the name of a bishop of Rome but simply in the name of "the Church 
of God that sojourns at Rome."" 

Yet the epistles of St. Ignatius, Bishop of Antioch (martyred be­
fore 117) and probably appointed by Peter or Paul, shows that in his 
time in many of the Pauline Churches of Asia Minor there was a three­
fold hierarchy of bishop, presbyters, and deacons. St. Irenaeus of Lyons 
gives a list of the bishops of Rome of which Clement is the fourth. 
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Irenaeus must have been well informed of the Roman Tradition. He 
had been a disciple ofSI. Polycarp, Bishop of Smyrna, whom in 177 he 
met in Rome and to whom one of the letters of SI. Ignatius of Antioch 
is addressed. Polycarp had as a youth known the Apostle John. Thus 
the "various forms" of Church government posited by current scholar­
ship (probably for ecumenical reasons) could not have lasted long, if 
indeed they ever existed. Nor is it odd that the Church very early on 
accepted a single form of Church structure. As the reference to Ignatius 
of Antioch indicates, the Gospels provide the obvious model for Church 
organization in the leadership of Jesus and the Twelve, assisted for 
charitable works by other ministers who are not priests. Yet even if the 
currently popular reconstruction of the early Church as experimenting 
with several polities should prove correct, the fundamental fact is that 
the threefold hierarchy of offices was very early established in both the 
Eastern and Western Church. Moreover it was and is held by Orthodox 
and Catholics to be warranted by apostolic tradition." The later view of 
the Protestant Reformers that it is of purely human origin is not consis­
tent with this Tradition. 

With this basic organization oflocal churches each under a bishop 
and his presbyterate, assisted by deacons (from whom the bishops were 
often chosen), the Catholic Church spread through the Roman Empire 
and beyond its boundaries. Church teaching gradually developed as it 
faced the opposition of pagans and diversities of opinion within the 
community itself. These diversities were resolved by clearer formula­
tions of doctrine worked out by outstanding bishops or convocations of 
bishops. Quite early, certain important cities whose churches claimed 
apostolic origin, namely Jerusalem, Antioch, Alexandria, and Rome 
were recognized as especially important and eventually also with them 
Constantinople when it became the "Second Rome." 

Of these "patriarchs" the Bishop of Rome early claimed the pri­
macy because Peter and Paul had been martyred there, and by that fact 
the right to exercise the role of leadership of the bishops that the Gos­
pels showed had been given by Jesus to Peter over the Twelve. We 
have already seen that perhaps as early as 70 CE, and no later than 
98 CE" (see the First Epistle of Clemellt to tile Corilll"ialls perhaps as 
early as 70 CE), the Church of Rome exercises a pastoral concern for 
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another distant Church. Moreover it supports its right to intervene by 
recalling the memories of Sts. Peter and Paul martyred in Rome. Also 
in 177 SI. Irenaeus of Lyons met his old teacher SI. Polycarp in Rome 
to aUemptto persuade SI. E1eutherius, clearly recognized as Bishop of 
Rome, to be moderate in his suppression of the charismatic Montanist 
heresy. The next Bishop of Rome, Victor I (c. 189to c. 198) attempted 
to seUle the controversy over the date of Easter for the Churches of 
Asia and explicitly invoked his right to do so as the successor of SI. 
Peter. From then on Victor's successors continued to make this claim 
that was generally recognized by the early Church Councils as based 
on Scripture and Tradition. 

After relating this data, however, I want to emphasize that what 
is important for my argument concerning the apostolicity of the Church 
is not to prove with certitude any particular reconstruction of the his­
torical development of its hierarchical structure. Given the fragmen­
tary character of the available data on the first century of the Church's 
history such certitude cannot be expected. What is important for my 
argument is only to show that from a critical point of view the convic­
tion of the Church of the Patristic Period that it was substantially iden­
tical with the Church of the Apostles must be taken seriously. Thus, 
there is no proof that the Church became essentially corrupted, as Prot­
estants and others do when they speak with deprecation of the evi­
dences of "early Catholicism" (Friiitkatitolicisl/IlIs) even in the Gospel 
according to SI. MaUhew. Thus the present claim that the Roman Catho­
lic Church exhibits the mark of catholicity is not historically contra­
dicted but is given significantly probable support from what evidence 
we have of ils first hundred years. To arrive at certitude on this question 
of catholicity requires the concurrent probabilities of its history taken 
as a whole and does not rest merely on that obscure period when it was 
still largely underground because of persecution. 

The efforts of the Bishop of Rome and other bishops at maintain­
ing unity of doctrine and government, however, did not always suc­
ceed perfectly." Various tendencies, some probably present from the 
very earliest times within the Christian community, grew and had to be 
reconciled or suppressed, and when this failed, ended in schisms from 
the Great Church. Some of these concerned morals and ways of wor-
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ship, others questions of doctrine. Generally they can be well explained 
as tendencies to reconcile, sometimes by genuine synthesis, sometimes 
by mere eclecticism, sometimes by deplorable compromise, the unique 
features of Jesus' teaching with the philosophical views current in 
Hellenistic culture as the Church struggled to incarnate the Gospel in 
this culture. 

There were Judaizing tendencies that clung to the Mosaic Law 
and explained Jesus simply as a prophet. There were anti-Jewish ten­
dencies like that of Marcion (fl. c. 144) and, though it originated within 
Judaism, also Gnosticism (second century). There were enthusiastic. 
charismatic movements like the Montanists (second century), and 
moralistic influences such as that of Stoic philosophy. Most imponant 
were the Platonizing tendencies that provided an elevated view of spiri­
tuality but introduced dualism into Christian anthropology and led even 
the great Origen (d. c. 254) to revive the theory of reincarnation. 

At the end of the persecution of Christians by the Roman govern­
ment with Constantine's Edict of Toleration in 311 the Church was 
growing throughout the Empire. The ideal of manyrdom in imitation 
of the Crucified dominated the spirituality of this period and gave it 
tested courage. But it also had some serious negative consequences, 
such as the moral rigorism of Tenullian (d. c. 230). 

2, Incarnation and Trinity 

Much more serious were the heresies arising from Platonizing circles, 
such as that of Arius (d. 336) who taught that the Son is only the first of 
creatures in a descending hierarchy of emanations from the One. With 
his heresy began the long series of struggles over Christo logy and the 
doctrine of the Trinity that troubled the Church from the Council of 
Nicaea in 325 that defined the divinity of Christ to the Second Council 
of Nicaea in 787. 

The chief work of these Councils was to establish the doctrines 
of the Trinity and Incarnation that are contained in the New Testament 
but not so explicitly formulated as to be immune to many controver­
sies. The teachings of these first seven Ecumenical Councils are still 
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today accepted by the Onhodox, Catholic and most Protestant Churches. 
Yet they resulted in many schisms, especially in the East, such as those 
of the Nestorians and the Monophysites who for various reasons could 
not accept the formulae in which these Councils attempted to state the 
traditional Christian faith. Today historians tend to attribute these more 
to misunderstandings and political factors than to real heresy. 

What was the developed understanding of the central doctrines 
of the Church formulated by the first seven Councils and approved by 
the Roman bishops as the court of final appeal in doctrinal controver­
sies?" First of all the Church bore witness that Jesus was truly a human 
being as we are, except for sin. He was put to death in witness to the 
Gospel that he had taught and lived, but rose from the dead to immortal 
life with God. 

Second, the Ecumenical Councils taught that in preaching that 
the Kingdom of God had begun on earth in his own person, life and 
teaching, Jesus had revealed that his relation to God was that of Son to 
Father. By this was to be understood that the Son from all eternity had 
shared the life of God in its plenitude and activity including the cre­
ation of the world. Yet this Divine Son in Jesus Christ had taken cre­
ated human nature to himself (become "incarnate") in order to reveal 
the Father to humanity. By his incarnation and his sacrificial life this 
Incarnate Son of God has enabled us who share his humanity to return 
to that friendship with God. It was for this community with God that we 
were created before we sinned by freely choosing to go our own foolish 
and destructive way. 

Third, it was understood that Jesus before leaving this world had 
made a promise (that was in fact fulfilled at Pentecost) to send on his 
Church the invisible guidance and empowerment of the Spirit of God. 
This Holy Spirit was also the Spirit of Christ who shares equally with 
him in the eternal plenitude of God the Father's life. 

Fourth, the Councils taught that when the Church, guided by the 
Holy Spirit. has completed its mission to preach the Good News to all 
the world for anyone freely to accept or reject it, God's Kingdom will 
be consummated. All those who accept God's grace will be received in 
this eternal fellowship. No one will be excluded from it except those 
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who have knowingly and deliberately refused it. Then at last history 
will yield to eternal life in God's Kingdom. 

The practical consequence of these Incamational and Trinitarian 
doctrines was that all those who accepted the Good News were obliged 
to repent, seek the forgiveness of God, and unite themselves to the 
Church as witnesses of the Kingdom through baptism. Baptism com­
mitted them also to a life modeled on that of Jesus, rooted in faith and 
hope in him and in the love of God and neighbor. This Christian life 
would achieve its power and fullness in prayer, especially in the Eu­
charist. Such a life of love would aim at the overcoming of all the evils 
committed by the fallen angels and humankind desirous of their own 
autonomy that had distorted God's good creation. 

Many had difficulty accepting this teaching for both doctrinal 
and moral reasons. The Jews, and later the Muslims, thought it denied 
monotheism and the separation between Creator and creature, because 
it claimed divinity for Jesus. The philosophically sophisticated pagans 
thought it was metaphysically contradictory in not subordinating the 
Son and Holy Spirit to God and materialistic in its defense of a perma­
nent Incarnation and resurrection of the body. The modem world finds 
these Church doctrines mythical because they involve mysteries or 
paradoxes irresolvable by human reason and beyond empirical 
verification. 

To such objections Christians reply there is nothing odd in the 
notion that the nature of God is mysterious beyond human comprehen­
sion provided that nothing is said of God that is contradictory and ab­
surd. It certainly would be absurd to say that the One God is Three 
Gods, or that Three Gods are One God. Equally absurd would be to say 
that the Son is physically begotten by a God who is pure Spirit. But the 
Councils made clear that none of these absurdities are stated or implied 
in Scripture. All terms applied to God must be understood allalogi­
cally. They are derived from our ordinary human experience but used 
of God in a way which enables us to get some idea but not necessarily 
an adequate one of a cause from its effect, the artist from his work, 
because God is the cause of all the things of our experience. 

Thus, the Councils understood the biblical account of Jesus to 
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mean that he has revealed to us that while there is only One God, yet 
within that One God there are relations of communication, of total 
giving. These relations are analogous to those that exist between hu­
man persons who share their spiritual life of knowledge and love. Even 
within each individual person, as St. Augustine saw, there is an interior 
communication of knowledge and love." 

Since every analogy implies both a similarity and a difference, 
there is an infinite difference between the Divine Community and any 
human community. Human persons can share knowledge and love in 
common but only imperfectly. Much else in their individual existences 
they cannot share. In the Divine Community, however, whose spiritual 
being is pure thought and love, there is total sharing, so that their Di­
vinity is absolutely common to all Three. This Divinity is not common 
in the way human nature is common to three human persons. It is more 
like the way that one and the same truth is shared by several persons, or 
as several persons share in a single free purpose. Thus there are Three 
Divine Persons but not Three Gods. There is One God only. 

