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INTRODUCTION

What is theology? The word has been used by Christians since the third century to mean “talk about God.” 
“Christian theology” thus means something like “talking about God in a Christian way,” recognizing that 
the word “god” means quite different things to different religious traditions. Christians think about their 
faith; “theology” is the term used for both this process of reflection and its outcome. To study theology is 
thus to think systematically about the fundamental ideas of Christianity. It is intellectual reflection on the 
act, content, and implications of the Christian faith.

Starting to study Christian theology involves exploring a whole range of issues. Some of these focus on 
the identity and characteristics of theology itself. For example, what is theology? And how did it develop? 
How does it relate to other areas of life, such as philosophy or culture? How does our way of talking about 
God relate to our everyday language? To what extent – and in what ways – can the existence of God be 
proved?

The present chapter provides readings which explore these and related issues, some in depth. One of the 
most important debates in Christian theology concerns the relationship between faith and reason. Tradi-
tionally, Christian theology has seen reason as operating in a subservient role to revelation. Thomas Aquinas 
argued that supernatural truths need to be revealed to us. Human reason, on its own, cannot hope to gain 
access to divine mysteries. It can, however, reflect on them, once they had been revealed. This has been the 
position adopted by most Christian theologians. Reason allows us to reflect on revelation – but it must be 
used critically. This critical yet positive attitude toward human reason can be found throughout the writings 
of Augustine of Hippo, perhaps the most important and influential writer of the Latin west. Augustine’s 
attitude shaped much of the Christian discussion of the place of reason until the early modern period.

All this changed during the great “Age of Reason” in western culture, which most historians suggest is 
to be dated to the two hundred years between 1750 and 1950. This era saw a new confidence in the capacity 
of unaided human reason to explain and master the world. Reason, it was argued, was capable of deducing 
anything that needed to be known about God. There was no need to propose divine revelation. Instead, we 
could rely totally upon reason. This position is generally known as “rationalism” and is still encountered 
today in some quarters. However, its credibility has been severely shaken on account of the growing re-
alization that different cultures have different understandings of rationality. Reason, it turned out, is not 
the universal quality that many rationalists believed it to be. As the great Florentine poet Dante Alighieri 
noted, reason has “short wings.”

There is, of course, continued interest today in the role of reason in theology. The most obvious sign of this 
is the ongoing debate over “arguments for the existence of God.” Although it is very much open to question 
whether these arguments prove very much, let alone the existence of the Christian god, the fact that there 
is so much interest in them demonstrates that there is a continuing role for reason in theological debate.

This opening chapter brings together a group of readings dealing with preliminary matters. Readers can 
see it as a kind of “ground clearing,” preparing the way for a more detailed engagement with the sources of 
theology (Chapter 2) and the great themes of Christian doctrine (Chapters 3–10). Let’s look at some themes 
that will be explored in this first chapter.

1 Can God’s existence be proved?
There are three major themes that recur in Christian discussion of proofs for the existence of God. We 
could summarize them like this:

1 The existence of God is something that reason cannot prove conclusively. Yet the fact that the existence of 
God lies beyond reason does not for one moment mean that the existence of God is contrary to reason.
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2 Certain excellent reasons may be put forward for suggesting that God exists; these do not, however, count 
as “proofs” in the sense of “rigorous logical demonstrations” or “conclusive scientific experiments.”

3 Faith is really about trust in God, rather than just agreeing that God exists.

Since the Middle Ages, Christian theology has explored this question in some depth, with particularly im-
portant contributions being made by Anselm of Canterbury and Thomas Aquinas. Exploring this debate 
is an excellent way of engaging with some issues of fundamental theological importance. The following 
readings will help you engage with this debate:

CAN GOD’S EXISTENCE BE PROVED?

1.7 Anselm of Canterbury’s Proof for the Existence of God
1.8 Gaunilo’s Reply to Anselm’s Argument
1.9 Thomas Aquinas on Proofs for the Existence of God
1.11 William of Ockham on Proofs for the Existence of God
1.16 René Descartes on the Existence of God
1.17 Blaise Pascal on Proofs for the Existence of God
1.19 Immanuel Kant on Anselm’s Ontological Argument
1.22 John Henry Newman on the Grounds of Faith
1.26 Ludwig Wittgenstein on Proofs for the Existence of God

THE RATIONALITY OF FAITH

1.21 The First Vatican Council on Faith and Reason
1.22 John Henry Newman on the Grounds of Faith
1.37 John Polkinghorne on Motivated Belief in Theology
1.38 Pope Francis on Faith and Truth in Theology and the Church

As mentioned in the introduction to this work, these readings can be used to study general theological 
themes, allowing the reader to explore some of the central concerns, arguments, and issues they raise. As 
noted earlier, these readings are arranged chronologically and are each provided with a brief title indicat-
ing the reading’s scope and contents.

2 The relationship between faith and reason
A related issue is the rationality of faith. Whether God’s existence can be proved or not is one thing, but 
what about the more general question of the rationality of the Christian faith? Does it make sense? Or is 
it about a retreat from reality into some kind of fantasy world? The basic issue of the rational coherence of 
faith has been discussed throughout the long history of Christian thought, and some representative con-
tributions are included in this chapter.

3 The patristic debates over the relationships between culture, philosophy, and theology
The early church witnessed an especially interesting and important discussion of the extent to which the-
ology should interact with secular philosophy. Many within the churches were suspicious of engaging 
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positively with secular culture or philosophy, on account of the hostility of imperial Roman culture to-
ward Christianity. Yet, following the conversion of Constantine, attitudes began to change. The first four 
readings in this chapter will help you explore this debate and also encounter Augustine’s highly influential 
solution to the problem – the critical appropriation of culture by theology.

THE PATRISTIC DEBATE ON THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN CULTURE, 
PHILOSOPHY, AND THEOLOGY

1.1 Justin Martyr on Philosophy and Theology
1.2 Clement of Alexandria on Philosophy and Theology
1.3 Tertullian on the Relationship between Philosophy and Heresy
1.4 Augustine of Hippo on Philosophy and Theology

THEOLOGICAL LANGUAGE AND IMAGES

1.10 Thomas Aquinas on the Principle of Analogy
1.14 The Heidelberg Catechism on Images of God
1.25 Ludwig Wittgenstein on Analogy
1.27 Vladimir Lossky on Apophatic Approaches to Theology
1.29 Paul Tillich on the Method of Correlation
1.30 Ian T. Ramsey on the Language of Christian Doctrine
1.31 Sallie McFague on Metaphor in Theology
1.33 Brian A. Gerrish on Accommodation in Calvin’s Theology

THE NATURE OF DOGMA

1.23 Adolf von Harnack on the Origins of Dogma
1.34 George Lindbeck on Postliberal Approaches to Doctrine
1.35 Dumitru Stăniloae on the Nature of Dogma
2.34 Charles Gore on the Relationship between Dogma and the New Testament
4.29 Dorothy L. Sayers on Christology and Dogma

4 The status of theological language
A fourth area of considerable interest is the way in which theology makes use of language and imagery, 
including the question of whether theological language is analogical or metaphorical in character. The 
following readings introduce these important themes.

5 The nature of dogma
A final area of much theological interest in the past two centuries concerns the nature of dogma, such as 
the Chalcedonian definition of the identity of Jesus of Nazareth. Is this simply a hangover from the past? 
Or does it play a continuing role in contemporary theological reflection? The following readings represent 
a variety of approaches, each with its own distinctive emphasis. Note that two are found in later chapters 
of this work, reflecting the crossover of theological themes within this book.
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We have been taught that Christ is the firstborn of 
God, and we have proclaimed that he is the Logos, 
in whom every race of people have shared. And 
those who live according to the Logos are Chris-
tians, even though they may have been counted 
as atheists – such as Socrates and Heraclitus, and 
others like them, among the Greeks. […] Whatever 
either lawyers or philosophers have said well was 
articulated by finding and reflecting upon some 
aspect of the Logos. However, since they did not 
know the Logos – which is Christ – in its entirety, 
they often contradicted themselves. […] What-
ever all people have said well [kalos] belongs to 

us Christians. For we worship and love, next to 
God, the Logos, who comes from the unbegotten 
and ineffable God, since it was for our sake that 
he became a human being, in order that he might 
share in our sufferings and bring us healing. For 
all writers were able to see the truth darkly, on ac-
count of the implanted seed of the Logos which 
was grafted into them. Now the seed and imitation 
[mimema] of something which is given on the basis 
of a person’s capacity to receive it is quite different 
from that thing itself, of which the communication 
and imitation are received according to the grace 
of God.

1.1 JUSTIN MARTYR ON PHILOSOPHY AND THEOLOGY

In his two apologies for the Christian faith, written in Greek at Rome at some point during the 
 period 148–61, Justin Martyr (c.100–c.165) sets out a vigorous defense of Christianity in which he 
seeks to show how the gospel links up with secular notions of wisdom. Justin has an especial concern 
to relate the Christian gospel to the various forms of Platonism which were influential in the eastern 
Mediterranean region at this time, and thus stresses the convergence of Christianity and Platonism 
at a number of points of importance. In particular, Justin is drawn to the pivotal concept of the logos 
(this Greek term means “word”), which plays a key role in both Platonic philosophy and Christian 
theology – for example, see John 1: 14, which affirms that “the Word became flesh, and dwelt among 
us.” A central theme in Justin’s defense of the Christian faith is the idea that God has scattered “the 
seeds [spermata] of the Logos” throughout the world before the coming of Christ, so that secular 
wisdom and truth can point, however imperfectly, to Christ. See also 1.2, 1.3, 1.4.

Comment
Note how Justin argues that Jesus Christ is the logos. In other words, the foundational philosophical 
principle of the Platonic system, according to Justin, is not an abstract idea which needs to be discov-
ered by human reason but something which has been made known to humanity in a specific form. 
What the philosophers were seeking has been made known in Christ.

It follows that all true human wisdom derives from this logos, whether this is explicitly recognized 
or not. Justin argues that philosophical contradictions and tensions arise through an incomplete 
access to the logos. Full access to the logos is now possible, however, through Christ.

Justin then asserts that all those who honestly and sincerely act according to what they know of the 
logos can be reckoned as being Christians, including Socrates. It thus follows that what is good and 
true in secular philosophy can be accepted and honored by Christians, in that it ultimately derives 
from the logos, whether this is explicitly recognized or not.
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Thus until the coming [parousia] of the Lord, 
 philosophy was necessary to the Greeks for right-
eousness. And now it assists those who come to 
faith by way of demonstration, as a kind of pre-
paratory training [propaideia] for true religion. 
For “you will not stumble” (Proverbs 3: 23) if you 
attribute all good things to providence, whether 
it  belongs to the Greeks or to us. For God is the 
source of all good things, some directly (as with the 

Old and the New Testaments), and some indirectly 
(as with philosophy). But it might be that philoso-
phy was given to the Greeks immediately and di-
rectly, until such time as the Lord should also call 
the Greeks. For philosophy acted as a “custodian” 
[epaidagogei] to bring the Greeks to Christ, just as 
the law brought the Hebrews. Thus philosophy was 
by way of a preparation, which prepared the way 
for its perfection in Christ.

1.2 CLEMENT OF ALEXANDRIA ON PHILOSOPHY AND THEOLOGY

The eight books of Clement of Alexandria’s Stromata (the word literally means “carpets”) deal at 
length with the relationship between the Christian faith and Greek philosophy. The major Egyptian 
city of Alexandria was a leading center of Platonism at this time. In this extract from the Stromata, 
originally written in Greek in the early third century, Clement (c.150–c.215) argues that God gave 
philosophy to the Greeks as a way of preparing them for the coming of Christ, in the same way as he 
gave the Jews the law of Moses. While not conceding that philosophy has the same status as divine 
revelation, Clement goes beyond Justin Martyr’s suggestion that the mere seeds of the Logos are to 
be found in Greek philosophy. See also 1.1, 1.3, 1.4.

Comment
It is clear that Clement is concerned to explore the ways in which Greek philosophy can be thought of 
as preparing the way for the gospel. Clement argues that the Old Testament prepared the way for the 
Jewish people to receive the Christian faith; Greek philosophy, he argues, served a similar function 
for the Greeks.

Clement clearly regards philosophy as having a continuing positive role for Christians. It has not 
been made irrelevant by the coming of Christ; it remains a way by which sincere and truth-loving 
people can make their way to faith. Christ is seen as the perfection and fulfillment of philosophy, just 
as he is also to be seen as the perfection and fulfillment of the Old Testament.

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 Why do you think Justin wanted to stress the convergence of Christianity and Platonism?
2 What Christian attitude to secular philosophy results from Justin’s understanding of the logos?
3 What difficulties arise from the assertion that the pagan philosophers Socrates and Heraclitus can be 

regarded as Christians?
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For philosophy provides the material of worldly 
wisdom, in boldly asserting itself to be the inter-
preter of the divine nature and dispensation. The 
heresies themselves receive their weapons from 
philosophy. It was from this source that Valenti-
nus, who was a disciple of Plato, got his ideas 

about the “aeons” and the “trinity of humanity.” 
And it was from there that the god of Marcion 
(much to be preferred, on account of his tranquil-
ity) came; Marcion came from the Stoics. To say 
that the soul is subject to death is to go the way 
of Epicurus. And the denial of the resurrection of 

1.3 TERTULLIAN ON THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN 
PHILOSOPHY AND HERESY

The Roman theologian Tertullian (c.160–c.220) was noted for his hostility toward the inappropriate 
intrusion of philosophy into theology. Philosophy, he argued, was pagan in its outlook, and its use 
in theology could only lead to heresy within the church. In his On the Rule of the Heretics, written 
in Latin in the first years of the third century, Tertullian set up a celebrated contrast between Ath-
ens and Jerusalem, symbolizing the tension between pagan philosophy and the revelation of the 
 Christian faith. Tertullian’s basic question concerned the relationship between Christian theology 
and secular philosophy, especially Platonism. The Greek city of Athens was the home of the Acad-
emy, an institution of secular learning founded by Plato in 387 bc. For Tertullian, Christian theolo-
gians inhabited a completely different mental world from their pagan counterparts. How could there 
be a dialogue between them? See also 1.1, 1.2, 1.4.

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 Read the following verse from Paul’s Letter to the Galatians: “Now before faith came, we were confined 
under the law, kept under restraint until faith should be revealed. So that the law was our custodian 
until Christ came, that we might be justified by faith” (Galatians 3: 23–4). The Greek word here trans-
lated as “custodian” is the same term that Clement uses to refer to the role of philosophy. There is no 
doubt that Clement intended his readers to pick up on this parallelism. What points did Clement hope 
to make? You may find it helpful to begin by asking what role Paul appears to assign to the law in this 
Galatians passage, and then compare this with the role assigned to philosophy by Clement.

2 “Christ is Logos and Nomos.” This summary of the relationship between Christ and both Greek 
 philosophy and the Old Testament is often encountered in the literature, and was first proposed by 
the noted German historian of Christian thought Adolf von Harnack. Logos is, as we have seen, the 
Greek word for “word” and has important overtones for Platonic philosophy. Nomos is the Greek word 
for “law,” and picks up on the important role assigned to the law in the Christian faith by Paul. So 
what points are made by the statement “Christ is Logos and Nomos”? And why would writers such as 
Clement or Justin want to make such points in the first place?