On the other hand, to look at it another way, God is God the 
Father who totally communicates his divinity with his Son and Spirit. 
They have nothing of their own, but receive the Father's Divinity as 
their very own life in absolute union with him. They are distinct from 
him only in that they receive the divine life that he gives but does not 
receive. The Spirit is distinct from the Son only because the Spirit 
receives his life from the Father through the Son who contributes noth­
ing but what he too has received from the Father who is the Principle 
and Fount of divine life. While the theologians of the Greek and Latin 
Churches have expressed this somewhat differently, the East empha­
sizing that the Father is the principle of divine unity (mollarchy), the 
West that this unity consists in the common Godhead itself. The con­
troversy over the jilioque - the statement added by the Latins to the 
Creed that says that the Holy Spirit "proceeds from the Father alld the 
SOil" - seems only a misunderstanding. The Latins understand this as 
meaning "through the Son" as the Greek Fathers often express it also. 
They do not understand it to mean that the Son is a second principle of 
divinity in God, as the Greeks suppose was meant and to which they 
rightly object." 
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The Ecumenical Councils also held that it would be absurd to say 
that Jesus is a man who became God. Or to say that he is a God who 
became a man and thereby ceased to be God. God is not subject to the 
incompleteness that all change implies. But the doctrine of the Incarna­
tion does not imply any change in God. It teaches that the Son of God, 
Second Person of the Trinity, who with the other two Divine Persons 
created the world, freely chose to create for himself a human nature. He 
has so related this human nature to his Divine Person as to make him­
self personally present to us in our world in a way that we can know and 
understand. Thus when the Twelve met Jesus they knew they were 
meeting one who was as human as themselves. Yet in time they discov­
ered that this someone as Person had existed for all eternity in the 
Trinity and thus would be able to lead them into community with the 
Father by the power of his Holy Spirit. 

3, The Constantinian Establishment 

As long as the Church was under persecution by the Roman govern­
ment it found it not too difficult to maintain its identity and the integrity 
of its traditions, though difficulties arose from the rigorist tendencies 
of some of its members. The practice of excommunication (exclusion 
from the Eucharist) and severe public penance for apostasy, idolatry, 
murder, and adultery were sufficient to maintain discipline. The Ro­
man Church, however, in spite of the bitter opposition of the rigorists, 
was compelled to moderate these severities in the name of Christian 
mercy and compassion. 

Once the Church was recognized as legal by imperial suppon 
and paganism had been legally outlawed and then gradually (but per­
haps only superficially) overcome,the Church was faced with the prob­
lem of the influx of new members. These new recruits were often nei­
ther truly convened nor well instructed. The Church was subject to 
interference by the government in teaching and discipline and was 
tempted to rely too much on secular suppon even to the point of en­
couraging the State to use force to funher the Church's purposes. Yet 
on the positive side this establishment of the Church by the Stute also 
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gave the Church full access to the wonderful classical culture devel­
oped by the Greeks and Romans. This made possible the amazingly 
creative period of the Cappadocian Church Fathers in the East and of 
Hilary, Ambrose, Augustine, and Jerome in the West. The Church for 
the first time could claim that the Gospel, so Hebraic in its original 
form, is capable of embracing and bringing to fulfillment all that is 
noble and true in every human culture. In a Gregory of Nyssa or an 
Augustine the deepest Christianity is expressed in the richest forms of 
ancient culture that in their Christian versions seem to find even fuller 
realization than in the classical originals. 

This fulfillment, nevertheless, was only a prelude to a great and 
long period of trial, understood by the Church as the Gospel way of the 
Cross permitted by God to test and purify the works of Christians. This 
trial was the invasion of the Empire by barbaric Germanic tribes from 
the north, the Mongolian hordes from inner Asia, the Persians from the 
east, and then Islam from the south. From a Christian perspective Islam 
can be seen as the punishment of God on the Church for its internal 
doctrinal squabbles, especially the Nestorian and Monophysite her­
esies, that led it to neglect preaching the Gospel to the Arabs at a time 
when they were eager to escape their ancient polytheism. Therefore, 
Muhammad, influenced by Judaism and Christianity but poorly in­
formed as to the full Gospel, succeeded in bringing faith in One God to 
his people. In this view, Islam, like Arianism, is a simplified version of 
Christianity. Both understandably appealed to peoples on the margin 
of the Roman Empire looking for a monotheism akin to Judaism but 
not ready for the Christian mystery of the Incarnation. Thus, the Church 
was for a long time surrounded on north and south by what amounted 
to hostile heresies and blocked from missionary activity in India and 
the Far East. Yet, this challenge eventually drove the Church north­
ward and westward to Christianize Europe beyond the bounds of the 
old Empire and ultimately the New World. 

It is customary to separate the Middle Ages and the Renaissance 
from each other and view the Renaissance as a reversion to paganism. 
It is helpful to see both as phases of one great movement by the Church. 
First the Church strove to incorporate the northern barbarians of Eu­
rope into patristic Christianity in the "Dark Ages." Then it strove to 
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recover for this patristic synthesis the full riches of classical culture, 
first in the High Middle Ages its philosophical and scientific riches and 
in the Renaissance its literary and artistic heritage. The result was that 
by 1500 Europe, east and west, north and south, was a "Christendom" 
that had absorbed and surpassed all the culture of the ancients and was 
now open to the possibility of extending the Gospel world-wide. 

Although the Church had lost North Africa and the Byzantine 
East to Islam, it had held its own against the Muslims in the west and 
through Spain absorbed much of the Arabian cultural achievements. 
Moreover, it had given to Christianity a systematic theology, no longer 
of the pulpit as in the patristic age, but of the universities that it had 
created. This academic theology had a scientific rigor and a breadth of 
view capable of accepting and assimilating truth wherever it was to be 
found. Finally, it had laid the basis for the remarkable development of 
modern science and technological control that was to emerge from the 
universities into the academies in the seventeenth century. 

Nevertheless, by 1500 the Church was suffering from profound 
ills incurred in the very process of these successes. First of all, the 
alienation of the Eastern Church from the papacy that had slowly de­
veloped from the Seventh Council (787) had finally become apparently 
irreconcilable. The failed attempt at reunion at the Council of Florence 
in 1445 and the subsequent fall of the Byzantines to Islam had tragic 
results. The Eastern Church, that had achieved the Christianization of 
the Slavs, has ever since remained in separation from the Western Church 
and under almost continuous persecution, except for pre-revolutionary 
Russia. 

This terrible blow to the unity of the Church had been prepared 
by the failure of the Crusades that from 1095 to 1291 aimed at freeing 
the Eastern Church and especially the Holy Land from Islam. In their 
intent the Crusades were defensive wars and as such might have been 
justified. Hence they were often encouraged even by saints and were 
thought to have the advantage that by a common cause they diverted 
the Christian nations from fighting each other. Yet they degenerated 
into unsuccessful wars of conquest and did more than anything else to 
render chronic the split between the Orthodox and the Catholics. The 
failure of this great movement can be ascribed to the divisions within 
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the Christian forces and to the Church's own reliance on this use of 
force more than on a serious effort to evangelize the Muslims urged by 
St. Francis of Assisi (d. 1226). 

The same futile reliance on force rather than on evangelization is 
apparent in the Church's tuming to the State to suppress heresy. This 
led to her own establishment of the Inquisition in order to keep the 
control of judgments on doctrinal matters in her own hands, while de­
manding that the secular arm enforce these judgments. Typical of this 
corruption was the way in which the Order of Preachers founded by St. 
Dominic (d. 1221) to overcome heresy by proclaiming the Gospel was 
soon coopted to carry on the Inquisition. The real answer to heresy, as 
Dominic and Francis saw it, was preaching, the active evangelization 
of the common people. This was an enormous task, since the mass of 
medieval Europeans, especially the former barbarians, were illiterate, 
half pagan in their way of life, and poorly instructed in even the funda­
mentals of the Christian faith. These difficulties were augmented by 
the oppression of the poor by feudal lords, or their urbanization in the 
newly growing cities, and then by the rise ofa greedy capitalism. When 
we speak of the Middle Ages as the "Ages of Faith" we must remember 
that the popular religion of the time was very far from that of the fer­
vent communities of the early Church although they too suffered from 
many defects. 

The third evil was the politicization of Church authority and the 
rise of nationalism. The Constantinian Establishment was a coopera­
tion between Emperor and Pope, although in fact the popes had to 
struggle hard to maintain a relative independence forthe Church. In the 
Byzantine Empire, as the Eastern Church loosened its ties with the 
Roman See, Caesaro-papism became endemic. In the West the popes 
succeeded in their struggle, but only at the cost of themselves taking on 
many of the political methods of the secular government, a develop­
ment leading finally to Renaissance popes like Alexander VI who were 
mere politicians rather than pastors. The Emperor himself soon found 
himself confronted by the rise of national states and centralized mon­
archies, especially France. The result was the domination of the papacy 
by the French Kings and then the Great Western Schism (1378-1417) 
during which at first two and then three popes divided the allegiance of 
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the Church among them. By an enormous effort the Church overcame 
this schism, but was unable before 1500 to recover its own normal 
functioning, because many of the bishoprics had become financial and 
political commodities exploited by absentee bishops. 

The fourth evil was the breaking up of the medieval intellectual 
synthesis. This synthesis (that included a very lively pluralism) had 
centered in the medieval universities. In time these universities suf­
fered from the usual occupational ills of academic institutions. Theol­
ogy became more and more separated from its vital relation to the life 
of the Church and took on the desiccated, logicizing form of Nominal­
ism. This led both to rationalism and to fideism. and in moral questions 
adopted a voluntaristic, legalistic stance modeled after the political 
positivism developed to justify the absolutism of the new national 
monarchies. When such a nominalistic and legalist theology began to 
inHuence the popular religion already described, the result was a super­
stitious performance of "good works" understood as ritual observances 
reminiscent ofthe Pharisaism denounced by Jesus. The rise of a literate 
laity in Italy in the 1400's and the tum toward the more appealing 
literary and artistic interests of the Renaissance gave rise to a reaction 
against university theology and its Aristotelian methodological rigor. 
Instead the trend was to a more imaginative, but often fantastic, Neo­
Platonism with an increased interest in astrology and alchemy. 

None of these evils were absolutely new to the Church. They can 
be roughly paralleled in the New Testament Church itself and they are 
still with us in other forms today. But in 1500 they had coalesced to 
produce a European Church culturally very rich and dynamic but no 
longer under the control of a respected pope or a pastorally active epis­
copate. Underlying these developments also was the beginning of 
modem finance capitalism and the replacement of the medieval war­
rior aristocracy by an oligarchy of commercial wealth. 

The Reformation of the Church "in head and members" urged by 
many saints such as SI. Catherine of Siena and ineffectively commanded 
by several Councils was, therefore, most necessary for the survival of 
the Church. Tragically, however, it produced a schism that removed 
much of northern Europe from communion with Rome and provoked a 
series of religious wars of largely nationalistic character. The Catholic 
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Reformation continued, through the Council of Trent, to correct many 
of these evils within the Catholic Church. Moreover, the discovery of 
the New World and of the Pacific route to Asia gave it the opportunity 
for an enormous missionary expansion to the west. Yet in the East the 
collapse of the Byzantine Empire before Islam seemed (after Council 
of Florence 1445) to deepen the separotion from the Orthodox Churches. 

The Protestant Reformation in its fourfold split into Lutheranism, 
Anglicanism, Calvinism, and the Ana-Baptist or Radical Reformation. 
after losing hope for reintegration into the Catholic Church on its own 
terms attempted to return to what they believed to be the model of the 
New Testament Church. These Protestant Churches in their struggle to 
return to Christian sources attempted to retain as much of the cultural 
Humanism of the Catholic Church as they could because the Reform­
ers were strongly influenced by Renaissance Humanism. Yet they also 
found so much of this heritage inextricably linked with the history of 
what they considered non-biblical developments that they found it nec­
essary to be very selective to avoid "idolatry" and "Pelagianism" (de­
pendence on "good works") in this tradition. Hence these churches 
tended to become national churches that in becoming "established" 
often lost much of their religious depth, hardened into state enforced 
"orthodoxy," and needed constantly to be renewed by pietistic move­
ments that often became sectarian." 