3 The New Testament often identifies two broad audiences for the gospel: “Jews and Greeks.” Read the 
following brief extract from Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians: “For Jews demand signs and Greeks 
seek wisdom, but we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles, but to 
those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God” (1 Cor-
inthians 1: 22–4). In what way does Clement develop and extend Paul’s concerns?
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the body is found throughout the writings of all 
the philosophers. To say that matter is equal with 
God is to follow the doctrine of Zeno; to speak 
of a god of fire is to draw on Heraclitus. It is the 
same subjects which preoccupy both the here-
tics and the philosophers. Where does evil come 
from, and why? Where does human nature come 
from, and how? […] What is there in common 
between Athens and Jerusalem? between the 
Academy and the church? Our system of beliefs 

[institutio] comes from the Porch of Solomon, 
who himself taught that it was necessary to seek 
God in the simplicity of the heart. So much the 
worse for those who talk of a “Stoic,” “Platonic” or 
“dialectic” Christianity! We have no need for cu-
riosity after Jesus Christ, nor for inquiry [inquisi-
tio] after the gospel. When we believe, we desire 
to believe nothing further. For we need believe 
nothing more than “there is nothing else which 
we are obliged to believe.”

Comment
Athens and Jerusalem are here contrasted: the former is the home of pagan philosophy, the latter of 
divine revelation, culminating in Christ. The “Academy” is a specific reference to the Platonic school 
of philosophy at Athens, rather than a more general reference to what would now be known as the 
“academic” world (although this modern English word derives from the name of Plato’s school). Note 
how Tertullian argues that it is a simple matter of historical fact that heresies seem to derive their 
ideas from secular philosophy. This, in his view, is enough to raise very serious questions concerning 
the use of philosophy in theology.

Many of the heresies that Tertullian mentions are forms of Gnosticism. In particular, he makes 
reference to the second-century writer Marcion, who was excommunicated in the year 144. Accord-
ing to Marcion, Christianity was a religion of love, which had no place whatsoever for law. The Old 
Testament relates to a different God from the New; the Old Testament God, who merely created the 
world, was obsessed with the idea of law. The New Testament God, however, redeemed the world, and 
was concerned with love. For Marcion, the purpose of Christ was to depose the Old Testament God 
(who bears a considerable resemblance to the Gnostic “demiurge,” a semidivine figure responsible 
for fashioning the world) and replace this with the worship of the true God of grace.

Tertullian’s basic thesis is that secular philosophies contain core ideas which ultimately are in-
consistent with the Christian faith. If these philosophical systems are used as the basis of Christian 
theology, a serious tension will result, which could lead to the erosion of Christian integrity. Note 
how Tertullian regards the roots of heresy as lying outside the church, not within it.

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 Tertullian and Justin Martyr (1.1) both make reference to the pagan philosopher Heraclitus. Summa-
rize their differing attitudes to him. How would you account for these differences?

2 What does Tertullian mean by the following question: “What is there in common between Athens and 
Jerusalem? between the Academy and the church?”

3 Tertullian was a Latin-speaking theologian, based in the western Mediterranean region; Justin and 
Clement were both Greek-speakers, based in the eastern Mediterranean region. Does this observation 
have any relevance to their attitudes to philosophy?
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If those who are called philosophers, particularly 
the Platonists, have said anything which is true 
and consistent with our faith, we must not reject 
it, but claim it for our own use, in the knowledge 
that they possess it unlawfully. The Egyptians pos-
sessed idols and heavy burdens, which the children 
of Israel hated and from which they fled; however, 
they also possessed vessels of gold and silver and 
clothes which our forebears, in leaving Egypt, took 
for themselves in secret, intending to use them in 
a better way. […] In the same way, pagan learn-
ing is not entirely made up of false teachings and 
superstitions. […] It contains also some excellent 
teachings, well suited to be used by truth, and ex-
cellent moral values. Indeed, some truths are even 
found among them which relate to the worship 
of the One God. Now these are, so to speak, their 
gold and their silver, which they did not invent 
themselves, but which they dug out of the mines 
of the providence of God, which are scattered 
throughout the world, yet which are improperly 
and unlawfully prostituted to the worship of de-
mons. The Christian, therefore, can separate these 
truths from their unfortunate associations, take 
them away, and put them to their proper use for 
the proclamation of the gospel. […] What else have 

many good and faithful people from amongst us 
done? Look at the wealth of gold and silver and 
clothes which Cyprian – that eloquent teacher and 
blessed martyr – brought with him when he left 
Egypt! And think of all that Lactantius brought 
with him, not to mention Marius Victorinus, 
Optatus and Hilary of Poitiers, and others who are 
still living! And look at how much the Greeks have 
borrowed! And before all of these, we find that Mo-
ses, that most faithful servant of God, had done the 
same thing: after all, it is written of him that “he 
was learned in all the wisdom of the Egyptians” 
(Acts 7: 22). Pagan superstition would never have 
provided these divisions of knowledge it held to 
be useful to any of these (especially in those times 
when, kicking against the yoke of Christ, it was 
persecuting the Christians) if it had suspected they 
would turn them to the service of worshipping 
the One God, and thereby overturning the empty 
worship of idols. But they gave their gold and their 
silver and their garments to the people of God as 
they were going out of Egypt, not knowing how 
these things that they gave would be used in the 
service of Christ. So what was done at the time of 
the Exodus was doubtless a type prefiguring what 
is happening now!

Comment
Note how Augustine adopts a critical yet positive attitude to philosophy. It asserts some things which 
are true and others which are false. It cannot be totally rejected on the one hand; on the other, neither 
can it be uncritically accepted. It is important to note that Augustine is affirming that Christians 

1.4 AUGUSTINE OF HIPPO ON PHILOSOPHY AND THEOLOGY

In this extract from On Christian Doctrine, originally written in Latin around 397, Augustine of 
Hippo (354–430) deals with the relationship between Christianity and pagan philosophy. Using the 
Exodus from Egypt as a model, Augustine argues that there is no reason why Christians should not 
extract all that is good in philosophy, and put it to the service of preaching the gospel. Just as Israel 
left behind the burdens of Egypt, while carrying off its treasures, so theology can discard what is 
useless or oppressive in secular philosophy and exploit what is good and useful. See also 1.1, 1.2, 1.3.
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are free to make use of philosophical ideas, which can be detached from their pagan associations. It 
must be remembered that, until the conversion of the Roman emperor Constantine, pagan culture 
was strongly hostile to Christianity and encouraged its persecution and oppression. Augustine’s ar-
gument is that philosophical ideas can be extricated from their historical associations with the pagan 
culture which persecuted earlier generations of Christians. Although this persecution had ended 
nearly a century before Augustine’s time, it was still an important theme in Christian thinking. 
Augustine’s approach allowed a more positive attitude to be adopted into the ideas and values of 
secular culture.

Notice how Augustine appeals to a series of distinguished Christians who were converted to 
Christianity from paganism yet were able to make good use of their pagan upbringing in serving the 
church. Cyprian of Carthage is of especial importance for Augustine. Cyprian had been martyred by 
the Romans in the third century and was regarded with great respect by Christians in North Africa 
as a result.

1.5 THE NICENE CREED

The Nicene Creed is widely regarded as the basis of orthodox Christianity in both the eastern and 
western churches. The word “creed” derives from the Latin term credo (“I believe”), with which many 
creeds open. Although the focus of this specific creed is primarily Christological, its importance 
relates to its function as a “rule of faith” within the churches. Arian writers had argued that Christ 
was not fully divine but was to be thought of as “first among the creatures.” As part of its polemic 
against the Arians, the Council of Nicea (June 325) formulated a short statement of faith, based on 
a baptismal creed used at Jerusalem. This creed was intended to affirm the full divinity of Christ 
against the Arian understanding of his creaturely status, and includes four explicit condemnations 
of Arian views as well as three articles of faith. As the full details of the proceedings of the Council of 
Nicea are now lost, we are obliged to rely on secondary sources (such as ecclesiastical historians, 
and writers such as Athanasius of Alexandria and Basil of Caesarea) for the text of this creed. Note 
that the translation provided here is of the Greek original rather than of the Latin version of Hilary 

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 Augustine makes use of a number of biblical passages in making his points (especially Exodus 3: 21–2; 
12: 35–6). What is the specific point of the reference to the Israelites leaving Egypt? And what is the 
importance of the “gold and silver” to Augustine’s argument? Note how these commodities are things 
that are mined, rather than created. Does the fact that they are extracted from the ground, rather than 
fashioned by human hands, affect Augustine’s argument in any way?

2 Augustine declares that Moses himself was “learned in all the wisdom of the Egyptians.” What biblical 
passage is this based upon? And what role does this observation play in Augustine’s argument?

3 Augustine’s attitude to secular philosophy could be described as one of “critical appropriation.” How 
does this compare with those attitudes adopted by Justin, Clement, and Tertullian?



1.5 THE NICENE CREED

11

We believe in one God, the Father, the almighty 
[pantokrator], the maker of all things seen and 
unseen.

And in one Lord Jesus Christ, the Son of God; 
begotten from the Father; only-begotten – that is, 
from the substance of the Father; God from God; 
light from light; true God from true God; begotten 
not made; being of one substance with the Father 
[homoousion to patri]; through whom all things 
in heaven and on earth came into being; who on 
account of us human beings and our salvation 
came down and took flesh, becoming a human 

being [sarkothenta, enanthroposanta]; he suffered 
and rose again on the third day, ascended into the 
heavens; and will come again to judge the living 
and the dead.

And in the Holy Spirit.
As for those who say that “there was when he 

was not,” and “before being born he was not,” and 
“he came into existence out of nothing,” or who de-
clare that the Son of God is of a different substance 
or nature, or is subject to alteration or change – the 
catholic and apostolic church condemns these.

of Poitiers. Note also that the term “Nicene Creed” is often used as a shorter way of referring to the 
“Niceno–Constantinopolitan Creed,” which has a significantly longer discussion of the person of 
Christ and also makes statements concerning the church, forgiveness, and eternal life. See also 1.6, 
2.7, 2.23, 4.16.

Comment
It is clear that this creed is specifically directed against Arius’s position, which can be summarized 
in the following manner:

1 The Son is a creature, who, like all other creatures, derives from the will of God.
2 The term “Son” is thus a metaphor, an honorific term intended to underscore the rank of the Son 

among other creatures. It does not imply that Father and Son share the same being or status.
3 The status of the Son is itself a consequence not of the nature of the Son but of the will of the 

Father.

Each of the specific condemnations in the text is directed against a fighting slogan of the Arian party.
The use of the phrase “being of one substance with the Father [homoousion to patri]” is especially 

important. During the Arian controversy of the fourth century, debate came to center upon two 
terms as possible descriptions of the relation of the Father to the Son. The term homoiousios, which 
means “of similar substance” or “of like being,” was seen by some as representing a judicious com-
promise, allowing the close relationship between Father and Son to be asserted without requiring 
any further speculation on the precise nature of that relationship. However, the rival term homoou-
sios, “of the same substance” or “of the same being,” eventually gained the upper hand. Though 
differing by only one letter from the alternative term, it embodied a very different understanding of 
the relationship between Father and Son; namely, that the Son was identical to the Father in terms of 
their being or existence – or, to put this more formally, that the Son was ontologically identical to the 
Father. This affirmation has since come to be widely regarded as a benchmark of Christological or-
thodoxy within all the mainstream Christian churches, whether Protestant, Catholic, or Orthodox.
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 1 I believe in God, the Father almighty, creator of 
the heavens and earth;

 2 and in Jesus Christ, his only [unicus] Son, our 
Lord;

 3 who was conceived by the Holy Spirit and born 
of the Virgin Mary;

 4 he suffered under Pontius Pilate, was crucified, 
dead and buried; [he descended to hell;]

 5 on the third day he was raised from the dead;
 6 he ascended into the heavens, and sits at the 

right hand of God the Father almighty;

 7 from where he will come to judge the living and 
the dead.

 8 I believe in the Holy Spirit;
 9 in the holy catholic church; [the communion of 

saints;]
10 the forgiveness of sins;
11 the resurrection of the flesh [resurrectio carnis];
12 and eternal life.

Comment
Note how the document is traditionally divided into 12 affirmations, each of which is linked with 
the name of an apostle.

These creedal statements are brief and nonpolemical. They affirm certain points without criticiz-
ing alternatives. It is interesting to compare this with the Nicene Creed (1.5), which is concerned to 

1.6 THE APOSTLES’ CREED

The document known as the Apostles’ Creed is widely used in the western church as a succinct 
summary of the leading themes of the Christian faith. Its historical evolution is complex, with its 
origins lying in declarations of faith which were required of those who wanted to be baptized. The 
12 individual statements of this creed, which seems to have assumed its final form in the eighth 
century, are traditionally ascribed to individual apostles, although there is no historical justification 
for this belief. During the twentieth century, the Apostles’ Creed has become widely accepted by 
most churches, eastern and western, as a binding statement of Christian faith, despite the fact that 
its statements concerning the “descent to hell” and the “communion of saints” (here printed within 
square brackets) are not found in eastern versions of the work. See also 1.5, 2.7, 4.15.

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 This creed focuses on the identity of Christ, and especially his relationship to God the Father. Why is 
this? Why is there relatively little material relating to other aspects of the Christian faith? You might 
like to compare this creed with the later Apostles’ Creed (1.6) to appreciate this point.

2 What is the point at issue in the discussion over whether the Son is homoiousios or homoousios with 
the Father? Is it important?

3 What does this creed mean when it asserts that Christ is “God from God; light from light; true God 
from true God”?
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counter Arian ideas and thus explicitly condemns such teachings. The Apostles’ Creed avoids such 
polemics and does not have the same Christological preoccupation or concentration found in the 
Nicene Creed.

The brevity of the creedal affirmations reflects the origins of this creed as a statement of faith 
which would be made at the time of an individual’s baptism. There are many examples of Christian 
works from the patristic period which provide expansions and explanations of these statements, such 
as Cyril of Jerusalem’s catechetical lectures.

This [definition of God] is indeed so true that 
it cannot be thought of as not being true. For it 
is quite possible to think of something whose 
non-existence cannot be thought of. This must 
be greater than something whose non- existence 
can be thought of. So if this thing (than which no 

greater thing can be thought) can be thought of 
as not existing, then, that very thing than which 
a greater thing cannot be thought is not that 
than which a greater thing cannot be thought. 
This is a contradiction. So it is true that there 
 exists something than which nothing greater 

1.7 ANSELM OF CANTERBURY’S PROOF FOR THE EXISTENCE OF GOD

In his Proslogion, written in Latin around 1079, Anselm of Canterbury (c.1033–1109) offers a defi-
nition of God as “that than which no greater thing can be thought” (aliquid quo maius cogitari non 
potest). He argues that, if this definition of God is correct, it necessarily implies the existence of God. 
The reason for this is as follows. If God does not exist, the idea of God remains, yet the reality of God 
is absent. Yet the reality of God is greater than the idea of God. Therefore, if God is “that than which 
no greater thing can be thought,” the idea of God must lead to accepting the reality of God, in that 
otherwise the mere idea of God is the greatest thing which can be thought. This, however, contradicts 
the definition of God on which the argument is based.

Therefore, Anselm argues, given the existence of the idea of God, and the acceptance of the defi-
nition of God as “that than which no greater thing can be thought,” the reality of God necessarily 
follows. Note that the Latin verb cogitare is sometimes translated as “conceive,” leading to the defi-
nition of God as “that than which no greater thing can be conceived.” Both translations are perfectly 
acceptable. See also 1.8, 1.19.

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 How do you account for the differences in format and content between the Nicene and Apostles’ 
Creeds?

2 Why do you think that this creed has become increasingly important in ecumenical discussions be-
tween Christian denominations in recent decades?

3 There is no mention made in this creed of the sources of Christian beliefs, such as the idea of revelation 
or the important place of the Bible in the Christian life. Why not?
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can be thought, that it cannot be thought of as 
not existing.

And you are this thing, O Lord our God! So 
truly therefore do you exist, O Lord my God, that 
you cannot be thought of as not existing, and with 
good reason; for if a human mind could think of 
anything greater than you, the creature would rise 

above the Creator and judge you; which is obvi-
ously absurd. And in truth whatever else there be 
beside you may be thought of as not existing. So 
you alone, most truly of all, and therefore most of 
all, have existence: because whatever else exists, 
does not exist as truly as you, and therefore exists 
to a lesser degree.

1.8 GAUNILO’S REPLY TO ANSELM’S ARGUMENT

In this response to Anselm’s argument for the existence of God (see 1.7), written at some point in 
the late eleventh century, the Benedictine monk Gaunilo of Marmoutiers argues that the mere idea 
of something – whether a perfect island or God – does not guarantee its existence. Being able to 
conceive something does not imply that it is really there. This document is sometimes referred to as 

Comment
This approach is often referred to as the “ontological argument.” (The term “ontological” refers to the 
branch of philosophy which deals with the notion of “being.”) It is important to realize that Anselm 
himself does not refer to his discussion as an “ontological” argument, and does not even seem to have 
seen it as an “argument” in the strict sense of the word. The Proslogion is really a work of meditation, 
not of logical argument. In the course of this work Anselm reflects on how self-evident the idea of 
God has become to him and what the implications of this might be. We must be careful not to present 
Anselm as setting out to offer a foolproof argument for the existence of God, which he clearly did 
not intend to do.

The crux of Anselm’s point is this: the idea of something is inferior to its reality. It therefore 
follows, according to Anselm, that the idea of God as “that than which nothing greater can be con-
ceived” contains a contradiction – because the reality of God would be superior to this idea. In other 
words, if this definition of God is correct, and exists in the human mind, then the corresponding 
reality must also exist.

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 Anselm offers a very specific definition of God as the basis of his argument. But where does this defi-
nition come from?

2 Does the idea of something imply its existence? We shall consider this question further in 1.8.
3 Anselm’s argument is set in the context of a sustained meditation on the nature of God, rather than a 

logical analysis of the nature of God’s being. How important is the context of Anselm’s argument to 
the form it takes?
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To give an example. People say that somewhere 
in the ocean there is an island which, because of 
the difficulty (or rather the impossibility) of find-
ing that which does not exist, some have called the 
“Lost Island.” And we are told that it is blessed with 
all manner of priceless riches and delights in abun-
dance, far more than the Happy Isles, and, having 
no owner or inhabitant, it is superior in every re-
spect in the abundance of its riches to all those other 
lands that are inhabited by people. Now, if someone 
were to tell me about this, I shall easily understand 
what is said, since there is nothing difficult about it. 
But suppose that I am then told, as though it were a 
direct consequence of this: “You cannot any more 
doubt that this island that is more excellent than all 
other lands truly exists somewhere in reality than 
you can doubt that it is in your mind; and since it is 

more excellent to exist not just in your mind but in 
reality as well, therefore it must exist. For if it did 
not exist, any other land existing in reality would 
be more excellent than it, and so this island, already 
conceived by you to be more excellent than others, 
will not be more excellent.” I say in response that 
if anyone wanted to persuade me in this way that 
this island really exists beyond all doubt, I should 
either think that they were joking, or I should find 
it hard to decide which of us I ought to think of 
as the bigger fool: I myself, if I agreed with them, 
or they, if they thought that they had proved the 
existence of this island with any certainty, unless 
they had first persuaded me that its very excellence 
exists in my mind precisely as a thing existing truly 
and indubitably and not just as something unreal 
or doubtfully real.

“The Reply on behalf of the Fool,” a reference to the fool who denied the existence of God in Scripture 
(Psalm 14: 1). See also 1.7, 1.19.

Comment
There is, according to Gaunilo, an obvious logical weakness in Anselm’s “argument” (1.7, although it 
must be stressed that Anselm does not really regard it as an argument in the first place). The weak-
ness can be understood as follows. Imagine, Gaunilo suggests, an island, so lovely that a more perfect 
island cannot be conceived. By Anselm’s argument, that island must exist, in that the reality of the 
island is necessarily more perfect than the mere idea.

In much the same way, someone might argue that the idea of a hundred-dollar bill seems, accord-
ing to Anselm, to imply that we have such a bill in our hands. The mere idea of something – whether 
a perfect island or God – thus does not guarantee its existence.

The response offered by Gaunilo is widely regarded as exposing a serious weakness in Anselm’s ar-
gument. It may, however, be pointed out that Anselm is not so easily dismissed. Part of his argument 
is that it is an essential part of the definition of God that God is “that than which nothing greater 
can be conceived.” God therefore belongs to a totally different category than islands or dollar bills. It 
is part of the nature of God to transcend everything else. Once the believer has come to understand 
what the word “God” means, then God really does exist for him or her. This is the intention of An-
selm’s meditation in the Proslogion: to reflect on how the Christian understanding of the nature of 
God reinforces belief in his reality. The “argument” does not really have force outside this context 
of faith, and Anselm never intended it to be used in this general philosophical manner. For Anselm, 
the issue is that of the internal consistency of faith, not its capacity to demonstrate its ideas in the 
public arena.
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WHETHER GOD’S EXISTENCE CAN 
BE DEMONSTRATED

There are two types of demonstration. There is 
demonstration through the cause, or, as we say, 
“from grounds,” which argues from cause to effect. 
There is also demonstration by means of effects, 
following the order in which we experience things, 
arguing from effect to cause. Now when an effect is 
more apparent to us than its cause, we come to know 
the cause through its effect. Even though the effect 
should be better known to us, we can demonstrate 
from any effect that its cause exists, because effects 
always depend on some cause, and a cause must ex-
ist if its effect exists. We can therefore demonstrate 
that God exists from what is not evident to us on the 
basis of effects which are evident to us. […]

WHETHER GOD EXISTS

The existence of God can be proved in five ways. 
The first and most obvious proof is the argument 
from change [ex parte motus]. It is clearly the case 
that some things in this world are in the process 
of changing. Now everything that is in the process 
of being changed is changed by something else, 
since nothing is changed unless it is potentially 
that towards which it is being changed, whereas 
that which changes is actual. To change something 
is nothing else than to bring it from potentiality 
to actuality, and a thing can be brought from po-
tentiality to actuality only by something which is 
actual. Thus a fire, which is actually hot, makes 
wood, which is potentially hot, to be actually hot, 
thus changing and altering it. Now it is impossible 

1.9 THOMAS AQUINAS ON PROOFS FOR THE EXISTENCE OF GOD

In this famous discussion, the great scholastic theologian Thomas Aquinas (c.1225–74) sets out five 
ways in which the existence of God may be demonstrated. Although these cannot be regarded as 
“proofs” in the strict sense of the word, Aquinas regards them as demonstrating the consistency of 
Christian theology with what is known of the world. The “Five Ways” do not include the “ontologi-
cal” argument set out by Anselm earlier, which we considered at 1.7 and 1.8. The Summa theologiae 
(“The Totality of Theology”), which Aquinas began to write in Latin in 1265 and left unfinished at the 
time of his death, is widely regarded as the greatest work of medieval theology. Note that the Latin 
term motus can be translated “motion” or “change.” The first of Aquinas’s arguments is normally 
referred to as the “argument from motion”; however, it is clear that the motus in question is actually 
understood in more general terms, so that the term “change” is more appropriate as a translation. 
See also 1.7, 1.8, 1.11, 1.16, 1.17.

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 Summarize in your own words the point which is made by Gaunilo by using the analogy of the “Lost 
Island.”

2 Anselm argued that Gaunilo had not entirely understood him. The argument which he set out in the 
Proslogion did not, he insisted, involve the idea that there is a being that is, as a matter of fact, greater 
than any other being; rather, Anselm had argued for a being so great that a greater one could not even 
be conceived. How would you respond to Anselm’s counterargument?

3 In the light of Gaunilo’s criticism, can any further use be made of Anselm’s reflections on the existence 
of God? Or are these now shown to be compromised?



1.9 THOMAS AQUINAS ON PROOFS FOR THE EXISTENCE OF GOD

17

for the same thing to be both actual and poten-
tial in the same respect, although it may be so in 
different respects. What is actually hot cannot at 
the same time be potentially hot, although it is 
potentially cold. It is therefore impossible that, in 
the same manner and in the same way, anything 
should be both the one which effects a change and 
the one that is changed, so that it should change 
itself. Whatever is changed must therefore be 
changed by something else. If, then, whatever 
is changing it is itself changed, this also must be 
changed by something else, and this in turn by 
something else again. But this cannot go on for-
ever, since there would then be no first cause to 
this process of change, and consequently no other 
agent of change, because secondary things which 
change cannot change unless they are changed 
by a first cause, in the same way as a stick can-
not move unless it is moved by the hand. We are 
therefore bound to arrive at a first cause of change 
which is not changed by anything, and everyone 
understands that this is God.

The second way is based on the nature of an 
efficient cause. We find that there is a sequence 
of efficient causes in the observable world. But we 
do not find that anything is the efficient cause of 
itself. Nor is this possible, for the thing would then 
be prior to itself, which is impossible. But neither 
can the sequence of efficient causes be infinite, for 
in every sequence the first efficient cause is the 
cause of an intermediate cause, and an intermedi-
ate cause is the cause of the ultimate cause, whether 
there are many intermediate causes, or just one. 
Now when a cause is taken away, so is its effect. 
Hence if there were no first efficient cause, there 
would be no ultimate cause, and no intermediate 
cause. But if there was an infinite regression of effi-
cient causes, there would be no first efficient cause. 
As a result, there would be no ultimate effect, and 
no intermediate causes. But this is plainly false. We 
are therefore bound to suppose that there is a first 
efficient cause. And everyone calls this “God.”

The third way is from the nature of possibility 
and necessity. There are some things which may 
either exist or not exist, since some things come to 
be and pass away, and may therefore exist or not 
exist. Now it is impossible that all of these should 

exist at all times, because there is at least some 
time when that which may possibly not exist does 
not exist. Hence if all things were such that they 
might not exist, at some time or other there would 
be nothing. But if this were true there would be 
nothing in existence now, since what does not exist 
cannot begin to exist, unless through something 
which does exist. If nothing had ever existed, 
it would have been impossible for anything to 
begin to exist, and there would now be nothing 
at all. But this is plainly false, and hence not all 
existence is merely possible. Something in things 
must be necessary. Now everything which is nec-
essary either derives its necessity from somewhere 
else or does not. But we cannot go on to infinity 
with necessary things which have a cause of their 
necessity, any more than with efficient causes, as 
we proved. We are therefore bound to suppose 
something necessary in itself, which does not owe 
its necessity to anything else, but which is the 
cause of the necessity of other things. And every-
one calls this “God.”

The fourth way is from the gradation that oc-
curs in things, which are found to be more good, 
true, noble and so on, just as others are found to 
be less so. Things are said to be more and less be-
cause they approximate in different degrees to that 
which is greatest. A thing gets hotter and hotter as 
it approaches the thing which is the hottest. There 
is therefore something which is the truest, the best, 
and the noblest, and which is consequently the 
greatest in being, since that which has the greatest 
truth is also greatest in being. […] Now that which 
most thoroughly possesses the nature of any genus 
is the cause of all that the genus contains. Thus fire, 
which is most perfectly hot, is the cause of all hot 
things. […] There is therefore something which is 
the cause of the being of all things that are, as well 
as of their goodness and their every perfection. 
This we call “God.”

The fifth way is based on the governance of 
things. We see how some things, like natural 
bodies, work for an end even though they have 
no knowledge. The fact that they nearly always 
operate in the same way, and so as to achieve the 
maximum good, makes this obvious, and shows 
that they attain their end by design, not by chance. 
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Now things which have no knowledge tend 
towards an end only through the agency of some-
thing which knows and also understands, as in the 

case of an arrow which requires an archer. There is 
therefore an intelligent being by whom all natural 
things are directed to their end. This we call “God.”

Comment
The first way begins from the observation that things in the world are in motion or change. The world 
is not static but rather dynamic. Examples of this are easy to list. Rain falls from the sky. Stones roll 
down valleys. The earth revolves around the sun (a fact, incidentally, unknown to Aquinas). This, the 
first of Aquinas’s arguments, is normally referred to as the “argument from motion”; however, it is 
clear that the “movement” in question is actually understood in more general terms, so that the term 
“change” is more appropriate as a translation at points. Aquinas argues that everything which moves 
is moved by something else. For every motion, there is a cause. Things don’t just move – they are 
moved by something else. Now each cause of motion must itself have a cause. And that cause must 
have a cause as well. And so Aquinas argues that there is a whole series of causes of motion lying 
behind the world as we know it. Now, unless there are an infinite number of these causes, Aquinas 
argues, there must be a single cause right at the origin of the series. From this original cause of mo-
tion, all other motion is ultimately derived. This is the origin of the great chain of causality which 
we see reflected in the way the world behaves. From the fact that things are in motion, Aquinas thus 
argues for the existence of a single original cause of all this motion – and this, he concludes, is none 
other than God.

The second way begins from the idea of causation. In other words, Aquinas notes the existence of 
causes and effects in the world. One event (the effect) is explained by the influence of another (the 
cause). The idea of motion, which we looked at briefly above, is a good example of this cause-and-
effect sequence. Using a line of reasoning similar to that used above, Aquinas thus argues that all 
effects may be traced back to a single original cause – which is God.

The third way concerns the existence of contingent beings. In other words, the world contains 
beings (such as human beings) which are not there as a matter of necessity. Aquinas contrasts this 
type of being with a necessary being (one who is there as a matter of necessity). While God is a nec-
essary being, Aquinas argues that humans are contingent beings. The fact that we are here needs 
explanation. Why are we here? What happened to bring us into existence? Aquinas argues that a 
being comes into existence because something which already exists brought it into being. In other 
words, our existence is caused by another being. We are the effects of a series of causation. Tracing 
this series back to its origin, Aquinas declares that this original cause of being can only be someone 
whose existence is necessary – in other words, God.

The fourth way begins from human values, such as truth, goodness, and nobility. Where do these 
values come from? What causes them? Aquinas argues that there must be something which is in 
itself true, good, and noble, and that this brings into being our ideas of truth, goodness, and nobility. 
The origin of these ideas, Aquinas suggests, is God, who is their original cause.

The fifth and final way is sometimes referred to as the “teleological” argument. Aquinas notes 
that the world shows obvious traces of intelligent design. Natural processes and objects seem to be 
adapted with certain definite objectives in mind. They seem to have a purpose. They seem to have 
been designed. But things don’t design themselves: they are caused and designed by someone or 
something else. Arguing from this observation, Aquinas concludes that the source of this natural 
ordering must be conceded to be God.
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ARE WORDS USED UNIVOCALLY 
OR EQUIVOCALLY OF GOD 

AND CREATURES?

It is impossible to predicate anything univocally of 
God and creatures. The reason for this is that every 
effect which is less than its cause does not repre-
sent it adequately, in that the effect is thus not the 
same sort of thing as the cause. So what exists in a 
variety of divided forms in the effects exists sim-
ply and in a unified way in the cause – just as the 
simple power of the sun produces many different 
kinds of lesser things. In the same way, as we said 

1.10 THOMAS AQUINAS ON THE PRINCIPLE OF ANALOGY

One of the issues which Thomas Aquinas (c.1225–74) discusses in his Summa theologiae (see 1.9) is 
the way in which language about God works. The critical question is whether language which is used 
to refer to God – as in the phrases “God is righteous” or “God is wise” – bears any relation to the same 
words when they are used to refer to human beings, as in the phrase “Socrates is wise.” The basic idea 
that Aquinas explores is that these words are used analogously in these different contexts. Although 
they are used with different meanings, there is a clear relationship between them, reflecting in part 
the fact that the created order bears the likeness of its creator. See also 1.25, 1.27, 1.29, 1.31.

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 Does Aquinas really regard these five lines of thought as “arguments”? If not, how would you describe 
them?