The Calvinist Reformed Church was the most dynamic wing of 
the Reformation, supporting the rise of modem science in the 1600's 
and of more democratic political institutions and capitalist economics. 
Calvinists saw these tasks as the proper pursuit of the Christian laity's 
vocation to witness their faith to the world and to bring about a Chris­
tian RepUblic. Such ideas were also present in the Catholic Reforma­
tion. but they did not take the central importance they had in the Re­
formed Churches. 

The Lutheran Church, on the other hand. tended to a kind of 
conservatism and passive acceptance of government control. After a 
period of "Lutheran scholasticism" or "Orthodoxy," however. it un­
derwent important changes first under the influence of pietistic anti­
intellectual movements and then of the rationalistic Enlightenment and 
the philosophy of Immanuel Kant. These latter influences made the 
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Lutheran Churches of Germany the center of a new "critical" approach 
to the Bible and led to the development of Liberal Protestantism that 
reduced Christianity to a moral idealism. From the Calvinist side this 
liberalization was joined by a gradual rationalization of doctrine also 
under Enlightenment influences, resulting finally in Unitarianism and 
Deism, i.e., a purely natural, moralistic religion. 

After the two hundred years (1500-1700) of the Catholic and 
Protestant Reformations the Catholic Church stood institutionally and 
pastorally strong and consolidated but without any very satisfactory 
theological solution of its problems. The Protestant Churches stood 
divided and generally closely tied to their State establishments but also 
consolidated. The religious wars that had resulted both between Catho­
lics and Protestants and between the different denominations ofProtes­
tantism had, however, produced the situation in which the new religion 
of Humanism and later Marxism were to arise, as has already been 
described in an earlier chapter. 

In the face of this unanticipated onslaught the Christian Churches 
at first reacted chiefly by traditionalism and fideism, arguing that Hu­
manism was not only a subversive attack on the Church but also on the 
State. They found it difficult to meet Humanism's challenges posi­
tively, except by succumbing to them by compromise or complete loss 
of faith. Humanism originated in England and spread to France and 
Germany, then to Catholic countries and their New World colonies. 
The American and French Revolutions, followed by revolutionary 
movements in many countries, all sought to reduce the Christian reli­
gion to the private sphere and to erect a purely secular state. Such a 
secular state was supposed to be legally neutral to the diversity of reli­
gions but in fact became the sponsor of the spread of Humanism through 
public schools and the media of social communication. 

The Churches reacted to this secularization by setting up parallel 
institutions to those of the state so as to perpetuate the Christian world­
view and value-system. The Catholics attempted a revival of religious 
influence in the public sphere by the restoration of the monarchy in 
France after the collapse of the Revolution. Later the Protestant Churches 
supponed the so called "Victorian Compromise" in England and the 
White Anglo Saxon Protestant (W ASP) hegemony in the United States. 
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But these efforts proved transitional and, after each of the World Wars 
of our century, Humanism has advanced until it is now in full control of 
the Western democracies and their economic and cultural colonies. 
Humanism itself, because of the many disastrous social side-effects of 
the rise of industrial capitalism was soon confronted in the middle of 
the nineteenth century by the rise of the even more radical socialist or 
Marxist revolutionary movements. 

The Orthodox Churches in the face of this modem onslaught 
generally have tended to survive as best they can by adherence to tra­
ditionalism. The mainline Protestant Churches have been tempted to 
compromise with Humanism through reliance on the dichotomy intro­
duced by Kant between the public and private spheres, that confines 
religion to the private and subjective sphere. This has provoked the rise 
of fervent Evangelical and Fundamentalist sects that vehemently op­
pose modernity at the price of obscurantism, but it has also inspired the 
more intellectual Neo-Orthodoxy of Karl Barth and the ecumenical 
movement of the World Council of Churches. 

Moreover, these Protestant Churches that originally had more an 
apocalyptic than a missionary attitude have become intensely mission­
ary minded and thus have overcome much of their national narrow­
ness. The result has been that the United States, Canada, and Australia 
have developed a remarkable pluralistic culture in that the state is neu­
tral to religion. On the one hand this has left the Christian Churches 
free for their mission, but on the other it has privatized traditional reli­
gion and encouraged Humanist hegemony. 

The Catholic Church has faced this challenge first by rejecting at 
Vatican I (1869-70) tendencies within the Church to accept Kantian 
rationalism and fide ism, by maintaining the rational credibility of the 
Christian Faith, and by defining the infallibility of definitive papal teach­
ing, thus cutting off "Modernism."'" The Modernist movement at the 
beginning of this century was an attempt to circumvent this uncompro­
mising stand that some scholars thought stood in the way of a neces­
sary rapprochement with modem knowledge. "Modernism" is hard to 
define but tended to reinterpret the teachings of the Bible and Tradition 
as Oexible symbols whose meaning can be accommodated to cultural 
change. Modernism was ruthlessly suppressed by Church authorities, 
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but the problems that it had striven to meet by the manipulation of 
language still had to be solved in a more honest way. 

Already at the end of the nineteenth century Pope Leo XIII laid 
the groundwork for a solid intellectual solution of the theological prob­
lems chronic since Trent. He called for a return to the sources, espe­
cially to Tradition as represented by the Fathers of the Church and to 
the great Medievals and for a renewal of biblical studies. He especially 
promoted the study of the philosophical and theological synthesis of 
St. Thomas Aquinas, but he also urged a positive but critical approach 
to the modem sciences." The scholarly task of carrying out these papal 
recommendations led to a great theological and liturgical revival cul­
minating in the Second Vatican Council in 1963-1965. 

The implementation of Vatican II has produced decades of change 
and controversy in the Catholic Church, which has seemed to some 
disastrous. But these years have also seen the advance of the ecumeni­
cal movement that envisions a reunion of all the Christian Churches 
and a way to world-wide evangelization. This movement has already 
borne much fruit, and even, through "liberation theology," an assimi­
lation of what is true in Marxism, as well as the fomation of a new 
Christian culture that can meet the challenge of Humanism and the 
Enlightenment from which it sprang. 

The great question mark that punctuates the hopes of Christianity 
today is whether there is time to carry out the implications of Vatican 
II. During the Cold War between the Humanism of the Western de­
mocracies and the Marxism of Russian and Chinese communism the 
possibility loomed of the destruction of all humanity in a nuclear war 
between these two great modem religions. This crisis has abated, but 
the threat of nuclear war as a result of other international crises and of 
local wars has not been overcome. Secular Humanism with its power­
ful modem technology and its weak grounding in the moral values and 
human rights it earnestly proclaims has made immense inroads every­
where in the world on the faith of the older religions. Amidst this plu­
ralism Christians see the opportunity of playing a reconciling role. 

Thus the history of the Christian Church shows that it has con­
tinuously struggled to maintain its essential structure, its independence 
of worldly powers, the continuity and integrity of its message, and its 
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mission of evangelization. To do this it has had to endure many severe 
trials: persecution, internal divisions, failed leadership, popular indif­
ference and desertion. Vet none of these trials has led to failures that 
can be shown to have altered the Church's essential fidelity to the mis­
sion entrusted to her by Christ. 

4. The Indefectibility and Infallibility of the Church 

Vatican II, reaffirming Vatican I, claimed, on account of the promise 
made by Christ to his Church of the guidance of the Holy Spirit, that the 
Church, unlike the older Israel, would be the ever faithful bride of 
Christ, thus implying both the indefectibility and the infallibility of the 
Church." Some have recently attempted to separate the indefectibility 
of the Church from its infallibility, and to deny the latter not only on 
historical grounds but on the philosophical conviction that the human 
mind is incapable of certain truth. Nevertheless, it should be obvious 
that if the Church's mission is to preach and live the Gospel and ifshe 
is indefectible in this mission until the return of her Lord, she must also 
be infallible in her definitive teaching of the Gospel. To say that she 
cannot cease to preach the Gospel but can fail to preach the true Gospel 
is a contradiction in terms.:n 

According to Vatican II this infallible witness to the true Gospel 
is first of all a gift to the whole Church from the presence of the Holy 
Spirit and is reHected in the faith of all its members (the "e/lsl/sjidelil/lIl) 
who as a community (but not as individuals) cannot be deceived by the 
lies of the world." But this faith of the whole community achieves its 
authoritative expression only in the bishops in union with the pope or 
in the pope as the ultimate spokesman for the Church's faith, as Peter 
was for the Twelve in answering Jesus' great question, "But who do 
you say I am?" 

History, of course, cannot demonstrate this infallibility since it 
cannot predict the future. History can, however, refute those who claim 
the popes or Councils or the faithful as a whole have in fact failed. 
Recent authors with all the resources of modem scholarship and with 
the vigor of bitter polemics have attempted to point out historic ex-
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amples where the popes have ex cathedra (that is, using their full au­
thority) contradicted themselves or the Gospel." The e<amples they 
put forward are not new, because these have been thoroughly can­
vassed many times before by the opponents of the doctrine of papal 
infallibility. None will be found to be conclusive if two points are kept 
in mind. The first is that infallibility does not mean the popes are per­
sonally sinless, nor even that they e<ercise their office well, nor that 
they do not make mistakes in their government or in their teaching 
when this teaching is not intended by them to be definitive. Some popes 
have been personally vicious, others have been woefully negligent, 
imprudent, or mistaken in their official acts, others have made serious 
mistakes in non-definitive teaching. There is no guarantee that the Holy 
Spirit will relieve sinful men from all their faulls, but only that the 
Church will not essentially fail because of failures by its leadership. 

The second point to remember is the principle of the development 
of doctrine." This principle is typical of Catholicism and distinguishes 
it from Orthodo<y and Protestantism in that the former accepts only the 
decisions of the first seven Ecumenical Councils, the latter only what is 
e<plicit in the Scriptures. Catholicism holds that under the guidance of 
the Holy Spirit the Church grows in its understanding of the Gospel 
through its historical e<perience. Nothing new can be added to the rev­
elation given to the Church of the apostolic age, but the Church can 
grow (and sometimes retrogress) in its understanding of that revelation, 
making explicit what is only implicit in the Scriptures and Tradition. 
Thus Vatican II in stressing the historicity of theology was entirely in 
line with the Catholic conception of development. At the same time it 
rejected Modernist interpretation of development as a merely historical 
and analogical continuity of truth, rather than as the explicitation of 
truth already implicitly present in Scripture and Tradition. 

Keeping in mind these two points, it is not difficullto show that 
the few cases of apparent contradictions in the history of the definitive 
teaching of the Church are explicable as negative failings by the popes 
or Councils in their teaching office, not positive assertions of errors. Or 
they may be seen as the e<plicitation of what was formerly implicit, or 
the better application of a general principle to some new situation. The 
reader can assure him or herself of this by stUdying any or each of the 
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alleged contradictions. The simplest approach, however, is to read the 
documents of Vatican II that express the present faith of the Church 
and compare them with the standard accounts of the teachings of the 
great Councils of the Church back to Nicaea I. Such a comparison 
makes clear the unbroken continuity of the Church's faith, that is, its 
apostolicity. It was such evidence that led John Henry Newman in the 
nineteenth century to realize that historic Christianity is Catholic and 
to accept, as difficult as it was for him as an Englishman, the primacy 
and infallibility of the successor of St. Peter. 

S. The Presence of Jesus Christ in His Church 

The understanding of the historicity of the Church presented in this 
chapter need not lead to the replacement of Jesus Christ by the pope or 
by the Church. Rather it claims that the risen Christ is still present to us 
by his Holy Spirit in the Church (that according to St. Paul, I Cor 12:27 
is Christ's "body"), making him visible and effective for us here and 
now in our times. Catholics in the teaching of Vatican II under the 
presidency of Pope John XXIII and Paul VI, the 259th and 260th suc­
cessors of St. Peter, hear the voice of Jesus proclaiming the Kingdom 
of God, of love, peace, and justice for all humankind. The Council 
called for a reunion of all Christians, for the common pursuit of truth by 
all religions; invoking the rights of humanity and the good use of hu­
man talents in an appeal to Humanists and for a revolution in the unjust 
social order in an appeal to Marxists. 

In Jesus' name the Council spoke of God's mercy and forgive­
ness, for the reconcilation of enemies. They invited all to join the risen 
Jesus in praise and thanksgiving to the Father, the principle and goal of 
all reality, in the faith, hope, and love that are the gift of the Spirit. They 
urged all to look forward to the eternal Kingdom at the consummation 
of history, a consummation for which the universe was created. 

Thus the Catholic Church appears in its fourfold ecumenicity, its 
remarkable inclusivity and unity in the service or the integral fulfillment 
of human personal and communal gifts. It is no longer seen as a static 
institution but in its historicity as a pilgrim community organic in its 
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structure and development as the Body of Christ making him visible 
and present in our world where we can personally experience him in 
his tangible reality. Thus we are confronted with the demands of faith. 
To believe in Jesus Christ as the communication, the self-revelation of 
God to us in the Son of God, we must make that act of faith that his 
disciples made two thousand years ago in Galilee. 

Our experience and our intelligence tells us that here in the one, 
holy, catholic, and apostolic Church as the visible sacrament of the 
presence of Christ we have the certain sign that God is speaking to us. 
It is a suFficient sign. To ask more is to make the tragic error of the 
Pharisees who blinded by their own preconceptions kept demanding 
more and more signs that would compel their faith. But faith, since it is 
trust in a God who is our Creator and infinitely beyond our comprehen­
sion, must be a free act. Certain, trustworthy signs are only the needed 
condition not the formal motive of our faith. The motive can only be 
the trustworthiness of God himself. We must believe both what he says 
and that it is he who says it. 

This act of faith in the Gospel requires on the part of the believer 
an act of self-renunciation, that is, a sacrifice of all opinions that contra­
dict its truth, and of all desires that discord with its true love. But it does 
not require anyone to deny the truth and goodness they already possess. 
To become a follower of Jesus the Jew, Jews need not, indeed they 
cannot, renounce their heritage as Jews, because the covenant between 
God and Israel will never be repudiated by God (Rm II :29). The Jewish 
Christian sees in Jesus the fulfillment of the Law and the prophets. 
Neither does a person who has made the submission to God that is Islam 
have to betray that submission, since Muhammad proclaimed the same 
God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob that Jesus proclaimed. Muhammad 
also proclaimed that Jesus was a true prophet and therefore could not 
have claimed to be the Son of God in a physical sense or in the sense of 
a second god, and Christians must profess the same. 

The Emanation Religions each in its own way proclaim that there 
is only One Absolute Reality. They agree that all our images of this 
Absolute must be transcended, yet they tell us to put faith in God's 
avatars or Buddhas by which he manifests himself in this world, so as 
to encourage us to enter the way of spiritual discipline and meditation 
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on the One. The Christian is grateful for this ancient wisdom and dis­
cipline and can continue to practice it, while praising God as Creator 
and Savior who has manifested himself in many prophets, but uniquely 
in Jesus Christ his only Son in the plenitude of the Spirit. 

Moreover, those whose religion survives from pre-literate times 
and who reverence the Great Spirit in nature and the spirits of their 
departed ancestors should not lose their sense of intimacy with the 
visible cosmos and the invisible spirit world. This sense of the spiritual 
milieu is retained in authentic Christianity in its sacramental under­
standing of creation and its conviction of the presence of the angels and 
the blessed dead still alive in Christ. 

Nor do Humanists have to deny their reasoned convictions that 
humanity come of age must take responsibility for the eanh and human 
society, and must overcome every form of injustice and oppression. 
Christians of course believe that reality is greater than human beings 
and their world. They also insist that the Creator made us to conserve 
and cultivate our garden eanh and to bring the Reign of God on eanh as 
it is in heaven. They realize today that science and technology are gifts 
of the Holy Spirit, talents that God will judge us for using well or ill in 
the service of humankind. 

Thus authentic Christianity does not claim to dominate other re­
ligions or ways of life but seeks to serve them as Jesus sought to serve 
all humankind without discrimination. It finds in Jesus a God who has 
always cared for all his creatures and seeks only to bring them together 
into a single community with him. In this community the rich variety 
of human cultures can meet in one faith in him as a God who is Light 
and Love. Yet as we face this gentle challenge of Jesus to faith in him 
terrible doubts may arise in our minds and heans. These must be exam­
ined in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 10 

COSMIC EVIL AND CHRISTIAN HOPE 

1. The Subjcctive Aspecls or Failh 

At the beginning of our century a fierce controversy (already men­
tioned in Chapter 5) was waged between those who followed an "ob­
jective" or "rational" method in apologetics and those who followed a 
Usubjective" or '"existential" approach. ' 

The objective method attempted first to establish the rational 
motives of credibility of the Gospe\. Then it argued the moral obliga­
tion of all who have become aware of that credibility to render obedi­
ence to the faith and to the Gospel by an act of the will moving their 
intelligences to assent to it. The subjective method (of which Karl Rahner 
is the most distinguished recent proponent') began from the opposite 
end. It first established the human need for religion in order to live 
successfully. then deduced what kind of religion could satisfy this need, 
and finally attempted to show by a process of correlation that Chris­
tianity alone actually fulfills this need. 

In this book I have argued that these two approaches are comple­
mentary but that the former should have priority if we are not to fall 
into a solipsism that hampers the sharing of faith. If the experience of 
faith is to be communicated or publicly witnessed it cannot begin from 
the experience of inner needs for that may very well not be felt by all, 
but must begin from public facts independent of subjective "experi­
ence." The term "experience," so much used today in religious discus­
sions is, at best, highly ambiguous and provides only an insecure foun­
dation for any ecumenical meeting of minds on such difficult topics.' 

297 



298 CHOOSING A WORLD-VIEW ,'NO VALUE-SYSTEM 

Back of the approach from the subject that in Catholic apologetics 
was first put forward effectively by Maurice Blondel and his school, 
lies the philosophy of Immanuel Kant who believed that modem sci­
ence compels us to abandon hope of arriving at an understanding of 
noumenal reality.' Therefore, as we saw in Chapter 2, Section I, Kant 
concluded that belief in God and transcendent reality must be purely 
practical, that is, we must believe in order to live well, but such belief 
rests on will rather than reason. It is necessary to face this Kantian point 
of departure critically, rather than accepting it as given, as Blondel 
seems to have done. 

The Blondelians emphasize that Christianity is not merely a mailer 
of intellectual assent to dogmatic propositions. Rather it is a way of life 
that involves the total human person. We do not believe and then act on 
our beliefs. We act and through acting come to believe. How many 
nonbelievers have experienced that when they were still nonbelieving, 
because they could find no other hope in life, they began to pray. Then, 
in praying without knowing whether they really believed they were 
doing more than talking to themselves, they came to the conviction that 
there was a God who was hearing them' Is not this the way we come to 
know that a friend is a friend - by common life together - not by 
some kind of objective, rational demonstration? 

Yet this approach remains ambiguous. Are we saying that in tak­
ing on the life experiences of a Christian we are opened to the objective 
evidences for Christianity? That we come in contact with these evi­
dences, and are supplied with practical motives for making the effon 
required to reHecl on these evidences? That, finally, we come aClUally 
to believe in a reasonable and responsible way,just as we might come 
to commit ourselves to some political cause based on verified facts 
through intimate acquaintance with others of similar convictions? Or 
are we saying that Christian faith is simply a life-myth to which we 
permit ourselves to become habituated because we find it a source of 
personal security? 

The real opponents of this kind of subjectivist apologetics are not 
conservative, rationalistic Catholics, but Humanist skeptics who point 
out derisively that if this be a true account of Christian faith, then verily 
"religion is the opium of the people'" Nor is it obvious that Hans Kung, 
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for inslance, has been able 10 avoid Ihis accusalion by his Pascalian 
apologelics. He grounds failh on Ihe hope Ihal "springs elernal in Ihe 
human breas!" which would be absurd iflhere is no God.' He seems 10 
forgel Jean-Paul Sartre's exislenlialisl argumenllhal since Ihere is no 
God, Ihe world is absurd! BUI nol all Humanisls accepl exislenlialisl 
despair and many are quile confidem Ihal human hopes announced nol 
Ihe Advenl of God bUllhe Revolulion or alieasl a New Age of Progress. 

We muse remove Ihis ambiguily in Ihe subjeclive approach 10 
apologelics by firmly asserting Ihallhe evidences forche lrulh of Chris­
lianily discussed in previous chaplers muse be eSlablished in a genu­
inely objeclive manner. They are valid or invalid independenlly of 
whelher Ihey provide an answer for my fell life needs or nol. Of course 
such objeclive facls are of serious concern for my life projecls and Ihis 
molivales me 10 explore Iheir implicalions. We should recalllhallhe 
pressure 10 win Ihe Second World War molivaled Ihe rapid develop­
menl of our underslanding of Ihe physics of alomic fission and fusion, 
bUllhe lrulh of Ihese scienlific laws is independenl of any use made of 
Ihe bomb. So also Ihe lrulh of Chrislian doclrine is independem of 
whelher anyone accepls and lives il or nol. Living iI may provide evi­
dence, bUI il is Ihe objeclive evidence, nOllhe subjeclive experience 
Ihal is decisive. To cover over Ihis necessily of objeclive credibilily in 
apologelics by Ihe rheloric of "life" and "experience" and "hope" is 10 
appear dishonesllo unbelievers and confirm Iheir worsl suspicions. 

Nor is il helpful 10 rely 100 much on Ihe argumenls developed by 
Michael Polanyi 10 show Ihal even Ihe mosl syslemalic objeclivily of 
physics resls on a kind of "lacil failh" in Ihe reasonableness of Ihe 
universe. Nor should we simplislically succumb 10 argumenls of Ihe 
sociologiSls of knowledge such as Jurgen Habermas Ihallhe subjeclive 
"imeresls" of Ihe knower condilion all human knowledge. Nor rely on 
Ihe argumenls of MarxiSlS and Ihe Iheologians of Liberalion 10 show 
Ihe necessily of a "unily of Iheory and praxis.'" Pragmalic Iheories of 
knowledge ullimalely self-deslrucl. Even if we recognize Ihal ourprac­
lical experiences and molives orienl our Ihinking and profoundly con­
dilion iI, Ihe very facllhal we can recognize Ihis implies il is possible, 
alleaS! in favorable circumslances, 10 lranscend our subjeclivily, so as 
10 dislinguish belween science and ideology. If we cannol, Ihen any 
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philosophy of science, sociology of knowledge, or class analysis of 
ideology is itself nothing but another ideology. 

Granted this unequivocal distinction between objective and sub­
jective apologetics, and having sketched the former in previous chap­
ters, it remains imponant to consider, as I will try to do in this chapter, 
the subjective factors that are favorable to religious objectivity. We 
have heard of the '~udicial temperament" required of a just judge, and 
of the "scientific frame of mind" required of a sound scientist or scholar. 
In what frame of mind can the sincere searcher for religious truth over­
come both the blind obstinacy of the Pharisee and the superstitious 
credulity of the deluded fanatic? 

I have already discussed the difficulties that arose from the inter­
pretation of science and critical history by the Humanism of the En­
lightenment. I will deal here primarily with the difficulty that perhaps 
more than any other dissuades people of good will from accepting the 
Christian religion or indeed any form of monotheism. For example, 
nothing so alienates Jews today from a return to their religious tradi­
tions as the horror of the Holocaust' that seems to give the lie to any 
theistic explanation ofthe cosmos. Dostoevski expressed it in his ques­
tion, "If there is a God, how can he look down on the suffering of one 
innocent child and do nothing to prevent it?'" 