2 Why is the idea of an infinite regression of causes impossible? Aquinas clearly assumes that this is the 
case, and his arguments seem to depend on the validity of the assumption. Thus the argument from 
motion only really works if it can be shown that the sequence of cause and effect stops somewhere. 
There has to be, according to Aquinas, a Prime Unmoved Mover. Does Aquinas succeed in demon-
strating this point?

3 Do the arguments set out above lead to belief in only one God? The argument from motion, for exam-
ple, could lead to belief in a number of Prime Unmoved Movers. There seems to be no especially press-
ing reason for insisting that there can only be one such cause, except for the fundamental Christian 
belief that, as a matter of fact, there is only one such God. What would Aquinas say in response? And 
what of his critic, William of Ockham (1.11)?

4 Notice how often Aquinas concludes his discussion with words such as “and everyone agrees that this 
is ‘God.’” But is he right? For example, can the Prime Unmoved Mover be directly equated with the 
Christian God?

earlier, the many and various perfections in crea-
tures pre-exist in God in a single and unified form.

So the perfection of words that we use in speak-
ing of creatures differ in meaning, and each of 
them signifies a perfection which is distinct from 
all the others. Thus when we say that a man is wise, 
we signify his wisdom as something distinct from 
other things about him – such as his essence, his 
powers, or his existence. But when we use this 
word in relation to God, we do not intend to sig-
nify something distinct from his essence, power, or 
existence. When the word “wise” is used in rela-
tion to a human being, it so to speak delimits and 
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embraces the aspect of humanity that it signifies 
[quodammodo circumscribit et comprehendit rem 
significatum]. This, however, is not the case when it 
is used of God; what it signifies in God is not limited 
by our meaning of the word, but goes beyond it. 
Hence it is clear that the word “wise” is not used in 
the same sense of God and a human being, and the 
same is true of all other words, so they cannot be 
used univocally of God and creatures.

Yet although some have said that this is mere 
equivocation, this is not so. If it were the case, we 
could never argue from statements about creatures 
to statements about God – any such argument 
would be rendered invalid by the fallacy of equivo-
cation. But we know, both from the teachings of 
the philosophers who prove many things about 
God and from the teaching of St Paul, who says, 
“The invisible things of God are made known by 
those things that are made” (Romans 1: 20), that 
this does not happen. We must say, therefore, that 
words are used of God and creatures according to 
an analogy, that is a certain proportion, between 
them [nomina dicuntur de Deo et creaturis secun-
dum analogiam, id est, proportionem].

We can distinguish two kinds of analogical uses 
of words. First, there is the case of one word being 
used of several things because each of them has 
some proportion to another. Thus we use the word 
“healthy” in relation to both a diet and a complex-
ion because each of these has some order and pro-
portion to “health” in an animal, the former as its 
cause, the latter as its symptom. Secondly there is 
the case of the same word used because of some 
proportion – just as “healthy” is used in relation to 
both the diet and the animal because the diet is the 
cause of the health in the animal.

In this way some words are used neither univo-
cally nor purely equivocally of God and creatures, 
but analogically [analogice, et non aequivoce pure 
neque pure univoce]. We cannot speak of God at all 
except on the basis of creatures, and so whatever is 
said both of God and creatures is said in virtue of a 
certain order that creatures have in relation to God 
[ordo creaturae ad Deum] as their source and cause 
in which all their perfections pre-exist.

This way of using words lies somewhere between 
pure equivocation and simple univocity. The word 

is neither used in the same sense, as in the case of 
univocation, nor in totally different senses, as with 
equivocation. The several senses of a word which 
is used analogically signify different relations to 
something, just as “health” in a complexion means 
a symptom of health and in a diet means a cause of 
that health. […]

ARE WORDS PREDICATED 
PRIMARILY OF GOD OR OF 

CREATURES?

[…] All words used metaphorically in relation to 
God apply primarily to creatures and secondarily 
to God. When used in relation to God they signify 
merely a certain likeness between God and the 
creature [nihil aliud significant quam similitudines 
ad tales creaturas]. When we speak of a meadow as 
“smiling,” we only mean that it is seen at its best 
when it flowers, just as people are seen at their 
best when they smile, according to a similarity of 
proportion [secundum similitudinem proportionis] 
between them. In the same way, if we speak of God 
as a “lion,” we only mean that he is mighty in his 
deeds, like a lion. It is thus clear that, when some-
thing is said in relation to God, its meaning is to 
be determined on the basis of the meaning it has 
when used in relation to creatures.

This is also the case for words that are not 
used metaphorically, if they were simply used, as 
some have supposed, to express God’s causality. 
If, for example, “God is good” meant the same as 
“God is the cause of goodness in creatures,” the 
word “good,” as applied to God, would have con-
tained within its meaning the goodness of the 
creature. “Good” would thus apply primarily to 
creatures and secondarily to God.

But it has already been shown that words of this 
sort are said of God not just causally, but also es-
sentially [causaliter, sed etiam essentialiter]. When 
we say “God is good” or “God is wise,” we do not 
simply mean that God causes wisdom or goodness, 
but that these perfections pre-exist supremely in 
God. We conclude, therefore, that from the point 
of view of what the word means it is used primar-
ily of God and derivatively of creatures, for what 
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the word means – the perfection it signifies – flows 
from God to the creature. But from the point of 
view of our use of the word we apply it first to 

1.11 WILLIAM OF OCKHAM ON PROOFS FOR THE EXISTENCE OF GOD

William of Ockham (c.1285–1347), one of the more influential later medieval theologians, made 
important contributions to the long-standing debate about whether God’s existence could be proved. 
Some of his most significant arguments concern the unity (or unicity) of God – in other words, 

Comment
In this major analysis of the way in which the created order mirrors its creator, Aquinas points out 
that speaking about God involves using words that normally apply to things in the everyday world. 
So how do these two different uses relate to each other? Aquinas draws a distinction between the 
“univocal” use of a word (where the word means exactly the same thing whenever it is used) and the 
“equivocal” use (where the same word is used, but with different meanings). Thus the word “bat” is 
used univocally when it is used to refer to a vampire bat and a long-eared bat, in that the word refers 
to a nocturnal flying animal with wings in each case. But the word “bat” is used equivocally when the 
same word is used to refer to both a nocturnal flying animal with wings and a piece of wood used to 
strike a ball in baseball or cricket. The word is the same; the meaning is different.

In this important passage, Aquinas argues that words cannot be used univocally to refer both 
to God and to humanity. The word “wise” does not mean the same in the statements “God is wise” 
and “Solomon is wise.” The gulf between God and humanity is too great for the word to mean the 
same. Yet the word is not used equivocally, as if it referred to something totally different. There is a 
relationship between its use to refer to God and its use in human contexts. The word “wise” is used 
analogously, to mean that divine wisdom is neither identical to nor totally different from human 
wisdom. There is “an analogy, that is a certain proportion, between them.”

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 What does Aquinas want us to understand by the phrase “God is a lion”?
2 “When used in relation to God [words] signify merely a certain likeness between God and the crea-

ture.” Locate this statement within the text. What does Aquinas mean by this? And how is this related 
to his doctrine of creation?

3 “When we say ‘God is good’ or ‘God is wise,’ we do not simply mean that God causes wisdom or 
goodness, but that these perfections pre-exist supremely in God.” Locate this statement within the 
text. What does Aquinas mean by it? And how does this help to establish the relationship between the 
statements “God is wise” and “Solomon is wise”?

creatures because we know them first. That, as we 
have mentioned already, is why it has a way of sig-
nifying what is appropriate to creatures.
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QUESTION 1: CAN IT BE PROVED 
BY NATURAL REASON THAT 

THERE IS ONLY ONE GOD?

That it can be proved: for there is only one world, 
so there is one ruler (Aristotle, Metaphysics, Book 
XII); but it can be proved by natural reason that 
there is one such world, according to Aristotle in 
the first book On the Heavens. Therefore, it can be 
proved, by natural reason, that there is one ruler; 
but this is God; therefore, etc.

Against this: an article of faith cannot be proved 
by evidence; but it is an article of faith that there is 
one such God; therefore, etc.

Concerning this question, I shall first consider 
what is meant by the name “God”; secondly I shall 
respond to the question.

Article 1
Concerning the first point, I say that this name 
“God” can have various descriptions. One is that 
“God is some thing more noble and more perfect 
than anything else besides him.” Another is that 
“God is that than which nothing is more noble and 
more perfect.”

Article 2
Conclusion 1
Concerning the second point, I say that if we ac-
cept “God” according to the first description, then 
it cannot be demonstratively proved that there is 
only one God. The reason for this is that it cannot 

be evidently known that God, accepted in this 
sense of the term, exists. Therefore it cannot be 
evidently known that there is only one God. The 
consequence is obvious. The antecedent is proved 
in this way: the proposition “God exists” is not ev-
ident by itself, since many doubt it; nor can it be 
proved from propositions known by themselves, 
since in every argument something that is open to 
doubt or is based upon faith will be assumed; nor is 
it known by experience, as is manifest.

Conclusion 2
Secondly I say that, if it could be evidently proved 
that God, as God is accepted to be, exists, then 
the unity of God could be evidently proved. The 
reason for this is the following: If there were two 
Gods, let us call them A and B, then on the basis of 
our description God A would be more perfect than 
anything else, therefore God A would be more per-
fect than God B, and God B would be more imper-
fect than God A. But God B would also be more 
perfect than God A, because according to our as-
sumption God B would be God. Consequently God 
B would be more perfect and more imperfect than 
God A, and God A than God B, which is clearly 
a contradiction. If, therefore, it could be evidently 
proved that God, as God is accepted to be, exists, 
then the unity of God could be evidently proved.

Conclusion 3
Thirdly I say that the unity of God cannot be ev-
idently proved if we accept “God” according to 
this second description. Yet this negative prop-
osition, “The unity of God cannot be evidently 
proved,” cannot be proved demonstratively either, 

whether there is a single, unique entity which is God, rather than a class of beings known as gods. Or, 
to put this another way, can it be shown that there is only one God – not a multiplicity of gods – and 
that this God is the same as that proclaimed by the Christian church? Ockham’s important answer 
is that the belief that there is a god (and possibly many gods) can be sustained by reason – but the 
belief that there is only one God is a matter of faith.

In traditional scholastic manner, Ockham begins by setting out his question and then identifies 
arguments that might seem to point to a positive response, before raising objections to this. He then 
sets out his own answer in greater detail. See also 1.9, 1.17, 1.26.
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because it cannot be demonstrated that the unity 
of God cannot be evidently proved, except by re-
solving the arguments to the contrary, just as it 
cannot be demonstratively proved that the stars 
make up an even number, nor can the Trinity of 
Persons be demonstrated. Yet even these negative 
propositions – “It cannot be demonstrated that the 
stars make up an even number” and “The Trinity 
of Persons cannot be demonstrated” – cannot be 
evidently proved.

Conclusion 4
It must be understood, however, that it can be 
demonstrated that God exists, if we accept “God” 
according to the second description set out earlier. 
For otherwise we could go on ad infinitum, if there 
were not a certain one among those things which 
exist to which nothing is prior or more perfect. But 
from this it does not follow that it can be demon-
strated that there is only one such being. But this 
we hold by faith.

1.12 MARTIN LUTHER ON THE THEOLOGY OF THE CROSS

In 1518 the German Protestant theologian Martin Luther (1483–1546) defended a series of theses in 
a disputation at the German city of Heidelberg, in which he set out the basic features of his “theology 
of the cross.” Of particular importance is the idea that theology is an intellectual response to seeing 
the “rearward parts of God” (posteriora Dei), which are only made known in and through the cross. 
The theses allude to Exodus 33: 23, which refers to Moses only being allowed to catch a glimpse of 
God from the rear, as God disappears into the distance. See also 1.18, 1.27, 3.35.

Comment
Ockham is clearly concerned that earlier attempts to demonstrate God’s existence – such as Aqui-
nas’s “Five Ways” – either assume their outcomes or fail to demonstrate that only one God exists. 
For example, there is no logical reason why Aquinas’s argument from motion should not lead to the 
conclusion that there could be several Unmoved Movers, were it not for the assumption, based on 
the specific beliefs of the Christian tradition, that there is only one such God. Ockham succeeds in 
clarifying the argument, demonstrating that there is no logical reason to believe that there is only 
one God. This, he concludes, must be recognized to be an article of faith, not a legitimate conclusion 
of unaided human reason.

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 Summarize Conclusion 2 of Ockham’s argument in your own words. Do you agree with him? What 
are the implications of this argument for earlier arguments of this nature?

2 Summarize Conclusion 3 of the argument in your own words. To what extent is it dependent on what 
definition of “God” is used?

3 What conclusions do you think Ockham would like us to draw about the relationship between Chris-
tian faith and unaided human reason?
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19 The person who looks on the invisible things 
of God, as they are seen in visible things, does not 
deserve to be called a theologian.

20 But the person who looks on the visible rear-
ward parts of God [visibilia et posteriora Dei] as 
seen in suffering and the cross does deserve to be 
called a theologian.

1.13 JOHN CALVIN ON THE NATURE OF FAITH

In an important analysis of the nature of faith, provided in the 1559 edition of the Institutes of the 
Christian Religion, the Genevan Protestant theologian John Calvin (1509–64) established a direct 
relationship between faith and the merciful promises of God. Note the emphasis placed upon the 

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 Try to set out clearly Luther’s distinction between a “theologian of glory” and a “theologian of the 
cross.”

2 Luther makes reference to “visible rearward parts of God [visibilia et posteriora Dei] as seen in suffer-
ing and the cross.” What does he mean by this? And how does this relate to Luther’s idea that the cross 
is the supreme locus and focus of the revelation of God?

3 On the basis of these theses, what attitude would you expect Luther to adopt to the idea of a “natural 
theology” – that is, that God can be known through the natural order?

Comment
For Luther, the cross is the center of the Christian faith. The image of the crucified Christ is the 
crucible in which all responsible Christian thinking about God is forged. Luther expresses the cen-
trality of the cross in a series of terse statements, such as “the cross alone is our theology” (crux sola 
nostra theologia) and “the cross puts everything to the test” (crux probat omnia). Luther draws a 
now- famous distinction between the “theologian of glory,” who seeks God apart from Jesus Christ, 
and the “theologian of the cross,” who knows that God is revealed in and through the cross of Christ.

The two biblical texts which govern Luther’s thinking in this matter are Exodus 33: 23 and 1 Cor-
inthians 2: 2, the latter of which is, “I decided to know nothing among you except Jesus Christ and 
him crucified.” This text, for Luther, establishes the centrality of the cross. The Exodus text, however, 
establishes the notion of a “hidden revelation” of God. The text, set in its context (Exodus 33: 21–23), 
reads as follows: “And the Lord said, ‘Behold, there is a place by me where you shall stand upon the 
rock; and while my glory passes by I will put you in a cleft of the rock, and I will cover you with 
my hand until I have passed by; then I will take away my hand, and you shall see my back; but my 
face shall not be seen.’” The words are addressed to Moses and suggest, for Luther, that the best that 
human beings can hope for is to get a glimpse of the back of God as God passes by, rather than be 
permitted to gaze on the face of God. This theme is clearly stated in the second of the two theses set 
out for study above.
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Now we shall have a right definition of faith if we 
say that it is a steady and certain knowledge of the 
divine benevolence towards us [divinae erga nos be-
nevolentiae firmam certamque cognitionem], which 
is founded upon the truth of the gracious promise 
of God in Christ, and is both revealed to our minds 
and sealed in our hearts [revelatur mentibus nos-
tris et cordibus obsignatur] by the Holy Spirit. […] 
When we stress that faith ought to be certain and 

secure, we do not have in mind a certainty without 
doubt, or a security without any anxiety. Rather, 
we affirm that believers have a perpetual struggle 
with their own lack of faith, and are far from pos-
sessing a peaceful conscience, never interrupted by 
any disturbance. On the other hand, we want to 
deny that they may fall out of, or depart from, their 
confidence [fiducia] in the divine mercy, no matter 
how much they may be troubled.

role of the Holy Spirit in revealing and sealing this knowledge. Calvin also deals with the question of 
whether the certainty of faith necessarily implies that doubt is excluded from the Christian life. For 
Calvin, doubt is a normal part of the Christian life and is not inconsistent with his emphasis upon 
the trustworthiness of God’s promises. See also 1.37, 6.23, 6.27. 