This is first of all, of course, a question demanding an objective 
answer, and I will attempt to give such an answer that is logical and 
philosophically necessary, but this answer will not overcome the sub­
jective difficulty that must then be addressed in its own terms. 

2. The Origin of Evil 

In the Emanation Religions the misery of the world is explained as 
merely phenomenal: the enlightened person will recognize evil as iIIu· 
sory, a product of erroneous thinking to be overcome by true wisdom.' 
In Zoroastrianism and Gnosticism evil was attributed to a second ulti­
mate principle coexistent with and independent of the first principle or 
Good God who would eventually defeat it. For Zoroastrians this sec-
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ond principle was personal. an Evil God; for Gnostics it was the imper­
sonal reality of matter. 

For Humanists evil is the inevitable consequence of a godless 
universe that can eventually be overcome by progressive human effon 
but will also eventually destroy us. For the process philosophers and 
process theologians evil is the result of the fact that God is finite in 
power and cannot prevent it. although once it has occurred he is able to 
integrate it into his own blissful vision of the world.)() 

For the Creation Religions. however. moral evil can only be the 
result of the sinful acts of free creatures. and physical evil would have 
been restrained by God from affecting human beings if they had nOl 
become liable to it as a punishment for freely committing moral evil. 
These religions proclaim that God in his mercy and justice has prom­
ised eventually to overcome all evil. moral and physical. They argue 
that he now permits such evil for a time in order to restore the order of 
justice by punishing crime and as a school of vinue for those of good 
will. 

To see that Christianity does not evade this problem or seek to 
give it an easy answer one has only to look at its chief symbol. the 
Cross. Compare the Cross with the Star of Judaism or the Crescent of 
Islam. symbols of glory rather than tragedy. In the Cross we see starkly 
symbolized the dilemma that is the objection we confront. Here is the 
Innocent One (innocent not as a child. but as a free adult fully aware of 
his physical and moral torment) who claims to be the Son of God. yet 
whom that God has left naked to his enemies. He is dying in tonure. 
shame. and failure in the sight of his mother and beloved but faithless 
disciples. How could an all-good. all-knowing. and all-powerful God 
permit his loving Son so to die? The Christian is forced to confront this 
mystery in the bleeding. agonized face of the Crucified. "Eli. Eli. lama 
sabacl"hani? My God. my God. why have you forsaken me?" (Mt 
27:46; Ps 22:2). 

What is the logic of the Christian answer?" Evils are real. but 
they are the realities that are defects in some prior reality that is good. 
Thus a broken leg is all too real. but it is discontinuity in a bone that is 
otherwise healthy and serviceable. A fracture can exist only in some-
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thing having the positive character of a living limb, because a fracture 
is a negation and defect in something positive. Similarly a sinful act is 
a human action of a positive character that is, however, an only appar­
ent means to integral human fulfillment that in fact it blocks. Thus a lie 
can be a beautifully crafted narrative that would be admirable as an 
amusing story but when a perjury is a crime. The notion of an evil that 
is merely evil and not a defect in something positively good is a contra­
diction in terms, because it would be something that was nothing. There­
fore, the existence of evil in the cosmos implies that the cosmos is 
basically good but has been perverted; and the greater the evil we per­
ceive the more evident how great was originally the goodness of the 
cosmos that has been so distorted yet still survives. 

Hence the existence of evil in the world, even if the evils appear 
to outbalance the good (for this can only be in appearance, as we have 
just seen) is not per .'e an argument against the goodness of the cosmos 
or its Creator. This truth holds if (I) the Creator is not the direct cause 
of the perversion of his own works, i.e., he permits but does not cause 
this perversion; (2) the Creator for a time tolerates evil only in order 
eventually to bring about a greater good. 

The first of these conditions is met as regards moral evil in the 
cosmos because God in his goodness creates intelligent creatures who 
can share in his intelligence and freedom. If they freely accept his help 
they can avoid sin, but if they insist on going their own way their ac­
tions are defective and sinful. God cannot create beings whose nature 
is to be at the same time free and yet not liable to freely sin, since this 
would be contradictory. As creatures they are finite and therefore ca­
pable of defect, and as free they are capable of causing their own defec­
tion. Yet in spite of this possibility that his free creatures may go astray 
it is beller that God include them in his creation, because only intelli­
gent and free creatures can form a community with him and share in his 
happiness, the greatest good possible for creatures. 

But in historical fact these free creatures have chosen to go their 
own way as is evident from the immense miseries of war, poverty, 
ignorance, and self-destructive hedonism that is everywhere about us. 
While it is true that much of this evil is not truly free but the result of 
evil social structures, nevertheless, these evil structures originated in 
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free choices or in other determinisms that in turn go back ultimately to 
some original sin." Today not all theologians understand this doctrine 
of "original sin" to refer only to the first sin at the beginning of human 
history. They reasonably argue that it includes the entire accumulation 
of the effects of all subsequent sins throughout history that further dis­
tort God's originally good creation. As I will show later, God has not 
merely permitted this growth of sin, but has constantly been at work 
inspiring free human acts of repentance, conversion, forgiveness, and 
reparation. These finally gained the upper hand in the redemptive ac­
tion of Christ that has not yet fully triumphed, as ultimately it will. 

But what of physical evils, of the earthquakes, thunderstorms, 
hurricanes, blizzards, floods, droughts, plagues, birth defects, conta­
gious and generative diseases, famines, and accidents that fill the news­
papers? Further, what of "nature red in tooth and claw" that the theory 
of evolution has exposed to us by its principle of "the survival of the 
fittes!"? And what of the history of the cosmos that seems such a vio­
lent clash of blind forces, of such vast wastes of time and space, of the 
second law of thermodynamics and the inevitable death of the universe 
through entropy? Closer still to home: "Is not my death inevitable?" 

The Christian Bible teaches plainly that death and by implication 
disease and accident and all physical evils have resulted from original 
evil. It even seems to say that, without moral evil, earth and no doubt 
the whole universe would have been a beautiful paradise in which "the 
lion" would "lie down with the lamb." As Jacques Maritain in his 
St. Thomas alld the Problem of Evil ShOWS,13 Aquinas held that such 
physical conflict and death is inevitably a part of any created world in 
that there are material beings, because material things perfect them­
selves only by acting on (and thereby ultimately destroying) other 
material things. Hence, although moral evil cannot be attributed in any 
way to God, physical evil must be attributed to the Creator as First 
Cause. God indeed causes these physical evils, yet not as evil, but only 
as the inevitable consequences of the existence and development of 
physical things each seeking its own proper goodness for which he 
creates them and to which he carefully guides them. 

The problem remains, however, to understand the biblical teach­
ing that even physical evils are the consequence of moral evil and thus 
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uhimately the responsibility of free creatures and not of God. Aquinas 
held that in order that this natural physical evil might not cause inno­
cent humanity suffering and death God endowed the first human be­
ings with "preternatural" heahh and placed them in a special paradisal 
environment." Modem theologians tend to pass over this question be­
cause they consider Paradise not a historical reality but a symbol of the 
future Kingdom that because of human sin has never yet been histori­
cally realized. They point out that if there had been no sin, even if there 
had been natural physical death, it would have been acceptable as the 
necessary transition to eternal life and it would have been entirely peace­

ful. " 
While both the traditional and the current theory of original sin 

are reasonable enough and are sufficient for the purpose of our general 
argument, I would suggest what seems to me a more satisfactory solu­
tion. According to Genesis, God created us in his image by giving us 
intelligence and freedom and a stewardship over his creation. Ifwe had 
used this gift to care for and cultivate the paradise of earth that God 
gave us, we would have gained a control of nature that would have 
protected us from natural accidents. It would have supplied all our 
needs, and kept us in permanent physical and mental health, enabling 
us to live perpetually. No preternatural gifts would have been neces­
sary, because the gift of our natural, creative intelligence, supported 
and elevated by grace would have sufficed for us to protect ourselves 
from all physical evils. 

If it seems incredible that we could have gained this degree of 
control over nature and our own bodies, we have only to consider the 
unlimited promise of scientific technology. Times previous to our own 
had no notion of these possibilities. No doubt this is why theologians 
never saw this implication in the Genesis account. But today it has 
become entirely plausible that all these wonders can be accomplished 
if only we do not first destroy ourselves or allow human sin to prevent 
our pursuit of research and its wise application. This does not mean that 
even in principle we have the power. as Humanists think, to achieve the 
goal of human life by our own powers. Eternal life in the biblical sense 
of intimate life with God would not be gained even if we could forever 
protect ourselves from physical death. Life with the Trinity would still 
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be possible only as God's free gift, but everything else he has given us 
virtually in making us in his image as intelligent and free. 

But what is to be said of animal pain and of the tortuous, violent 
course of biological and cosmic evolution?'· The struggle for the sur­
vival of the fittest existed long before the creation of humanity and its 
fall into sin. This question raises still another question often evaded by 
current theologians but nevertheless intrinsic to the Christian world­
view as well as to that of Judaism and Islam. The Hebrew and Christian 
Bible, as well as the Qllr'all, teach that humans are not the only, but 
simply the least, of the host of intelligent beings created by God. What 
then of the possibility of angelic sin? God has given to these superhu­
man intelligences or angels, who are an integral part of the created 
cosmos, a share in his governance of the universe." The same argu­
ments that lead to the proof of the existence of God lead also to the 
existence of angels, provided we also suppose that God acts through 
the ministry of created causes when this is possible. 

Modem cosmological and evolutionary science have made even 
clearer than ancient and Newtonian astronomy that the natural events 
in the universe cannot be reduced to one simple law of development. 
They are the products of the historical concurrence of many causes that 
would not have produced human persons unless history had followed a 
wonderfully complex and exact sequence of events. As is now evident 
from the lifelessness of the other planets around our earth, it is only 
chance that our planet earth is so exactly placed that it is neither too hot 
nor too cold for the origin of life. Each step of the evolutionary process 
that ended in producing us might have run into a dead end or gone off 
in an entirely different direction." 

Consequently, the only adequate explanation of evolution is that 
this exact historical sequence of the concurrence of a multitude of natu­
ral forces is guided by a superior intelligence supervising this concur­
rence. The best analogy is the protocol of a chemist synthesizing a 
complex compound in his laboratory using the forces of nature but 
with a sequence and timing not completely determined by anyone of 
these forces. Such guiding cosmic intelligence is not just that of God 
but of the many intelligences he has created and put in charge to give a 
historical direction to these processes. Human creativity is a part of this 
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stewardship, but the least intelligent and effective. While this argu­
ment may seem fantastic to scientists, Alfred Russel Wallace, who 
with Darwin first proposed the theory of evolution through natural se­
lection wrote a book called The World of Life: A MlIllijeSltltioll ofCre­
aril'e Power, Directive Milld alld Ultimate Purpose. In this work he 
concluded "that evolution involved more than natural selection and 
was guided by creative intelligence, which he identified as angels."" 

Such a theory does not substitute for scientific explanations of 
evolutionary processes but includes and completes them, while remain­
ing entirely open to further exploration of the precise details of this 
historical process. If this proposal is granted, then the biblical concep­
tion oftbe "angels of the nations" (On 10: 12) and the "dominations and 
powers" (Coil: 16) becomes quite intelligible. The recent study of this 
conception by Walter Wink demonstrates how important the "powers" 
are in Scripture, altbougb Wink wants to explain them (very unsatis­
factorily) as tbe spiritual essences of merely human realities.") Accord­
ing to the Scriptures, God entrusted the governance of history, cosmo­
logical and human, to these powers, but while some have remained 
faithful to him, others have set themselves up as autonomous, as "gods." 

We may suppose, therefore, that if the good angels had governed 
the process of cosmological evolution it would have been smootb and 
gentle witb mucb less waste and emptiness, and biological evolution 
would have come about by symbiosis, or cooperation, among living 
things rather than by their competition to survive. The history of evo­
lution, therefore, might bave been very different, but God would have 
insured that it would ultimately climax in the creation of intelligent, 
bodily bumanity as supreme in tbe material world. Thus there seems no 
scientific reason, either physical or biological, tbat humanity might not 
bave evolved very directly through an evolutionary line where animal 
pain could have been avoided, altbough this possibility staggers the 
imagination. 

Those who laugh at tbe idea that evil angels have entered into 
human history must hold that the moral evils and tragedies that have 
occurred throughout history are exclusively our human work. Two great 
facls militate against this reductive explanation. Tbe first is that the 
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great tragedies of human history, including the Holocaust, have re" 
suited from the concurrence of many factors not under human control. 
This has often tempted historians to adopt conspiracy theories that have 
in the long run been seen to be fallacious. Is it not more reasonable, 
then, to suppose that behind the human scene there are malevolent 
intelligences at work tempting humans to foolish and objectively (but 
not always subjectively) evil actions that have produced disasters of a 
magnitude and complexity beyond all human planning or anticipation. 

The second fact, and I think even more evident, is that many of 
the greatest human tragedies (e.g., the division of Christendom, the 
threat of nuclear destruction resulting from the Allied detennination to 
stop Nazi tyranny) seem to be produced by virtuous persons with good 
intentions. What could manipulate these good human acts so as to lead 
to the frustration of their noble purposes except a superhuman but 
malicious intelligence? If it is objected that this is mere "mythology," 
remember that in Chapter 2 I was quite willing to grant that we 
"modems" still have much to learn from the universal human experi" 
ences expressed in the mythic view of the world. 

Thus it is possible logically to reduce all the evil of the world, 
even its physical evils, to the sin of creatures, human and angelic, and 
to remove every implication that God has ever willed evil. But why has 
he permitted it? Is not a person who stands by while a crime he could 
stop is going on also responsible for it? This brings us to the second 
principle proposed at the beginning of this discussion: God has pennit" 
ted no evil except so that he might bring a greater good out of it. But is 
this not the same as "doing evil that good may come of it"? Or "the end 
justifies the means"? By no means should one say that God does evil to 
achieve good, but that he pennits humans and angels to do evil that he 
may bring about a greater good. That such penn iss ion is not necessar" 
ily immoral can be seen from a simple analogy. A good father could not 
rightly teach his adolescent son to smoke. Yet he might pennit him to 
choose to try it out for himself in order that the boy may learn from 
experience that it makes him sick. In this way the boy may come to 
assume a mature responsibility for his own decisions and mistakes. 
This, no doubt, is why the loving Father in the Parable of the Two Sons 
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(Lk 15: 11-32) allowed the Prodigal to take his inheritance and waste it 
"in riotous living." The Father knew that only in this way would his 
beloved son learn his lesson. 

If the end of the universe and its greatest good is for intelligent 
and free creatures to come to share knowingly and freely in God's life 
of self-giving love, then it is understandable why a loving God may 
permit them to sin if they freely so choose. This will be true, if only in 
this way they can from their own experience come to know best what 
God's love means in their lives. Thus the whole of human history can 
be understood as a school of love in that the lessons are not taught 
abstractly but from the experience of life lived in freedom. Because 
human beings only learn perfectly from actual experience and experi­
ence means they learn best from the contrast of good and evil, it is 
clearer why God has chosen this pedagogy. Is it not a fact that for 
humans love in its fullest sense is never achieved without a struggle 
between the lovers, without offense and forgiveness? 

But would it not be possible for an all-powerful God to have 
found a way to lead humanity to its goal by a smoother course? Since 
by his free grace God can move the free will without lessening its 
freedom but rather enhancing it, why could he not have moved Adam 
and Eve by his grace freely to resist sin? Couldn't God have inspired 
them with an understanding of his love gained not through bitter suf­
fering but by mystical illumination? Does not the Catholic Church claim 
thatlesus and his mother Mary never sinned themselves, yet surpassed 
all sinners in the profound understanding of God's love? 

To reply to this question is the most difficult part of our inquiry. 
Back of it lies the hidden assumption that God is obliged by his good­
ness to create "the best of all possible worlds." Voltaire in his Calldide 
ruthlessly (and rightly) mocked this thesis attributed (perhaps wrongly) 
to Leibnitz. Yet Thomas Aquinas long before had already showed that 
the notion of a "best possible world" is self-contradictory." Since God's 
power is infinite, it is contradictory to posit a best or most perfect world 
since that is to posit something finite (only God is infinite) that is at the 
same time and the same respect perfect, i.e., infinite. This is why cre­
ation is free, since the goodness of God cannot demand the production 
of something that in principle manifests the totality of his goodness. 
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No matter how perfect any universe God might create, he could 
always make it more perfect. Therefore, it suffices that any universe 
God creates should he good, or perhaps "very good" (Gn 1:31). Thus, 
we can admit that God could have made a world without conflict and 
therefore without suffering, but his goodness did not oblige him to do 
so, but only that if it involved conflict this conflict is not in vain, but 
leads to some good greater than the evil. This leaves open the question 
as to exactly what this greater good is, that will be discussed in a mo­
ment. 

Our argument, therefore, shows that objectively speaking the 
physical and moral evil in the cosmos. immense as it is, cannot be 
attributed to God but must logically he explained as the result of the 
free choices of creatures. Thus the goodness of God cannot be im­
pugned hecause he has permitted creatures in their freedom to work out 
their will, good or evil, on his creation hecause he knows how to bring 
a greater good out of this evil and ultimately will do so. 

This explanation of evil, common to the Creation Religions of 
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, does not contradict so much as it 
transcends and includes the theories of the origin of evil put forward by 
other religions. First, like the Emanation Religions it teaches that en­
lightened minds will understand that all evil is merely relative and will 
be transcended in eternity, and also (without admitting the transmigra­
tion of souls) that the evil of the present world is the effect of kamra, 
original sin in a broad sense. 

Second. this explanation admits with Zoroaster" that the present 
world is the result of dual powers, although it locates the origin of evil 
not in an ultimate Evil Principle but in superhuman yet created powers 
as well as in the human will. In this it agrees with the mythic and 
polytheistic view of the world. 

Third, it admits with Humanism that the evil of the world is the 
result of the human misuse of the intelligence given us to tum this 
world into a paradise by scientific technology. Its superiority to these 
other theories is evident in that it does not deny the reality of evil or rely 
on the unprovable doctrine of reincarnation as do the Emanationist 
Religions. Nor does it posit the contradictory notion of an evil first 
principle, as did Zoroaster. Nor does it accept the groundless optimism 
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of Humanism or the malerialist determinism of Marxism in supposing 
that humanity by itself can solve all its problems. 

3. The Subjecland Evil 

This logical objective answer is not likely to convince most people 
because their problem is not on the side of the object but of the subject. 
It seems to them impossible to imagine that a God of love would permit 
his children, whom they themselves love, to suffer, since if they them· 
selves had the power they would never allow any harm to come to 
them. Nor is this difficulty relieved by claiming, as the Bible does, that 
eventually God will free from their suffering at least those who trust in 
him, because that will only shonen such suffering not prevent it alto· 
gether. 

The weakest form of this difficulty but a very fundamental and 
persuasive one in our lime is "the silence of God." If there is a God, 
why does he not communicate with us in some clear and unmistakable 
way? Why does he not make his presence felt in our lives? This objec. 
tion is one of the chief bases of Humanism. Sometimes it takes a 
scientistic, rationalistic form in the demand that to be valid our knowl­
edge of God must conform to the canons developed by science to verify 
natural events. At other times it takes a commonsense form as a healthy 
skepticism about stories concerning extraordinary events that cannot 
be filled into our familiar, everyday world. 

In both these cases I think all of us today feel subjectively more 
comfonable with an account of the cosmos that confines itself to the 
round of daily experience in our urban world. This world is largely the 
product of a technology that we know is of human making and thus 
humanly understandable - even if we leave this understanding to ex­
pens. We feel most at home in a world without mystery, except in 
fiction and film. Our everyday world is one that, full of pain as it may 
be, is in principle under human control and thus predictable. If it still 
has some "mysteries," these are in principle to be explored and under· 
stood by the same methods that have already eliminated so much mys· 
tery from our lives. Even when we try to imagine life on other planets 
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in science fiction. we picture it as differing from our terrestrial life only 
in that the humanoids are after all not too different from us. Though 
they are more scientifically advanced than ourselves and are somewhat 
monstrous in appearance. they are hardly odder than are the apes one 
evolutionary step below us. 

Yet from the beginning of the Enlightenment there has been an­
other type of sensibility and imagination that has never been content 
with this hard headed scientism or commonsense comfort with the rou­
tine. ordinary. and predictable. The Romantic pole of Humanism has 
continued to insist that a rationalistic or merely pragmatic conception 
of the cosmos leaves out most of what life is worth living for. Human­
ity needs not only the security of the everyday world. but the excite­
ment. the adventure. the yearning and dreaming of mysteries that can 
only be expressed in symbols, in art. poetry. fiction. and music. 

Must we not abandon the attempt to fit this realm of the extraor­
dinary, the creative, the adventurous. the ecstatic into the secure world 
of the daily routine or the scientific world of controlled fact? It is a 
world of risk and those dedicated to it typically lead lives of alternate 
ecstasy and despair. of psychological and moral conflict often ending 
in self-destruction. This kind of life seems out of control. or perhaps it 
is one of artistic control wielded so daringly that finally, after many 
triumphs. it overshoots itself. breaks down, and is carried helplessly 
away into the night. 

In a culture dominated by a Humanism polarized between 
scient ism and romanticism "God is silent." If he were to speak to those 
of scientistic or pragmatic temperament his voice would be discounted 
as background noise to be ignored in the search for the regular patterns 
of ordinary existence. Even for romantics if God were to speak to them 
they would be unable to distinguish his voice from the projections of 
their own creative imaginations and infinite longings. Thus it seems 
that if there is a God. he permits his creatures in their doubts and their 
suffering to live in a world in which he ignores them. He seems to 
remain indifferent to their cries for help. or at least for sympathy. for 
some personal reaction from him to their behavior. Certainly a God 
who is a stone wall to human pleas is a God of evil. even if it only takes 
the form of a cruel indifference. 
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A stronger fonn of this difficulty is the conviction of many people 
today. so eloquently expressed by the existentialists. that the world is 
absurd. meaningless. and indifferent to human concerns." In the face 
ofthe account of the world given us by science does it not appear that 
we have been thrown into a universe that has come from nowhere and 
is going nowhere? As it is often said. our eanh is only a speck of dust 
in a vast desen of space filled with trillions of other worlds which may 
or may not be inhabited by other rational beings who know nothing of 
us. Among them all this eanh is insignificant and will inevitably be 
destroyed. While it exists it no doubt possesses much of beauty and 
delight for us. but there is mockery in all this. because human life is 
brief and for most of us full of pain. toil. and frustration. In the end it 
will all be forgotten. even the most magnificent human achievements. 
Thus human life in its brevity gives us the opponunity to create for 
ourselves moments of meaning and joy. but nothing more is possible. 
"Man is a useless passion.":::" 

Still stronger is the form of this difficulty that arises from our 
experience of constant fear and conflict. Who in our world ever achieves 
security? Even the rich and powerful tempt the rival ambitions of oth­
ers and the assaults of assassins; while the powerless live in terror of 
unemployment. homelessness. starvation. and enslavement by the pow­
erful. Over us all hangs the threat of war. perhaps of nuclear war. The 
despair this brings to the young who must fight or who are widowed. to 
the mothers and fathers who lose sons. the humiliation and degradation 
of the defeated. the misery of those subject to famine has only been 
sketched by great writers like Tolstoy and great anists like Goya. 