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 Calvin’s definition of faith is trinitarian, in that quite definite roles are assigned to different persons of 
the Trinity. Set out, in your own words, the respective involvements of the three persons of the Trinity 
in this account of faith.

2 Faith “is founded upon the truth of the gracious promise of God in Christ.” What considerations 
might lie behind Calvin’s wording at this point? You might find it helpful to ask why Calvin does not 
offer the following definition: “Faith is founded on God’s promise.” What insights are safeguarded by 
Calvin’s specific form of words?

3 “Believers have a perpetual struggle with their own lack of faith.” What does Calvin mean by this? 
Does he imply that a lack of faith means that God is one who cannot be trusted? If not, how does Cal-
vin account for this weakness in faith?

Comment
This important definition of faith firmly links the notion to the promises of God. Faith is not about 
believing that God exists; it is about trusting the promises of a benevolent God. Calvin does not draw 
the conclusion that faith exists without doubt, but stresses that a trust in the reliability of the divine 
promises may coexist with a human failure to trust in those promises.

Calvin’s concept of faith is closely linked with the person of Christ, who is seen as a confirmation 
of the promises of God.
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 Question 96: What does God require in the next 
commandment?

 Answer: That we should not portray God in any 
way, nor worship him in any other manner 
than he has commanded in his Word.

 Question 97: So should we not make any use of 
images?

 Answer: God cannot and should not be depicted 
in any way. As for creatures, although they may 
indeed be depicted, God forbids making use of 

or having any likeness of them, in order to wor-
ship them or to use them to serve him.

 Question 98: But should we allow pictures in-
stead of books in churches, for the benefit of 
the unlearned?

 Answer: No. For we should not presume to be 
wiser than God, who does not want Christen-
dom to be taught by means of dumb idols, but 
through the living preaching of his Word.

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 The text of the second commandment reads as follows: “You shall not make for yourself a graven 
image, or any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in 
the water under the earth” (Exodus 20: 4). In what way do the responses to the three questions under 
consideration reflect the concerns of this biblical passage?

2 What specific objection is offered to the devotional use of any kind of images?
3 How do the ideas set out in this extract help us to gain an understanding of early Reformed approaches 

to religious art?

1.14 THE HEIDELBERG CATECHISM ON IMAGES OF GOD

This Protestant catechism of faith, written in German in 1563, was intended to set out the main fea-
tures of the Reformed faith for a German audience. In this section, the catechism develops the idea 
that images of God are neither necessary nor helpful for Christian believers. There is an interesting 
parallel with Islam here, in that both Islam and Reformed theology are concerned to avoid images 
of God becoming objects of worship in themselves, instead of being aids to the worship of God. See 
also 3.36, 4.16.

Comment
Note the question-and-answer format of the catechism. The same format can be seen in other cat-
echisms of the period, including Luther’s Lesser Catechism of 1529. The work was designed to be 
learned by rote, offering short answers which could easily be remembered.

The text shows the traditional Reformed emphasis, which gives priority to word over image. Note 
especially the importance which is attached to preaching as a means of consolidating the Christian 
faith. The targets of the criticism implied in these questions are both the eastern Orthodox use of 
icons and the Roman Catholic use of devotional images – such as a crucifix or an altar painting 
showing Christ on the cross. Lutherans, however, saw no difficulty in continuing to use such devo-
tional aids. This text can thus be seen as setting out a distinctively Reformed approach to the use of 
images in worship, and in wider culture.
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For if we examine the idea we have of the incom-
prehensible supreme Being, we shall find that we 
come by it the same way; and that the complex 
ideas we have both of God, and separate Spirits, 
are made up of the simple ideas we receive from 
Reflection; v.g., having from what we experiment 
in our selves, got the ideas of existence and du-
ration; of knowledge and power; of pleasure and 
happiness; and of several other qualities and pow-
ers which it is better to have, than to be without; 
when we would frame an idea the most suitable we 
can to the supreme Being, we enlarge every one 
of these with our idea of Infinity; and so putting 
them together, make our complex idea of God. For 
that the mind has such a power of enlarging some 
of its ideas, received from sensation, has been 
already shewed.

If I find that I know some few things, and some 
of them, or all, perhaps imperfectly, I can frame an 
idea of knowing twice as many; which I can double 
again, as often as I can add to Number, and thus 
enlarge my idea of Knowledge, by extending its 
Comprehension to all things existing, or possible. 

The same I can also do of knowing them more 
perfectly; i.e., all their Qualities, Powers, Causes, 
Consequences, and Relations, etc., till all be per-
fectly known, that is in them, or can any way re-
late to them, and thus frame the idea of infinite or 
boundless knowledge. The same may also be done 
of Power, till we come to that we call infinite; and 
also of the Duration of Existence, without begin-
ning or end; and so frame the idea of an eternal 
Being; the Degrees of Extent, wherein we ascribe 
Existence, Power, Wisdom, and all other Perfection 
(which we can have any ideas of) to that Sovereign 
Being, which we call God, being all boundless and 
infinite, we frame the best idea of him our Minds 
are capable of; all which is done, I say, by enlarging 
those simple ideas, we have taken from the Oper-
ations of our own Minds, by Reflection; or by our 
Senses, from exterior things, to that vastness, to 
which Infinity can extend them.

For it is Infinity, which, joined to our ideas of 
Existence, Power, Knowledge, etc., makes that 
complex idea, whereby we represent to our selves 
the best we can, the supreme Being.

1.15 JOHN LOCKE ON THE FORMATION OF THE CONCEPT OF GOD

In this passage from his Essay Concerning Human Understanding, which was published in December 
1689, the English empiricist philosopher John Locke (1632–1704) argues that the notion of God is 
derived from experience and is not already embedded within the human mind as an “innate idea.” 
The human mind constructs the idea of God by extrapolating ideas already present in the world to 
infinity, thus leading to the idea of God as a supreme being. The idea of God thus results from reflec-
tion on experience rather than being deduced from pure reason. See also 1.21, 1.22.

Comment
Locke was an empiricist philosopher who placed considerable emphasis on gaining knowledge 
through an analysis of experience. Note how his argument is that experience allows us to form an 
idea of certain core qualities, which we then “enlarge” to form the idea of God.

Locke’s Essay is often thought to lay the intellectual foundations of Deism, emphasizing the ration-
ality of the Christian faith by focusing on God as creator and lawgiver. Locke argued later in the Es-
say that “reason leads us to the knowledge of this certain and evident truth, that there is an eternal, 
most powerful and most knowing Being.” The attributes of this being are those which human reason 
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recognizes as appropriate for God. Having considered which moral and rational qualities are suited 
to the deity, Locke argues that “we enlarge every one of these with our idea of infinity, and so, putting 
them together, make our complex idea of God.” In other words, the idea of God is made up of human 
rational and moral qualities, projected to infinity. Note also the language that Locke uses to refer to 
God, such as “the supreme Being.”

Note that the English text has not been modernized, and that there are a few points which might 
cause difficulty for modern readers. Two points in particular should be noted: the word “shew” is the 
older form of “show,” and “v.g.” is best rendered as “e.g.”

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 Does Locke assign any place to the Bible in forming the idea of God?
2 On the basis of Locke’s analysis, what are the most reliable grounds for asserting the existence of a 

“supreme Being”?
3 Locke speaks of making “our complex idea of God.” Locate this passage in the text. Is Locke suggest-

ing that God is the free construction of the human mind?

Having given the matter careful attention, I am 
convinced that existence can no more be taken 
away from the divine essence than the magnitude 
of its three angles taken together being equal to 
two right angles can be taken away from the es-
sence of a triangle, or than the idea of a valley can 
be taken away from the idea of a mountain. So it is 
no less absurd to think [cogitare] of God (that is, 
a supremely perfect being) lacking existence (that 
is, lacking a certain perfection), than to think of 
a mountain without a valley. […] I am not free to 

think of God apart from existence (that is, of a su-
premely perfect being apart from supreme perfec-
tion) in the way that I am free to imagine a horse 
either with wings or without wings. […] Whenever 
I choose to think of the First and Supreme Being, 
and as it were bring this idea out of the treasury 
of my mind, it is necessary that I ascribe all per-
fections to him. […] This necessity clearly ensures 
that, when I subsequently point out that existence 
is a perfection, I am correct in concluding that the 
First and Supreme Being exists.

1.16 RENÉ DESCARTES ON THE EXISTENCE OF GOD

René Descartes’s argument for the existence of God, dating from 1642, bears obvious resemblances 
to that set out in the eleventh century by Anselm of Canterbury (see 1.7). According to Descartes 
(1596–1650), God is a “supremely perfect being.” As existence is a perfection, it follows that God must 
have the perfection of existence, as he would otherwise not be perfect. Descartes supplements this 
argument with two examples (triangles and mountains). To think of God is to think of his existence, 
in just the same way as to think of a triangle is to think of its three angles being equal to two right 
angles, or thinking of a mountain is to think of a valley. See also 1.7, 1.8, 1.15, 1.17, 1.19, 1.26.
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QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 Why does Descartes’s emphasis on the perfection of God make the issue of suffering and evil in the 
world a more serious problem for faith than it need be?

2 “The God in whom the nineteenth century ceased to believe was invented in the seventeenth century” 
(Alasdair MacIntyre). How helpful is this comment in understanding the influence of Descartes’s 
ideas?

3 “This necessity clearly ensures that, when I subsequently point out that existence is a perfection, I am 
correct in concluding that the First and Supreme Being exists.” Locate this sentence in the passage for 
discussion. What is the point that Descartes is making? How convinced are you by his assertion? And 
how does his approach relate to that adopted by Anselm of Canterbury (see 1.7)?

110. We know the truth, not only through 
our reason [raison], but also through our heart 
[cœur]. It is through this latter that we know first 
principles; and reason, which has nothing to do 
with this, vainly tries to refute them. The skeptics 
have no intention other than this; and they fail 
to achieve it. We know that we are not dreaming. 
Yet however unable we may be to prove this by 

reason, this inability demonstrates nothing but 
the weakness of our reason, and not the uncer-
tainty of all our knowledge, as they assert. […] 
Our inability must therefore do nothing except 
humble reason – which would like to be the judge 
of everything – while not confuting our certainty. 
As if reason could be the only way in which we 
can learn! […]

1.17 BLAISE PASCAL ON PROOFS FOR THE EXISTENCE OF GOD

Blaise Pascal’s Pensées (“Thoughts”), originally written in French during the period 1658–62, rep-
resent a collection of jottings and musings which were assembled after his death. In this selection, 
Pascal (1623–62) stresses the role of the heart, rather than reason, in our knowledge of God, as well as 
the limitations of reason. He also makes the point that “knowledge of God” is of little use to anyone 
unless it is accompanied by an awareness of human misery and of the possibility of redemption in 
Christ. See also 1.7, 1.8, 1.9, 1.15, 1.19, 1.26.

Comment
Descartes’s emphasis upon the notion of divine perfection is of considerable importance, and allows 
him to make an appeal to geometrical analogies in his discussion of the existence of God. Living in 
an age of increasing skepticism, Descartes set out to demonstrate the existence of God on rational 
grounds that would not be vulnerable to criticism. His appeal to reason initially proved very at-
tractive, and can be seen as allowing a new form of rational apologetics to develop within French 
Catholicism. However, this excessive reliance upon reason proved to be a liability in the longer term, 
in that the rise of the Enlightenment worldview seriously eroded the rational foundations on which 
Descartes had constructed his defense of God’s existence.
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188. The final step which reason can take is to 
recognize that there are an infinite number of 
things which are beyond it. It is simply powerless 
if it cannot get as far as to realize this. And if nat-
ural things lie beyond it, what are we to say about 
supernatural things? […]
190. The metaphysical proofs for the existence of 
God [les preuves de Dieu métaphysiques] are so re-
mote from human reasoning, and so complex, that 
they have little impact. Even if they were helpful to 
some people, this would only be for the moment 
during which they observed the demonstration, 
because an hour later, they would be afraid that 
they had deceived themselves. […]

449. […] It is equally as dangerous for some-
one to know God without knowing their misery 
as it is for someone to know their misery without 
 knowing the Redeemer who can heal them. Only 
one of these insights [connaissances] leads to the 
pride of the philosophers, who have known God 
but not their misery, the other to the despair of 
the atheists, who know their misery without a 
 Redeemer. […] Even if someone were to be con-
vinced that the relations between numbers are 
immaterial and eternal truths, which depend upon 
a first truth, called God, in which they subsist, 
I would not think that he or she had made much 
progress towards being saved.

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 “We know the truth, not only through our reason, but also through our heart.” Why does Pascal de-
mand that increased attention be given to the heart? What respective roles does he allocate to “reason” 
and “heart”? And what are the implications of this approach for the debate over the existence of God?

2 “It is equally as dangerous for someone to know God without knowing their misery as it is for someone 
to know their misery without knowing the Redeemer who can heal them.” Locate this passage. What 
point is Pascal making? And what are its implications for human self-awareness?

3 Pascal suggests that a faith which is based on arguments for God’s existence is a vulnerable faith, in 
that there will always be a question concerning the reliability of the argument which brought about 
faith in the first place. What are the consequences of this insight for the nature and grounds of faith? 
And how does it relate to Pascal’s insistence that both reason and heart are involved in this matter?

Comment
The format of Pascal’s Pensées makes them unapproachable, in that they take the form of individual 
isolated passages which are often quite compressed. There is thus a certain “bittiness” to them which 
makes them difficult to study as a whole. The four which are noted here are best studied as individual 
statements in their own right, rather than as a collected whole, or a coherent argument.

Pascal may be regarded as an important critic of the growing trend toward rationalist defenses of 
the Christian faith. While in no way decrying human reason, Pascal is nevertheless concerned to 
point out its weaknesses. One such concern is that the human mind is exalted over the human heart; 
another is that the metaphysical “proofs” of God’s existence are virtually unintelligible.

Note that the numeration of the Pensées used here follows that of the edition of Louis Lafuma, 
rather than that of the older Braunschweig edition.
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232. We can understand nothing of the works 
of God unless we accept as a matter of principle 
that he wished to blind some people, and enlighten 
 others. […]
242. As God is hidden, any religion that does 
not say that God is hidden is not true, and any re-
ligion which does not explain why this is does not 
 educate. […]
446. If there was no obscurity, humanity would 
not be aware of its own corruption. If there was no 

light, humanity could not hope for a cure. Thus it 
is not only right for us that God should be partly 
concealed and partly revealed; it is also useful, in 
that it is equally dangerous for humanity to know 
God without knowing its own misery or to know 
its own misery without knowing God. […]
449. What can be seen on earth points to neither 
the total absence nor the obvious presence of di-
vinity, but to the presence of a hidden God (Dieu 
caché). Everything bears this mark.

1.18 BLAISE PASCAL ON THE HIDDENNESS OF GOD

In a series of brief passages known as Pensées (“Thoughts”), written in French over the period 
1658–62, Pascal (1623–62) argues that it is both proper and necessary for God to be at least partly 
concealed. If this is not the case, humanity would become arrogant, trusting in its own ability to 
discover the full truth. The “obscurity” of God in the world forces humanity to recognize its own 
limitations and thus to pay attention to God’s self-revelation in Christ. See also 1.12.