The tragic consequences of war for the victors are no less real. 
The climax oflhis horror of war is reached in genocide. History records 
the exterminations of whole peoples. men. women and children in the 
holy wars ofthe Old Testament. the imperial wars of the Assyrians. the 
invasions of Genghis Khan. the modem slaughter of the Armenians. or 
Hitler's genocide of the Jews. Poles. and Gypsies. the Hutus' genocide 
of the Tutsi. the Serbs' genocide of Bosnians and Kosovo Albanians. 
The Holocaust of the Jews was a special and unrivaled tragedy in that 
it was a deliberate effon to wipe out a people whose unique significance 
for the religious and moral history of the world I have emphasized in 
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this book. Though Hitler was anti-Christian, a radical Humanist who 
based his views on romantic racist theories and the neo-paganism of 
Richard Wagner, he was able to exploit the anti-Semitism that had 
become endemic in nationalistic Christianity.2.S 

The external conllict of nationalistic war is not the only kind of 
war. There is also civil and class war and finally the miserable "wars" 
within institutions such as universities, businesses, families, and be­
tween the sexes. The constant struggle for power and dominance that 
leads to the development of oppressed classes, including the oppres­
sion of women and neglect and abuse of the young, touches more hu­
man beings than any other kind of war. Almost any human biography 
reveals the sufferings of a neglected or exploited childhood, or the 
slanders and betrayals of those in whom love and trust were invested. 
Along with these injuries go the inner psychological conllicts that arise 
from our miseducation and traumatic early experiences. Where is the 
human hean to find peace? 

Besides the misery of conllict there is the suffering of enslave­
ment. Sometimes this is the enslavement to the boredom of the routine 
of crushing manual labor in country or factory, or the deadly routine of 
paper work, and of the make-work of army life, that deadens the human 
mind and blocks all human creativity. But more devitalizing still is the 
actual subjection of one's life and mind to the arbitrary or ignorant or 
dogmatic will of "authority" or "the expens." The history of the world 
is marked by this nagging restriction and enchainment of human poten­
tial by the authority of others, often much less able, jealous of their 
power. Here the oppression of women confined to domestic roles and 
to the abuse or entenainment of men and unable to use their gifts or 
choose their own way in life, is especially galling." How many men 
and women who sought only to employ their talents to create beauty, 
improve the social order and environment, promote justice, search for 
or communicate truth have been frustrated and forced to see their work 
thwaned! But also how many ordinary people of ordinary talents have 
been forced to live their lives in ignorance and poveny of experience, 
illiterate or semi-literate, locked up in prejudice, superstition, fanati­
cism, or brute stupidity! 

Finally, there is the immense burden of the experience of physi-
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cal suffering and decay. Countless are those born with genetic diseases 
or other birth defects, those maimed by accident and disease who have 
10 slruggle Ihrough life ofren unable 10 accomplish the least daily lask 
wilhoul enormous effort. Many are Ihe young suddenly faced wilh 
devaslaling injuries, diseases, or imminenl dealh. The laller part of life 
and ils aging always knows Ihe slep by step disinlegration of Ihe body. 
Ihe decline of energy, Ihe dimming of Ihe power 10 think and will. The 
experience of old age for very many is horrible and for all il is an 
entrance inlo Ihe unknown night. While dealh is somelimes welcome, 
it is only because life has become inlolerable, and it slill remains, how­
ever stoic those who face il. a lerrible inevilability, a greal. black. ques­
lion mark. 

Thus from a subjeclive poinl of view life faces us as il did Macbelh. 
"a lale lold by an idiol full of sound and fury, signifying nOlhing." Nor 
can Ihis be fully compensaled by Ihejoyful. advenlurous, serene, beau­
liful, and funny experiences of life. For many, probably most people, 
life is not rich with such experiences, bUI only very occasionally shows 
Ihem brighl SPOls in a fabric Ihat is on Ihe whole drab or fillhy. 

Yel even for Ihose who can truthfully affirm Iheir lives as rich 
with posilive values, these seem never achieved without much that is 
anxious, painful, ledious, and always Ihrealened wilh disasler. The very 
wonder of Ihe greal momenls of life only makes the Ihreal of losing 
everything Ihe more ominous. We can undersland why Ihe greal medi­
eval pope Innocent III could have wrillen wilh rapid pen his work all 
tlie COlllempt of tile World: OrOlI tlie Misery oftlie Hlllllall COllditioll , 
bUI never found lime or energy 10 complele a planned sequel on human 
happiness." Wilh much less eloquence I have only poinled 10 the sub­
jective miseries of Ihe human condilion Ihal we all know only 100 well 
and Ihallhe classics oflilerature vividly depict. They are sufferings for 
which Ihere is and can be, from a subjeclive viewpoinl. no sufficienl 
remedy. They can be miligaled bUI nor escaped, and Ihe very efforts 10 

mitigate or escape Ihem bring on olher miseries. This in Ihe final analy­
sis is admilled even by Humanisls who, in spile of all the hope they 
place in Ihe power of human intelligence to solve human problems, in 
Ihe end sellie for a kind of Sioicism. They say, "Well, since suffering 
and dealh are inevilable. lei us al leaSI endure Ihem wilh dignily and 
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without the humiliation of false hope." The trouble is that. as the Holo­
caust shows. even dignity in death is beyond guarantee. 

Ifthis is the way it is with us. how can we accept subjectively the 
existence of a good God. or even of any meaningful Absolute. except 
blind Fate? Would not such acceptance be the worst of self-delusions? 
I quote again Jean-Paul Sartre' s argument. "Either there is a God or the 
universe is absurd; but there can be no God. therefore the universe is 
absurd." That there can be no God he proved by saying that if there is 
an omnipotent God. then there can be no human freedom. but if we 
have no freedom. then we live in an inescapable hell of illusion. strug­
gling always to be free and never able to be so - the ultimate absur­
dity." 

4. Compensation and Consolation 

It might seem that the only answer to all this would be if our suffering 
could be shown to attain a fully compensatory reward. Certainly to a 
degree this is an answer. We all experience that sometimes our efforts 
and pains are rewarded. Then the pain is forgotten. or rather it enhances 
our victory. Because we human beings learn by contrast. it is certainly 
true that sunshine is more appreciated after the storm than if we lived 
in California. The silly story of the man who. when asked why he kept 
beating his head against a wall. replied that it was because it felt so 
good when he stopped. is really not very far from the facl< of the human 
mode of experiencing. Good gained without painful struggle is hard 
for us to savor. 

Consequently. all the older world religions promise their follow­
ers a reward for innocent suffering that will more than compensate for 
it. Humanism. however. can only promise that the reward can at best be 
satisfaction in having done well and in serving as an inHuence for good. 
Since the approach of death. the lack of appreciation. self-doubts. and 
the apparent destruction of one' s efforts by others usually mar even our 
successes. such a promise is cold comfort. Nor is the notion put for­
ward by some that a sufficient reward is the satisfaction of playing a 
role in the inevitable march of history toward a better society. If Utopia 
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is inevitable, of what importance have one's efforts been in bringing 
about a state of things one will never share? 

Yet even if the promise of the Creation Religions that God in his 
justice will more than compensate in our future life for every suffering 
in the present and will see to it that our efforts to help others will not 
have been in vain, the subjective problem remains. Why has an all­
powerful God permitted us to suffer so much "ere alld IIOW? Why has 
he not eliminated the suffering and simply given us happiness that after 
all is ultimately his gift to give? 

Judaism and Islam answer this hard question by stressing that 
since the believer suffers as a witness (martyr) to the cause of God he 
will receive a superabundant reward by sharing after death in God's 
victory over his enemies. Christianity agrees, but adds that the super­
abundant reward is precisely admission to the community of the Trin­
ity, a reward infinitely beyond any compensation consisting in the abun­
dance of merely human goods, even human spiritual goods. Neverthe­
less, Christianity also attempts to answer the subjective objection about 
present suffering. 

The only consolation for human suffering that goes beyond the 
hope for a future reward and touches present suffering itself, is the 
sympathy of others, companionship in suffering. This we have all ex­
perienced from childhood. Nothing helped us so much to endure sick­
ness or fear as a child as the reassuring and soothing presence of our 
mother or father. In maturity nothing can make suffering so endurable 
as the presence of a friend or lover. The reason for this is that this 
presence is an assurance of eventual compensation, an assurance that 
is, as it were, hope made present, rather than merely future. 

This is the specifically Christian answer to suffering. Humanism 
like Stoicism can only emphasize the strength and consolation of hu­
man companionship in suffering. Yet this cannot offset the unreliability 
of human friendship that often willingly or not deserts us just when we 
most need it. The Emanation Religions and also the process theolo­
gians answer this difficulty by pointing out the abiding immanence of 
the Absolute in human life. The enlightened person knows that in his or 
her suffering deep within the suffering self the higher Self is ever at 
peace. But the mystical experience can be attained only by a few who 
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have advanced to this state through countless reincarnations and is not 
continuously experienced except by the most advanced. Buddhism and 
bhakti devotion have to a degree met this difficulty by the their doctrine 
of the compassion of the Buddha or the graciousness of Shiva, Krishna, 
or the Mother Goddess. The Buddhas who have attained Nirvana re­
main for a time in the world of suffering to extend their mercy and 
consolation to those who have not yet arrived at Nirvana. Yet this only 
means that we are helped by others like ourselves to move more rapidly 
on our painful way to release. 

The Gospel, however, proposes a further solution that does not 
negate but ecumenically includes the other answers. God the Father 
will wipe away our tears and give us ultimate and superabundant com­
pensation in the future Kingdom. Yet he wishes us to achieve this not 
merely as a pure gift, but also as the just reward of our own achieve­
ments that because they are human necessarily involve pain and struggle. 
Human growth in knowledge, human growth in virtue, human trans­
formation of the world must be in the human mode that works dialec­
tically through contrasts, struggle, courage and patience. Yet God un­
derstands that subjectively it is very hard for us to accept and endure 
this fact of actual, even if necessary, suffering. The only way to make 
our suffering easier and ultimately to compensate it superabundantly is 
by sympathy not merely in the sense of appreciating our pain, but of 
experiencing it himself with us. Immanuel, "God with us," Jesus Christ, 
has chosen to suffer and to die with us and thus to enter into infinite 
delight through suffering with us. 

Note how ambiguous is the term "compassion"!'" God and Bud­
dha can have compassion in the sense of intimate understanding of 
what it is to suffer and profound desire to remedy that suffering and yet 
not suffer themselves. A Buddha does not himself suffer any longer. 
Nor can God as God suffer, since he remains forever in eternal peace. 
But the Christian doctrines of the Incarnation and the Cross teach that 
God has willed to suffer with us so that we might be strengthened by a 
hope that is subjectively present to us.~) 

Yet if God is to suffer with us, how can we be assured that in the 
end we will be victorious with him? Some process theologians have 
concluded that to suffer with us God must undergo change as God. By 
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thus limiting God they lake away his omnipotence and our certainty 
thaI he can surely help us. The doctrine of the Incamalion avoids Ihis, 
since God the Father does nol become incarnate, but only God the Son, 
and God the Son sufrers wilh us not through his divine nature bUl through 
his assumed human nature Ihat unlike his divinily is capable of suffer­
ing. But does not this mean that he does not really suffer, but only that 
his human nature suffers? No, because it is one and the same divine 
Person who is both God and human. The suffering of his human nature 
is his suffering, no one else's,just as my bodily suffering is my suffer­
ing although I am not just a body. Moreover, this incamale Son is 
anointed with the Holy Spirit whom he sends upon the Church and the 
world as his infinile strengthening and consoling power, so that the 
God who truly suffers remains infinite in his power 10 save us. 

Thus in Jesus Christ we see first the power of God in his miracles 
and his wisdom, the self-revelation of God. "Philip, whoever has seen 
me has seen the Father" (In 14:9), bUI we see God mosl perfectly re­
vealed on Ihe Cross, where Ihe Son suffers subjectively aillhat we can 
suffer. Looking at him and believing that he is now at the Father's right 
hand sending the Holy Spirit upon us, our own presenl suffering is 
uniled with his. While il remains human pain, it is transformed by the 
hope of glory, a hope Ihal is nOl merely fUlure bUI presenl in Ihe infinile 
power of God in Chris\. And as Christ by his suffering saved Ihe world, 
so by our suffering with him we save each other. 

Moreover, this present hope is available not only 10 Ihe mystic 
who experiences already something of that conlinuous peace that heaven 
will be, bUI even in the beginner. The Ihief on a cross repents and 
receives Ihe promise of paradise at the very side of Jesus who suffers 
even more Ihan the sinner because he feels the alienation of sin more 
profoundly. 

Two Objections can still be raised. First, is iltrue Ihal Jesus expe­
rienced aillhat we suffer? He was on the Cross only a few hours." How 
does that compare to the months and years of crucifixion some people 
undergo through sickness, enslavement, and rejection? How can we 
compare Calvary 10 the dealh camps of Auschwitz? Second, Jesus is no 
longer presenl wilh us. We may believe in his compassion, bUI he is not 
aClUally here 10 be our companion, since he suffered IWO Ihousand 
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years ago. The answer 10 both difficullies is 10 recall thaI the doctrine of 
the Incarnation includes the Church as Ihe Body of Christ in Ihal Jesus 
conlinues 10 be presenl really, though sacramenlally. 

51. Paul says, "Now I rejoice in my sufferings for your sake, and 
in my flesh I am filling up what is lacking in the affliclions of Christ on 
behalf of his body, Ihat is Ihe church" (Col 1:24). Our consolation, 
Iherefore, is in Ihe companionship of the suffering Christ present in our 
fellow Chrislians, Ihe Church. We bear a common witness and carry on 
a common slruggle Ihat we believe and experience 10 be a share in 
Christ's sufferings, endowed wilh Ihe power of Iransforming ourselves 
and the world. In the Church every mode of human suffering is expe­
rienced, though no single human being, even Jesus could aClually suf­
fer every kind of pain. Nevertheless in a very lrue sense, Jesus can be 
said 10 have suffered all suffering. For our sake he faced Ihe lotality of 
human evils, yel did not rebel againsllhe Falher for permilling Ihem. In 
his suffering he knew Ihat Ihe Father is Love who would never permit 
even Ihe leasl evil 10 one of his crealuresexcepl because he can and will 
bring oul of il a grealer good. 

S. The Greater Good 

Whal then is Ihis grealer good Ihal God brings out of evil Ihrough 
sharing that evil wilh us in his Son? We cannot here and now know Ihis 
grealer good by direcl experience. II can only be believed in and hoped 
for. The greater good is that the entire universe will be restored to its 
original purpose, freed from sin, not merely by God's gift, but by the 
efforls of angels and of human beings empowered by God's grace 10 

cooperale with God in this ultimale perfecling of the universe. More­
over, Ihis universe will be more perfect Ihan it would have been if Ihe 
road to ils complelion had not been Ihrough the fall and redemplion. 

It is an acceplable Iheological opinion in Ihe Calholic Tradilion 
that even if there had been no sin the Incarnalion would have laken 
place in order to bring Ihe universe to the most perfect possible union 
wilh God in ils head,lhe God-Man." This Iheological opinion although 
orthodox is purely speculalive. Whallhe Scriplures aClually assure us 
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is that God has chosen the way of the permission of sin to bring the 
universe to perfection. In his eternal wisdom he knows that out of this 
evil he can most fittingly bring the greater good of the Incarnation and 
thus reveal himself as the God of Love in a way most sympathetic to 
our human way of understanding. 

In the universe as it actually exists God has permitted his crea­
tures to use their free will to alienate themselves from him in order that 
they might learn through an experience in the mode proper to their own 
nature. They discover that they can be truly themselves only within his 
community, the Church; and he has mercifully provided a way back for 
them through the Incarnation. By doing so he has made the universe 
not merely his creation but has adopted angels and humans as his chil­
dren in a most perfect personal union. Thus it is not only intelligible 
objectively how it is possible for an all-loving and all-powerful God to 
permit his creatures for a time to derail his creation and thus bring 
suffering on themselves and each other. This is also subjectively ac­
ceptable since the Son of God in person has come to share that painful 
lesson with us and to tum it into a marvelous victory in which we can 
fully participate. 

The importance of emphasizing that through the Incarnation hu­
man cooperation with God becomes possible is that the Reformers in 
their anxiety to revive SI. Paul's teaching on the gratuity of grace tended 
to deny human cooperation and to make our redemption purely passive 
on our part." The result was that in that type of theology the Cross 
seemed to be God's Shylockean demand for a pound of ftesh to re­
venge himself for the insult given him by his rebellious creatures. When 
to this notion was added the Calvinist theme of double predestination. 
that God created some for salvation, some for damnation, God became, 
as Pierre Bayle said,'" hard to distinguish from the Devil. This theo­
logical nightmare accounts for the rejection of Christianity by many 
Humanists. 
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6. The God of Love 

Once we have seen that God revealed himself on the Cross as the God 
of love who is willing to suffer with us in order that we might under­
stand his love and tum to him in love. we begin to see what the accep­
tance of Christian faith entails. It demands nothing less than the gift of 
self in love, the love of God and neighbor. the love of God's whole 
creation and especially of all other human persons, even our enemies." 
This should not be understood as some kind of idealistic altruism. In 
loving God's creatures we first of all love ourselves for God's sake. 
with a love that seeks not immediate, partial satisfactions of a selfish 
sort. but with a love that seeks the common good in which our own 
good is included and completed. 

The uniqueness of the Christian way oflife is not in its glorification 
of love but in its insight as to what love is. For the Emanation Religions 
the concept of blrakti approaches this concept of the love of God. Yet 
because even in the theology of Ramanuja the human person does not 
stand in total distinction from God as in Creation Religions, this love 
cannot be more than a metaphor for the absorption of the creature into 
God. Hence also the love of neighbor is not seen as integrnlto the love 
of God.'" In the Creation Religions of Judaism and Islam the notion of 
the love of neighbor is restricted toa love of the righteous, because love 
is not thought of as a gift of God, but rather as wholly human submis· 
sion to God's will. In Humanism there can be a wonderful philan­
thropy and concern for the oppressed but it is restricted to a human 
relationship that does not extend to the cultural or class enemy. 

Could it not be Objected that Christian love also is limited since 
it only loves the enemy in view of his conversion and teaches that after 
death those who remain enemies of God will be punished forever in 
hell? The notion of hell seems to many Humanists the ultimate give­
away that exposes Christianity as. after all, an imperialism." Don't 
Christians love only those they hope to control, and when they find 
they cannot control them, don't they hate the infidel or apostate with a 
remorseless hatred? Surely if God is a God of love doesn't he still love 
those in hell and won't he ultimately redeem them? 
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In reply to this we must recall that love must be freely given. 
Moreover we have excluded the idea of literal reincarnation since that 
results in an idealistic dualism. We are not just spirits condemned to a 
body. As human persons the body we have isjust as much ourself as the 
soul we have and in the resurrection we will regain that same body for 
all eternity. Each of us has only one life on eanh in which to choose our 
ultimate relation to God and neighbor. This means that those who at 
death have by their own choice excluded themselves from the eternal 
Kingdom. the community of those who love and are loved by God. have 
also doomed themselves by their own choice to eternal alienation from 
God and humanity. The notion of hell as a place in which God torments 
his enemies and gloats over their suffering is a mistaken and misleading 
effon to express this alienation metaphorically and in imaginable terms. 
Hell is rather a state of alienation whose torments result from the self­
imposed condition of self contradiction of those who were created to 
love but who do not want to really love anyone but themselves. Its 
"fires" are the remorse and loneliness of endless self-hatred. 

God and the blessed still love those in hell for what they could 
have been. but the rejection by the damned of this love offered to them 
makes it definitively impossible that God and the saints could love 
whatlhe damned have freely chosen to make of themselves. In justice 
God cannot deprive them of the existence that he gave them to use and 
to which in spite of their unspeakable misery they continue to cling 
since they are unable to will their own annihilation." While suicides 
can will to annihilate themselves. the damned know they have no power 
to do so. yet cannot will that God should do so either. since that would 
be to submit to his sovereignty and their resistance to this sovereignty 
is the reason for their damnation." This is precisely the source of their 
torment that they cannot help but will to exist and yet also are fixed in 
their proud will to be independent of the Source of All Existence. God 
remains true to his half of the bargain not to destroy what out oflove he 
created. nor to violate the freedom of choice that he gave them. 

But as long as any human being lives this eanhly life the possibil­
ity of conversion lies open and Christians. who are commanded not to 
judge. must extend their love to their enemies hoping by that love to 
win their reconciliation and everlasting friendship in God. 
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Conclusion 

We have searched for a world-view and way oflife that not only meets 
all the ultimate concerns of human beings yet does so in conformity to 
objective truth accessible to human rational reflection over ordinary 
human experience. This search has arrived at Jesus Christ present in 
his community, the Christian Church, as that subsists in completeness 
in the communion headed by the successor of SI. Peter, that poor sinner 
who said, "Lord, you know everything; you know that I love you" On 
21: 17). 

This answer does not mean that the other world religions, even 
the secular ones, are rejected as erroneous or "inferior."M' As far as my 
admittedly limited acquaintance with and understanding of these reli­
gions goes, they are not excluded but included in the Gospel. This 
Gospel, I myself believe by a rationally credible faith, alone has the 
powerto bring them into ecumenical dialogue with one another in mutual 
respect for the truth to which each strives to be faithful. Dialogue be­
tween world-views does not require anyone to submit to their partner 
as a superior; in dialogue all partners are equal. To the Christian's 
claim to possess the Truth, the other partners have the right to make the 
same claim. In the course of the dialogue it will gradually become 
apparent that all in large measure share much of the same truth, as we 
have seen in this book, but dialogue must continue to find reconcilia­
tion on the points of difference that seem to remain. 

The Christian conviction is that in sincere dialogue Jesus Christ 
in his humility will himself shine forth as "the Light that enlightens 
everyone, coming into this world" On I :9) and it will become clear that 
all the other great prophets bear witness to him who dissolved all bar­
riers. "For he is our peace, he who made both one and broke down the 
dividing wall of enmity, through his flesh" (Eph 2:14). I believe that 
Jesus, the Word of God, will be found hidden at the heart of every great 
religion as the one teacher before whom all humanity will be found 
equal in being taught (Mt 23: 10), none of us having any claim to be 
superior to any other. 

But this confrontation with Jesus Christ is a terrible one. No one 
can meet him and see him looking on us with a love that is ready to die 
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for us, without beginning to tremble. To be so loved demands of us that 
we love in return, not merely out of fear or hope of reward, but in the 
gift of self in exchange for his gift of self to us. Such a gift requires us 
to let go of everything to which we cling, even ourselves. The first step 
and foundation of this self-giving is faith . Faith means to believe in 
God on his own word, not because of the signs that he has worked to 
reveal himself to us so that we might be able in our human way to 
believe. Yet these signs are given us not just in the remote past but in 
the living witness of the Catholic Church. Christ's Spirit maintains this 
community of faith, for all its human failings, faithful to God. Even 
today in this community of faith we can begin to practice the life of 
hope and love. Only this love can draw all Christians together in faith 
and make them a united witness so as to draw all the world to Jesus, and 
through him in the Spirit to the Father. 

To be truly human we ought to open our eyes in faith to God's 
self·revelation to us lest we wander away into darkness. But we find we 
cannot make this act of faith except by yielding our alienated hearts. 
Only he can turn us back to himself, but he will do so if we ask in 
prayer, "Lord I believe, help my unbelief' (Mk 9:23). 
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