Comment
In these remarks, Pascal develops some of the points he made earlier concerning the limitations 
placed upon human reason. For this reason, you are advised to read 1.17 to gain an idea of the general 
approach adopted by Pascal, before exploring this specific aspect of his thought.

Pascal’s basic point is that the existence of God is not obvious to human reason. This means that 
humanity is obliged to seek assistance – specifically, in the form of divine revelation – if God is to be 
found and known. God’s hiddenness can thus be seen as part of a divine strategy to impress upon 
humanity the limitations placed upon human reason, and the need for humility in matters of faith.

Note that the numeration of the Pensées used here follows that of the edition of Louis Lafuma, 
rather than that of the older Braunschweig edition.

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 What reasons, according to Pascal, may be given for God’s desire to be hidden from us? How does this 
relate to his views on proofs of God’s existence (1.17)?

2 In what way does Pascal’s approach to the “hiddenness of God” differ from that of Martin Luther (see 
1.12)? Are there any similarities between them, either in terms of their specific ideas or the insights 
which they draw from them?

3 “If there was no obscurity, humanity would not be aware of its own corruption. If there was no light, 
humanity could not hope for a cure.” Locate this passage. What does Pascal mean by these words? 
What light do they cast on his understanding of human nature? And of the Christian faith?
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1.19 IMMANUEL KANT ON ANSELM’S ONTOLOGICAL ARGUMENT

The German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) was unimpressed by the arguments of either 
Anselm (1.7) or Descartes (1.16) for the existence of God. Kant, who appears to have been the first 
person to refer to this approach as the “ontological argument,” insists that “being is not a predicate.” 
As a result, conceiving the idea of God cannot in any way be thought to necessarily lead to conceiv-
ing the idea “God exists.” His analogy of the “hundred dollars” makes more or less the same point 
made earlier by Gaunilo (see 1.8) – namely, that having an idea does not imply that its object exists. 
See also 1.7, 1.8, 1.15, 1.16, 1.17.

Comment
The most fundamental point stressed by Kant is that existence is not a predicate. There is no connec-
tion between the idea of God and the reality of God. It is possible to clarify the relationship between 
terms in statements such as “God is omnipotent.” Yet statements about God cannot become proofs 
that there is a God.

Kant distinguishes in intellectu (“in the mind”) from in re (“in fact”). In intellectu is associated 
with such notions as being “well-formed,” “not self-contradictory,” and so forth; in re concerns a 
definite proposition which is based on empirical evidence and is capable of being actually true. 
Questions of existence are always to be decided a posteriori by evidence, and cannot ever be settled 
a  priori, by an appeal to ideas.

In the original German, Kant uses the word Thaler as a unit of currency; I have translated this as 
“dollar” to give a more contemporary feel to the passage, taking advantage of the fact that the word 
“dollar” derives directly from this original German term.

Now “Being” is clearly not a genuine predicate; that 
is, it is not a concept of something which could be 
added to the concept of a thing. It is merely the 
positing of a thing, or of certain determinations, 
as existing in themselves. Logically, it is merely the 
copula of a judgement. The proposition “God is 
omnipotent” contains two concepts, each of which 
has its object – God and omnipotence. The little 
word “is” adds no new predicate, but only serves to 
posit the predicate in its relation to the subject. Now 
if we take the subject (God) with all its predicates 
(among which is omnipotence), and say “God ex-
ists” or “There is a God,” we do not attach any new 
predicate to the concept of God; we merely posit 
the subject in itself with all its predicates. In fact, 
we posit it as being an object that stands in relation 
to the concept. The content of both must be one 
and the same. Nothing can have been added to the 
concept, which expresses merely what is possible, 

by my thinking its object (through the expression 
“it is”) as given absolutely. Otherwise stated, the 
real contains no more than the merely possible. 
A hundred real dollars would not be worth more 
than a hundred possible dollars. For as the latter 
signify the concept, and the former the object and 
the positing of the object, my concept would not, 
in that case, express the whole object, and would 
not therefore be an adequate concept of it. My fi-
nancial position is, however, affected in a very dif-
ferent manner by a hundred real dollars than it is 
by the mere concept of a hundred dollars (that is, 
the concept of their possibility). For the object, as 
it actually exists, is not analytically contained in 
my concept, but is added to my concept (which is 
a determination of my state) synthetically; and yet 
the conceived hundred dollars are not themselves 
in the least increased through thus acquiring exis-
tence outside my concept.
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When subjectivity is the truth, the conceptual 
determination of the truth must include an expres-
sion for the antithesis to objectivity, a memento 
of the fork in the road where the way swings off; 
this expression will at the same time serve as an 
indication of the tension of the subjective inward-
ness. Here is such a definition of truth: An objective 
uncertainty held fast in an appropriation-process 
of the most passionate inwardness is the truth, the 
highest truth attainable for an existing individual. 
At the point where the way swings off (and where 
this is cannot be specified objectively, since it is a 
matter of subjectivity), there objective knowledge 
is placed in abeyance. Thus the subject merely has, 
objectively, the uncertainty; but it is this which 
precisely increases the tension of that infinite pas-
sion which constitutes his inwardness. The truth is 
precisely the venture which chooses an objective 
uncertainty with the passion of the infinite. I con-
template the order of nature in the hope of finding 
God, and I see omnipotence and wisdom; but I also 
see much else that disturbs my mind and excites 

anxiety. The sum of all this is an objective uncer-
tainty. But it is for this very reason that the inward-
ness becomes as intense as it is, for it embraces this 
objective uncertainty with the entire passion of the 
infinite. In the case of a mathematical proposition 
the objectivity is given, but for this reason the truth 
of such a proposition is also an indifferent truth.

But the above definition of truth is an equiva-
lent expression for faith. Without risk there is no 
faith. Faith is precisely the contradiction between 
the infinite passion of the individual’s inwardness 
and the objective uncertainty. If I am capable of 
grasping God objectively, I do not believe, but pre-
cisely because I cannot do this I must believe. If I 
wish to preserve myself in faith I must constantly 
be intent upon holding fast the objective uncer-
tainty, so as to remain out upon the deep, over sev-
enty thousand fathoms of water, still preserving 
my faith.

In the principle that subjectivity, inwardness, 
is the truth, there is comprehended the Socratic 
wisdom, whose everlasting merit it was to have 

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 What are the implications of Kant’s analysis for the arguments for God’s existence put forward by 
(a) Anselm of Canterbury (1.7); (b) René Descartes (1.16)?

2 In what ways does Kant’s criticism of the ontological argument differ from that offered by Gaunilo 
(1.8)?

3 “A hundred real dollars would not be worth more than a hundred possible dollars.” Locate this state-
ment. What does Kant mean by it?

1.20 SØREN KIERKEGAARD ON THE SUBJECTIVITY OF TRUTH

The Danish philosopher Søren Kierkegaard (1813–55) gave much thought to the relationship be-
tween faith and truth. Where many earlier writers had explored the objective truth of the Christian 
faith through reasoned argument or an appeal to evidence from nature, Kierkegaard emphasized the 
inner nature of truth. In particular, Kierkegaard distinguished between speculative philosophy as a 
mode of reasoning which seeks objective truth, and religious faith as a mode of being which seeks 
subjective truth. In this extract from his Unscientific Postscript, written in Danish in 1846, Kierke-
gaard stresses the inwardness of faith, especially the need for an inward appropriation of the truth. 
See also 1.7, 1.9, 1.16, 1.21, 1.22, 1.26, 1.37.
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become aware of the essential significance of exis-
tence, of the fact that the knower is an existing in-
dividual. For this reason Socrates was in the truth 
by virtue of his ignorance, in the highest sense in 
which this was possible within paganism. To attain 
to an understanding of this, to comprehend that 

the misfortune of speculative philosophy is again 
and again to have forgotten that the knower is an 
existing individual, is in our objective age difficult 
enough. But to have made an advance upon Socra-
tes without even having understood what he un-
derstood, is at any rate not “Socratic.”

Comment
Kierkegaard is often regarded as one of the founders of an “existentialist” approach to life, placing 
particular emphasis upon the inward, subjective aspects of human existence. Truth is not mere as-
sent to external facts but represents an “appropriation-process of the most passionate inwardness.” 
As Kierkegaard wrote in his journal, “I must find a truth that is true for me […] the idea for which I 
can live or die.” So how does this relate to the idea of faith? Kierkegaard stressed the ambiguity and 
absurdity of the human situation, which made simplistic, rationalist accounts of existence unsus-
tainable. The only appropriate response to this situation must be to live a totally committed life and 
to be prepared to defy the norms of society for the sake of the higher authority of a personally valid 
way of life. Kierkegaard ultimately advocated a “leap of faith” into a Christian way of life which, 
although ultimately incomprehensible and full of risk, he believed to be the only commitment that 
could save the individual from despair.

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 What is the significance of Kierkegaard’s distinction between “objective” and “subjective” truth?
2 “Faith is precisely the contradiction between the infinite passion of the individual’s inwardness and 

the objective uncertainty.” What does Kierkegaard mean by this? How is it related to his idea of sub-
jective truth?

3 On the basis of this passage, how do you think Kierkegaard would respond to attempts to argue for the 
existence of God?

1.21 THE FIRST VATICAN COUNCIL ON FAITH AND REASON

The First Vatican Council (1869–70) was convened in Rome by Pope Pius IX, partly in response to 
the new situation in Europe resulting from the French Revolution and Napoleonic wars (which had 
caused serious difficulties for the Roman Catholic church in southern Europe) and also in response 
to various intellectual trends which seemed to call into question the authority of the church and 
the truth of many traditional Christian teachings. In its third session, the Council set out its views 
on the relationship between faith and reason in the Dogmatic Constitution Dei filius (“The Son of 
God”). This important document set out the fundamental themes of the Catholic faith, indicating 
that limits had to be set on the free use of human reason, especially in relation to matters of faith. See 
also 1.7, 1.9, 1.11, 1.16, 1.20, 1.24, 1.38.
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The consensus of the Catholic Church has main-
tained and maintains that there is a twofold order 
of knowledge, distinct not only in relation to its 
source, but also in relation to its object. In relation 
to the source, we have knowledge at one level by 
natural reason, and at another level by divine faith. 
In relation to the object, in addition to those things 
to which natural reason can attain, we have know-
ledge of mysteries which are hidden in God which, 
unless they are divinely revealed, are incapable 
of being known. Wherefore, when the Apostle, 
who affirms that God was known to the gentiles 
through the created order (Romans 1: 20), comes 
to deal with the grace and truth which came by 
Jesus Christ (John 1: 17), he declares: “We speak 
of a secret and hidden wisdom of God, which God 
decreed before the ages for our glorification. None 
of the rulers of this age understood this. God has 
revealed it to us through the Spirit. For the Spirit 
searches everything, even the depths of God” 
(1 Corinthians 2: 7, 8, 10). And the Only-Begotten 
himself, in his confession to the Father, acknow-
ledges that the Father has hidden these things from 
the wise and prudent and revealed them to the lit-
tle ones (Matthew 11: 25). […] Reason is never able 
to penetrate the mysteries in the way in which it 
penetrates those truths which form its proper ob-
ject. For the divine mysteries, by their very nature, 
so far surpass the created understanding that, even 
when a revelation has been given and accepted by 
faith, they remain covered by the veil of that same 
faith and wrapped, as it were, in a certain obscur-
ity, as long as in this mortal life we are away from 
the Lord, for we walk by faith, and not by sight 
(2 Corinthians 5: 6–7).

While it is true that faith is above reason, there 
can never be any real disagreement between faith 
and reason, since it is the same God who both re-
veals mysteries and infuses faith, and who has en-
dowed the human mind with the light of reason. 
God cannot deny himself, nor can truth ever be 
opposed to truth. The appearance of this kind of 
inane contradiction is chiefly due to the fact that 
either the dogmas of faith are not understood and 
explained in accordance with the mind of the 
church, or that mere opinions are mistaken for the 
conclusions of reason. Therefore we assert “that 

every assertion contrary to the truth of enlight-
ened faith is totally false” (Lateran V).

Furthermore the church which, with its apos-
tolic mandate of teaching, has received the charge 
of preserving the deposit of faith, has also the sac-
red right and duty of condemning what “wrongly 
passes for knowledge” (1 Timothy 6: 20), in case 
anyone should be “led astray by philosophy and 
empty deceit” (Colossians 2: 8). Hence all faithful 
Christians are forbidden to defend such opinions 
which are known to be contrary to the doctrine of 
faith as if they were the legitimate conclusions of 
science, particularly if they have been condemned 
by the Church. Furthermore, they are absolutely 
bound to hold them to be errors which have the 
appearance of truth.

Not only can faith and reason never be in ten-
sion with each other; they mutually support each 
other. On the one hand right reason, established 
upon the foundations of the faith and illuminated 
by its light, develops the science of divine things; 
on the other hand, faith delivers reason from er-
rors, protects it, and provides it with knowledge of 
many kinds. For this reason, the Church does not 
hinder the development of human arts and stud-
ies; in fact she assists and promotes them in many 
ways. She is neither ignorant nor contemptuous of 
the advantages which derive from this source for 
human life, but acknowledges that these things 
derive from God, the lord of all sciences (1 Kings 
2: 3), and, if they are properly used, may lead to 
God by the help of his grace. Nor does the Church 
forbid these studies to make use of its own proper 
principles and method within its own specific area 
of study; but while she grants this legitimate free-
dom, she takes particular care that they do not 
become infected with errors by conflicting with 
divine teaching, or by going beyond their proper 
limits, and thus intruding upon what belongs to 
faith and thus give rise to confusion.

For the doctrine of the faith, which God has re-
vealed, is handed down, not as some philosophi-
cal discovery capable of being perfected by human 
intelligence, but as a divine deposit committed 
to the spouse of Christ to be faithfully protected 
and infallibly declared. The meaning of these sac-
red dogmas which has once been stated by Holy 
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Mother Church [sancta mater Ecclesia] must be 
maintained, and there must never be any abandon-
ment of this sense under the pretext or in the name 
of a more profound understanding. “May under-
standing, knowledge and wisdom increase as the 

ages and centuries pass, and greatly and vigorously 
flourish, in each and all, in the individual and the 
whole church: but this only in its own proper kind, 
that is to say, in the same doctrine, the same sense, 
and the same understanding.”

1.22 JOHN HENRY NEWMAN ON THE GROUNDS OF FAITH

In his important Essay in Aid of a Grammar of Assent (1870), the English theologian and philosopher 
John Henry Newman (1801–90) argues that the grounds of assurance of faith rest on a deep-seated 
intuitive or instinctive knowledge of God which is not necessarily enhanced by rational arguments 
or demonstrations. The full logical structures of faith can thus never be fully understood, as religion 
ultimately depends upon an immediate and spontaneous “feeling” or “revelation,” which cannot be 
adequately grasped or expounded on the basis of reason. There are important parallels here, probably 
unknown to Newman, with Pascal’s emphasis upon the role of the heart in religious knowledge and 
experience. See also 1.7, 1.8, 1.14, 1.17, 1.20, 1.26, 1.38.

Comment
It is important to appreciate that the First Vatican Council (often referred to simply as “Vatican I”) 
met against a backdrop of increasing hostility to traditional approaches to authority, especially 
within the church. There was a need for reaffirmation and defense of traditional teachings. The new 
intellectual climate which was emerging in Europe at the time made it essential to clarify the way 
in which members of the Roman Catholic church were to relate to these developments. Vatican I 
developed an approach which affirmed the right of Roman Catholics to become involved in these 
disciplines (Vatican I uses the Latin term scientia, which can be translated as “science” or “disci-
pline”), while realizing that each discipline made use of its own distinctive methods which could 
not necessarily be applied to matters of faith. The long closing quote is taken from the fifth-century 
Gallic theologian Vincent of Lérins.

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 How does Vatican I understand the relationship between faith and reason? Is there a tension between 
revealed truths and other kinds of truth?

2 In what way does Vatican I suggest that faith and reason may be mutually supportive?
3 The language of the “deposit of faith” is especially important. What does Vatican I mean by this 

expression?
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We know from experience that beliefs may en-
dure without the presence of the inferential acts 
upon which they were originally elicited. It is 
plain that, as life goes on, we are not only inwardly 
formed and changed by the accession of habits, 
but we are also enriched by a great multitude of 
beliefs and opinions, and that on a variety of sub-
jects. These, held, as some of them are, almost as 
first principles, constitute as it were the furniture 
and clothing of the mind. Sometimes we are fully 
conscious of them; sometimes they are implicit, or 
only now and then come directly before our reflec-
tive faculty. Still they are beliefs, and when we first 
admitted them we had some kind of reason, slight 

or strong, recognized or not, for doing so. How-
ever, whatever those reasons were, even if we ever 
realized them, we have long since forgotten them. 
Whether it was the authority of others, or our own 
observation, or our reading, or our reflections 
which became the warrant of our belief, anyhow 
we received the matters in question into our minds, 
and gave them a place there. We believed them and 
we still believe, though we have forgotten what the 
warrant was. At present they are self-sustained in 
our minds, and have been so for long years. They 
are in no sense “conclusions,” and imply no process 
of reasoning. Here, then, is the case where belief 
stands out as distinct from inference.

Comment
In this essay Newman concerned himself with the question of the rationality of religious belief. What 
reasons may be given for believing? What are the warrants of faith? The question had occupied New-
man for some time; some years earlier, he had written a tract with the title “On the Introduction of 
Rationalistic Principles into Religion.” Newman’s basic concern was to uphold the reasonableness of 
the Christian faith, without making it depend upon rationalist presuppositions. In effect, Newman 
wished to distance himself from the kind of approach offered by Descartes and his followers.

The basic premise is that there is no knock-down argument for God’s existence but rather a 
series of cumulative considerations which, taken together, persuade the individual of the truth of 
the gospel. In particular, Newman develops the “illative” sense of moral judgment – which can be 
argued to parallel a similar approach found in the writings of Aristotle, known as phronesis – by 
which the human mind reaches conclusions on grounds which, though rational, lie outside the limits 
of strict logic.

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 Newman opens this section of the work by considering how faith, originally based upon one given 
consideration, can exist apart from that original factor, or can come to rest on another. What is the 
practical importance of this concern?

2 Writing of the factors which shape our beliefs, Newman observes that “Sometimes we are fully con-
scious of them; sometimes they are implicit, or only now and then come directly before our reflective 
faculty.” What does he mean by this? And how does this relate to Pascal’s insistence that the human 
heart, as well as human reason, is important in such matters (1.17)?

3 “Here, then, is the case where belief stands out as distinct from inference.” What does Newman mean 
by this? And what are the implications of the conclusions that he draws?
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The claim of the Church that the dogmas are sim-
ply the exposition of the Christian revelation, be-
cause deduced from the Holy Scriptures, is not 
confirmed by historical investigation. On the con-
trary, it becomes clear that dogmatic Christianity 
(the dogmas) in its conception and in its construc-
tion was the work of the Hellenic spirit upon the 
Gospel soil. The intellectual medium by which in 
early times men sought to make the Gospel com-
prehensible and to establish it securely, became 
inseparably blended with the content of the same. 
Thus arose the dogma, in whose formation, to be 
sure, other factors (the words of Sacred Scripture, 
requirements of the cult, and of the organization, 
political and social environment, the impulse to 
push things to their logical consequences, blind 
custom, etc.) played a part, yet so that the desire 
and effort to formulate the main principles of the 
Christian redemption, and to explain and develop 
them, secured the upper hand, at least in the earlier 
times.

Just as the formulating of the dogma proved to 
be an illusion, so far as the same was to be the pure 
exposition of the Gospel, so also does historical in-
vestigation destroy the other illusion of the Church, 
viz., that the dogma, always having been the same 
therein, has simply been explained, and that eccle-
siastical theology has never had any other aim than 
to explain the unchanging dogma and to refute the 
heretical teaching pressing in from without. The 
formulating of the dogma indicates rather that the-
ology constructed the dogma, but that the Church 
must ever conceal the labor of the theologians, 

which thus places them in an unfortunate plight. In 
each favorable case the result of their labor has been 
declared to be a reproduction and they themselves 
have been robbed of their best service; as a rule in 
the progress of history they fell under the condem-
nation of the dogmatic scheme, whose foundation 
they themselves had laid, and so entire generations 
of theologians, as well as the chief leaders thereof, 
have, in the further development of dogma, been 
afterwards marked and declared to be heretics or 
held in suspicion. Dogma has ever in the progress 
of history devoured its own progenitors.

Although dogmatic Christianity has never, in 
the process of its development, lost its original 
style and character as a work of the spirit of perish-
ing antiquity upon Gospel soil (style of the Greek 
apologists and of Origen), yet it experienced first 
through Augustine and later through Luther a 
deeper and more thorough transformation. Both 
of these men, the latter more than the former, 
championed a new and more evangelical concep-
tion of Christianity, guided chiefly by Paulinism; 
Augustine however hardly attempted a revision of 
the traditional dogma, rather did he co-ordinate 
the old and the new; Luther, indeed, attempted it, 
but did not carry it through. The Christian qual-
ity of the dogma gained through the influence of 
each, and the old traditional system of dogma was 
relaxed somewhat – this was so much the case in 
Protestantism that one does well, as remarked 
above, no longer to consider the symbolical teach-
ing of the Protestant churches as wholly a recasting 
of the old dogma.

1.23 ADOLF VON HARNACK ON THE ORIGINS OF DOGMA

In a series of important works, especially his mammoth History of Dogma (1886–9), the German 
Protestant theologian and “historian of dogma” Adolf von Harnack (1851–1930) set out his under-
standing of how “dogma” arose within the church. Harnack’s basic conviction was that many of the 
dogmas of the early church – such as that of the incarnation – resulted from an unhappy and quite 
inappropriate marriage between the Christian gospel and Hellenistic philosophy. In this extract, 
taken from the briefer work The Outlines of the History of Dogma, Harnack sets out his understand-
ing of how dogma had its origins, and subsequently came to develop within the church. See also 1.34, 
1.35, 2.34.
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Of all the sciences which stir the head and heart, the-
ology is the fairest. It is closest to human reality, and 
gives us the clearest view of the truth after which all 
science quests. It best illustrates the time-honored 
and profound word: “Fakultät”. It is a landscape, 
like the landscape of Umbria or Tuscany, in which 
distant perspectives are always clear. Theology is a 
masterpiece, as well-planned and yet as bizarre as 
the cathedrals of Cologne and Milan. What a miser-
able lot of theologians – and what miserable periods 

there have been in the history of theology – when 
they have not realized this! […]

The task which is laid upon theology, and which 
it should and can fulfil, is its service in the Church, 
to the Lord of the Church. It has its definite func-
tion in the Church’s liturgy, that is, in the various 
phases of the Church’s expression; in every rever-
end proclamation of the gospel, or in every pro-
claiming reverence, in which the Church listens 
and attends to God. Theology does not exist in a 

1.24 KARL BARTH ON THE NATURE AND TASK OF THEOLOGY

Over the period April 10–12, 1934, Karl Barth (1886–1968) delivered three lectures on theology 
to the Free Protestant Theological Faculty at Paris. The lectures were given alongside three sem-
inars on the theology of Calvin and dealt with the general topics of “Revelation,” “Church,” and 
“Theology.” This extract from the third of Barth’s three lectures, which dealt with the topic of “The-
ology,” sets out a vision of the inspirational nature of the subject and mounts a vigorous protest 
against any temptation to professionalize the subject. Theology is a matter for the church, not for 
some professional elite. See also 1.4, 1.28, 2.38, 3.29.

Comment
It is important to appreciate that Harnack was a critic of dogma who believed that uncovering its 
history is the first stage in effecting its removal.

The term “evangelical” is best understood as “Protestant” throughout this passage. The German 
term evangelisch is at times difficult to translate into English, and there is no doubt that Harnack 
intended the term to refer to the Protestant churches.

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 Did Harnack consider the Roman Catholic and Protestant churches to have equal commitments to the 
notion of “dogma”? How would you account for any differences between them?

2 “Dogmatic Christianity […] was the work of the Hellenic spirit upon the Gospel soil.” Locate this 
passage within the text. What does Harnack mean by this? And what are the implications of this as-
sertion, if true?

3 In his discussion of the development of dogma, Harnack asserts that Christian dogma has, as a matter 
of observable historical fact, not been the same throughout Christian history. How does this statement 
contrast with the language of the First Vatican Council concerning the permanence of the “deposit of 
faith” (1.21)?
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vacuum, nor in any arbitrarily selected field, but 
in that province between baptism and confirma-
tion, in the realm between the Scriptures and their 
exposition and proclamation. Theology is, like all 
other functions of the Church, uniquely based 
upon the fact that God has spoken to humanity and 
that humanity may hear his Word through grace. 
Theology is an act of repentant humility, which 
is presented to humanity through this fact. This 
act exists in the fact that in theology the Church 
seeks again and again to examine itself critically 
as it asks itself what it means and implies to be a 
Church among humanity. […]

The task of theology consists in again and again 
reminding the people in the Church, both preach-
ers and congregations, that the life and work of the 

Church are under the authority of the gospel and 
the law, that God should be heard. […] It has to be a 
watchman so as to carefully observe that constant 
threatening and invasive error to which the life of 
the Church is in danger, because it is composed of 
fallible, erring, sinful people. […]

Theology is not a private subject for theologians 
only. Nor is it a private subject for professors. For-
tunately, there have always been pastors who have 
understood more about theology than most pro-
fessors. Nor is theology a private subject of study 
for pastors. Fortunately, there have repeatedly been 
congregation members, and often whole congre-
gations, who have pursued theology energetically 
while their pastors were theological infants or bar-
barians. Theology is a matter for the Church.

Comment
This lecture was given in 1934, at a time when Hitler had come to power in Germany and a seri-
ous threat to the well-being of the German churches and the integrity of German Christianity had 
arisen. Although given in Paris, the lectures show an awareness of the importance of theology for 
maintaining the true identity of the Christian church, in the face of pressure to conform to the social 
norms of Nazi Germany. These points were developed further in the Barmen Confession, which also 
dates from around this time (7.24).

The lecture offers a vision of theology which liberates the discipline from the stuffiness of the ac-
ademic world and insists upon its relevance to the life and mission of the church. There are obvious 
parallels with the Reformation doctrine of the “priesthood of all believers,” which asserts that all 
believers have a priestly ministry; for Barth, all Christians are, whether they realize it or not, poten-
tially theologians.

Although by this stage Barth had established a reputation as a vigorous critic of liberal theology 
and a forthright defender of the priority of divine revelation, these concerns are not as apparent from 
this lecture as might be expected; the earlier Paris lecture on “Revelation” is perhaps most clearly 
influenced by these concerns. The present passage is marked above all by its vision of theology as an 
exciting intellectual discipline with a real integrity and relevance which can be grasped by ordinary 
believers as much as by academics.

While the German term Fakultät can mean an academic “faculty” (as in a “faculty of theology”), 
its sense here is that of “power” or “capability.”

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 What purpose is served by the analogy of the Tuscan or Umbrian landscapes? What point does Barth 
hope to make from it?
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Consider for example the proceedings that we 
call “games.” I mean board-games, card-games, 
ball-games, Olympic games, and so on. What is 
common to them all? Don’t say: “There must be 
something common, or they would not be called 
‘games’” – but look and see whether there is any-
thing common to them all. – For if you look at 
them you will not see something that is common 
to all, but similarities, relationships, and a whole 
series of them at that. To repeat: don’t think, but 
look! – Look for example at board-games with 
their multifarious relationships. Now pass to card-
games; here you find many correspondences with 
the first group, but many common features drop 
out, and others appear. When we pass next to 
ball-games, much that is common is retained, but 
much is lost. – Are they all “amusing”? Compare 
chess with noughts and crosses. Or is there al-
ways winning and losing, or competition between 
players? Think of patience. In ball-games there is 

winning and losing; but when a child throws his 
ball at the wall and catches it again, this feature has 
disappeared. Look at the parts played by skill and 
luck; and at the difference between skill in chess 
and skill in tennis. Think now of games like ring-
a-ring-a-roses; here is the element of amusement, 
but how many other characteristic features have 
disappeared! And we can go through the many, 
many other groups of games in the same way; can 
see how similarities crop up and disappear.

And the result of this examination is: we see a 
complicated network of similarities overlapping 
and criss-crossing: sometimes overall similarities, 
sometimes similarities of detail.

I can think of no better expression to character-
ize these similarities than “family resemblances”; 
for the various resemblances between members of 
a family: build, features, colour of eyes, gait, tem-
perament, etc. etc. overlap and criss-cross in the 
same way. – And I shall say: “games” form a family.

1.25 LUDWIG WITTGENSTEIN ON ANALOGY

In this passage from his Philosophical Investigations, originally published in German with an 
accompanying English translation in 1953, two years after the author’s death, the Austrian philoso-
pher Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889–1951) argues that the meaning of words is established by their use 
in real life. The use of terms in this way allows their “family resemblances” to be established. Witt-
genstein’s insistence upon the actual usage of words is an important corrective to more ontological 
approaches to analogy. See also 1.10, 1.15.

2 Etienne Gilson, a famous French historian of medieval philosophy, suggested that scholastic theology 
was a “cathedral of the mind.” Barth hints at some such idea when he compares theology to the cath-
edrals of Cologne and Milan. What is the point of this comparison?

3 “Theology is a matter for the Church.” What does Barth mean by this? What viewpoint might he be 
critiquing in making this assertion?

Comment
One of Wittgenstein’s most familiar concerns is to examine the ways in which words are used. For 
Wittgenstein, the Lebensform (“form of living”) within which a word was used was of decisive 
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God’s essence is supposed to guarantee his exis-
tence – what this really means is that what is at issue 
here is not the existence of something. Couldn’t one 
actually say equally well that the essence of colour 
guarantees its existence? As opposed, say, to white 
elephants. Because all that really means is: I cannot 

explain what “colour” is, what the word “colour” 
means, except with the help of a colour sample. So in 
this case there is no such thing as explaining “what it 
would be like if colours were to exist.” […] And now 
we might say: “There can be a description of what it 
would be like if there were gods on Olympus” – but 

1.26 LUDWIG WITTGENSTEIN ON PROOFS FOR THE EXISTENCE OF GOD

In this passage from the work Culture and Value, originally written in German and published after 
his death, the important twentieth-century philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889–1951) demon-
strates the limitations of logical deductions of the existence of God, and stresses the importance 
of experience and life in bringing about belief in God. See also 1.7, 1.9, 1.16, 1.17, 1.18, 1.19, 1.20, 
1.21, 1.22.

importance in establishing the meaning of that word. The Christian Lebensform is thus of con-
trolling importance in understanding what the Christian concept of salvation implies, presupposes, 
and expresses.

This has important implications for how we use words. As Wittgenstein himself pointed out, the 
same word can be used in a large number of senses. One way of dealing with this might be to invent a 
totally new vocabulary, in which the meaning of each word is tightly and unequivocally defined. But 
this is not a real option. Languages, like religions, are living entities, and cannot be forced to behave 
in such an artificial way. A perfectly acceptable approach, according to Wittgenstein, is to take the 
trouble to define the particular sense in which a word should be understood, in order to avoid con-
fusion with its many other senses. This involves a careful study of its associations and its use in the 
“form of living” (Lebensform) to which it relates.

On the basis of this, Wittgenstein suggests the image of “family resemblance” to explore the way in 
which words relate to each other. They are not identical, yet they are related to each other.

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 How does Wittgenstein propose that we set about establishing the meanings of words?
2 How might this approach be applied to the vocabulary of the Christian faith? For example, what would 

Wittgenstein urge us to do if we were to ask what was meant by the term “redemption”?
3 How does Wittgenstein’s approach relate to that set out by Thomas Aquinas (1.10)?
4 How is Wittgenstein’s general approach helpful in identifying the specifically Christian associations of 

words which are used to mean other things in different contexts? For example, St. Paul uses the term 
“justification” to refer to a new relationship established between God and humanity through faith (see, 
e.g., Romans 5: 1–2). But in everyday English, “justification” means such things as “aligning lines of 
printed text so that they form a straight line at the margins.” How does Wittgenstein help the theolo-
gian retain and clarify the vocabulary of the Christian faith?
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not “what it would be like if there were such a thing 
as God.” And to say this is to determine the con-
cept “God” more precisely. […] How are we taught 
the word “God” (its use, that is)? I cannot give a full 
grammatical description of it. But I can, as it were, 
make some contributions to such a description; I 
can say a good deal about it and perhaps in time as-
semble a sort of collection of examples. […]

A proof of God’s existence ought really to be 
something by means of which one could convince 
oneself that God exists. But I think that what 
believers who have furnished such proofs have 

wanted to do is to give their “belief” an intellectual 
analysis and foundation, although they themselves 
would never have come to believe as a result of such 
proofs. […] Life can educate one to a belief in God. 
And experiences too are what bring this about: but 
I don’t mean visions and other forms of sense expe-
rience which show us the “existence of this being,” 
but, e.g., sufferings of various sorts. These neither 
show us God in the way a sense impression shows 
us an object, nor do they give rise to conjectures 
about him. Experiences, thoughts – life can force 
this concept on us.

1.27 VLADIMIR LOSSKY ON APOPHATIC APPROACHES TO THEOLOGY

Vladimir Lossky (1903–58) was one of Russian Orthodoxy’s most significant theologians of the 
twentieth century. Following the Russian Revolution, he settled in Paris, where he wrote several 
works, of which the greatest is his Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church, which sets out the leading 
themes of Orthodox theology, including its distinctively apophatic (see Glossary) approach to the-
ology. Lossky begins by tracing the roots of such an approach to Dionysius the pseudo-Areopagite, 
who is widely regarded as its intellectual fountainhead. See also 1.12, 1.14, 1.18, 1.28.

Comment
In this interesting passage, Wittgenstein makes a number of fundamental criticisms of traditional 
metaphysical approaches to the question of whether there is indeed a God. Notice in particular his 
insistence that believers themselves do not base their faith upon such arguments.

As we noted earlier (1.25), Wittgenstein places considerable emphasis upon the way in which 
words are used in real life in determining their meaning. The role of life experiences in relation to 
faith is clearly indicated in this passage, especially in relation to suffering.

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 “I think that what believers who have furnished such proofs have wanted to do is to give their ‘belief ’ 
an intellectual analysis and foundation, although they themselves would never have come to believe as 
a result of such proofs.” How valid is this comment? How might it apply to Anselm of Canterbury (1.7) 
and Thomas Aquinas (1.9)? Did they come to faith as a result of their “proofs” or were those “proofs” 
the consequence and expression of their faith?

2 “I cannot explain what ‘colour’ is, what the word ‘colour’ means, except with the help of a colour sam-
ple.” What does Wittgenstein mean by this? And what is its relevance to the notion of God?

3 What does Wittgenstein mean when he suggests that life can “force” the concept of God upon us?
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Dionysius begins his treatise with an invocation of 
the Holy Trinity, whom he prays to guide him “to 
the supreme height of mystical writings, which is 
beyond what is known, where the mysteries of the-
ology, simple, unconditional, invariable, are laid 
bare in a darkness of silence beyond the light.” He 
invites Timothy, to whom the treatise is dedicated, 
to “mystical contemplation” (mystica theamata). 
It is necessary to renounce both sense and all the 
workings of reason, everything which may be 
known by the senses or the understanding, both 
that which is and all that is not, in order to be able 
to attain in perfect ignorance to union with Him 
who transcends all being and all knowledge. It is 
already evident that this is not simply a question of 
a process of dialectic but of something else: a puri-
fication, a katharsis, is necessary. One must aban-
don all that is impure and even all that is pure. One 
must then scale the most sublime heights of sanc-
tity leaving behind one all the divine luminaries, 
all the heavenly sounds and words. It is only thus 
that one may penetrate to the darkness wherein 
He who is beyond all created things makes his 
dwelling.

This way of ascent, in the course of which we 
are gradually delivered from the hold of all that 
can be known, is compared by Dionysius to 
Moses’ ascent of Mount Sinai to meet with God. 
Moses begins by purifying himself. Then he sep-
arates himself from all that is unclean. It is then 
that he hears “the many notes of the trumpets,” 
he sees the many lights which flash forth many 
pure rays; then he is separated from the many, 
and with the chosen priests he reaches the height 
of the divine ascents. Even here he does not 

associate with God, he does not contemplate God 
(for He is unseen), but the place where He is. I 
think this means that the highest and most divine 
of the things which are seen and understood are a 
kind of hypothetical account of what is subject to 
Him who is over all.

Through them is revealed the presence of Him 
who is above all thought, a presence which occu-
pies the intelligible heights of His holy places. It 
is then that Moses is freed from the things that 
see and are seen: he passes into the truly mystical 
darkness of ignorance, where he shuts his eyes to 
all scientific apprehensions, and reaches what is 
entirely untouched and unseen, belonging not to 
himself and not to another, but wholly to Him who 
is above all. He is united to the best of his powers 
with the unknowing quiescence of all knowledge, 
and by that very unknowing he knows what sur-
passes understanding.

It is now clear that the apophatic way, or mys-
tical theology – or such is the title of the treatise 
devoted to the way of negations – has for its object 
God, in so far as He is absolutely incomprehensible. 
It would even be inaccurate to say that it has God 
for its object. The latter part of the passage which 
we have just quoted shows that once arrived at the 
extreme height of the knowable one must be freed 
from that which perceives as much as from that 
which can be perceived: that is to say, from the sub-
ject as well as from the object of perception. God 
no longer presents Himself as object, for it is no 
more a question of knowledge but of union. Nega-
tive theology is thus a way towards mystical union 
with God, whose nature remains incomprehensi-
ble to us.

Comment
Lossky’s exposition of the apophatic approach to theology highlights the mystery of God and the 
limitations placed upon any human attempt to represent or describe the divine nature. For Lossky, 
it is axiomatic that God is unknowable in his essence and transcends his revelation. The passage 
stresses the incomprehensibility of God – not in the sense of God being irrational but rather in the 
sense that the human mind is incapable of fully grasping the reality of God.
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Now for a few more thoughts on our theme. I’m 
only gradually working my way to the non- 
religious interpretation of biblical concepts; the job 
is too big for me to finish just yet.

On the historical side: There is one great de-
velopment that leads to the world’s autonomy. In 
theology one sees it first in Lord Herbert of Cher-
bury, who maintains that reason is sufficient for 
religious knowledge. In ethics it appears in Mon-
taigne and Bodin with their substitution of rules 
of life for the commandments. In politics Machia-
velli detaches politics from morality in general and 
founds the doctrine of “reasons of state.” Later, 
and very differently from Machiavelli, but tending 
like him towards the autonomy of human society, 
comes Grotius, setting up his natural law as inter-
national law, which is valid etsi deus non daretur, 
“even if there were no God.” The philosophers pro-
vide the finishing touches: on the one hand we have 
the deism of Descartes, who holds that the world is 
a mechanism, running by itself with no interfer-
ence from God; and on the other hand the pan-
theism of Spinoza, who says that God is nature. In 

the last resort, Kant is a deist, and Fichte and Hegel 
are pantheists. Everywhere the thinking is directed 
towards the autonomy of man and the world.

(It seems that in the natural sciences the pro-
cess begins with Nicolas of Cusa and Giordano 
Bruno and the “heretical” doctrine of the infinity 
of the universe. The classical cosmos was finite, 
like the created world of the Middle Ages. An in-
finite universe, however it may be conceived, is 
self-subsisting, etsi deus non daretur. It is true that 
modern physics is not as sure as it was about the 
infinity of the universe, but it has not gone back to 
the earlier conceptions of its finitude.)

God as a working hypothesis in morals, politics, 
or science, has been surmounted and abolished; 
and the same thing has happened in philosophy 
and religion (Feuerbach!). For the sake of intellec-
tual honesty, that working hypothesis should be 
dropped, or as far as possible eliminated. A scien-
tist or physician who sets out to edify is a hybrid.

Anxious souls will ask what room there is left 
for God now; and as they know of no answer to the 
question, they condemn the whole development 

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 Having read this passage, how would you characterize Lossky’s teaching on how God is known? What 
role does he ascribe to contemplation? How do you think that differs from the emphasis on rational 
reflection so characteristic of much western theology?

2 What point does Lossky make through the analogy of Moses ascending Mount Sinai?
3 On the basis of this passage, do you think that Lossky is saying that nothing can be known of God?

1.28 DIETRICH BONHOEFFER ON GOD IN A SECULAR WORLD

In this letter from Tegel prison, in which he was imprisoned during the final stages of the Second 
World War, the German theologian and pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer (1906–45) spoke of the new 
challenge to Christianity in a world in which the existence of God is not taken for granted. He 
identified a central theme of Christianity, which distinguishes it from all other religions, in its focus 
in the sufferings of God in Christ. Bonhoeffer was one of the most vigorous critics of the idea that 
human “religiosity” is a point of contact for the gospel. The theme of a suffering God was of major 
importance to Bonhoeffer, as this passage makes clear. Bonhoeffer was executed at Flossenbürg con-
centration camp in April 1945. See also 1.20, 1.24, 1.27, 3.30, 3.35.
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that has brought them to such straits. I wrote to 
you before about the various emergency exits that 
have been contrived; and we ought to add to them 
the salto mortale [death-leap] back into the Mid-
dle Ages. But the principle of the Middle Ages is 
heteronomy in the form of clericalism; a return to 
that can be a counsel of despair, and it would be 
at the cost of intellectual honesty. It’s a dream that 
reminds one of the song O wusst’ich doch den Weg 
zurück, den weiten Weg ins Kinderland. There is no 
such way – at any rate not if it means deliberately 
abandoning our mental integrity; the only way is 
that of Matthew 18: 3, i.e., through repentance, 
through ultimate honesty.

And we cannot be honest unless we recognize 
that we have to live in the world etsi Deus non dare-
tur. And this is just what we do recognize – before 
God! God himself compels us to recognize it. So 
our coming of age leads us to a true recognition of 
our situation before God. God would have us know 
that we must live as men who manage our lives 
without him. The God who is with us is the God 
who forsakes us (Mark 15: 34). The God who lets us 

live in the world without the working hypothesis of 
God is the God before whom we stand continually. 
Before God and with God we live without God. 
God lets himself be pushed out of the world on to 
the cross. He is weak and powerless in the world, 
and that is precisely the way, the only way, in which 
he is with us and helps us. Matthew 8: 17 makes 
it quite clear that Christ helps us, not by virtue of 
his omnipotence, but by virtue of his weakness and 
suffering.

Here is the decisive difference between Chris-
tianity and all religions. Man’s religiosity makes 
him look in his distress to the power of God in 
the world: God is the deus ex machina. The Bible 
directs man to God’s powerlessness and suffering; 
only the suffering God can help. To that extent 
we may say that the development towards the 
world’s coming of age outlined above, which has 
done away with a false conception of God, opens 
up a way of seeing the God of the Bible, who wins 
power and space in the world by his weakness. 
This will probably be the starting-point for our 
secular interpretation.

Comment
Bonhoeffer wrote this letter from prison shortly before his execution. The letter deals with the vul-
nerability of approaches to religion and theology which proceed on the assumption that humanity 
is intrinsically religious. For Bonhoeffer, the Nazi experience had called that presupposition into 
question.

The letter deals extensively with the issue of the autonomy of the world, and the apparent power-
lessness of God, which Bonhoeffer regarded as exhibited on the cross. Bonhoeffer’s brief account of 
intellectual history since the Middle Ages is concerned to bring out how the world has come of age 
and lives as if there were no God.

Note that the German song title referred to in the text is to be translated as “If only I knew the way 
back, the long way to the land of childhood.” The Latin slogan etsi Deus non daretur (“as if God is 
not given”) was used by the Dutch writer Hugo Grotius (1583–1645) and is widely seen as marking a 
recognition of the growing importance of secular trends in the west.

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 What is the distinction between simply living “as if there were no God” and a firm commitment to 
atheism?
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The term “correlation” may be used in three ways. It 
can designate the correspondence of different ser-
ies of data, as in statistical charts; it can designate 
the logical interdependence of concepts, as in po-
lar relations; and it can designate the real interde-
pendence of things or events in structural wholes. 
If the term is used in theology all three meanings 
have important applications. There is a correlation 
in the sense of correspondence between religious 
symbols and that which is symbolized by them. 
There is a correlation in the logical sense between 
concepts denoting the human and those denot-
ing the divine. There is a correlation in the factual 
sense between man’s ultimate concern and that 
about which he is ultimately concerned. The first 
meaning of correlation refers to the central prob-
lem of religious knowledge. […]

The second meaning of correlation determines 
the statements about God and the world; for ex-
ample, the correlation of the infinite and the finite. 
[…] The third meaning of correlation qualifies 
the divine–human relationship within religious 
experience. The third use of correlative thinking 
in theology has evoked the protest of theologians 
such as Karl Barth, who are afraid that any kind of 

divine–human correlation makes God partly de-
pendent on man. But although God in his abysmal 
nature is in no way dependent on man, God in his 
self-manifestation to man is dependent on the way 
man receives his manifestation. This is true even 
if the doctrine of predestination, namely, that this 
way is foreordained by God and entirely indepen-
dent of human freedom, is maintained. The di-
vine–human relation, and therefore God as well as 
man within this relation, changes with the stages 
of the history of revelation and with the stages of 
every personal development. There is a mutual in-
terdependence between “God for us” and “we for 
God.” God’s wrath and God’s grace are not con-
trasts in the “heart” of God (Luther), in the depth 
of his being; but they are contrasts in the divine–
human relationship. The divine–human relation 
is a correlation. The “divine–human encounter” 
(Emil Brunner) means something real for both 
sides. It is an actual correlation, in the third sense 
of the term.

The divine–human relationship is a correlation 
also in its cognitive side. Symbolically speak-
ing, God answers man’s questions, and under the 
impact of God’s answers man asks them. Theology 

1.29 PAUL TILLICH ON THE METHOD OF CORRELATION

Paul Tillich (1886–1965) was a German émigré who settled in the United States and became one of 
the most significant American theologians of the twentieth century. One of his primary concerns 
was apologetic. To ensure the continuing credibility of Christianity, he argued, it was necessary 
to correlate the gospel proclamation with the questions which secular culture raised, especially in 
North America. For Tillich, culture raised what he termed “ultimate questions,” to which theology 
was obliged to respond. In this important passage, Tillich explored the general principles of correlat-
ing the Christian message with secular culture. See also 1.28, 1.34, 1.36.

2 How does Bonhoeffer account for the world’s “coming of age”? What factors does he see as leading to 
its development? Although Bonhoeffer does not directly address this issue in the passage, in what way 
does the Nazi period illustrate this point?

3 “Before God and with God we live without God. God lets himself be pushed out of the world on to the 
cross. He is weak and powerless in the world, and that is precisely the way, the only way, in which he is 
with us and helps us.” Locate this passage within the text. What does Bonhoeffer mean by these words?
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formulates the questions implied in human exis-
tence, and theology formulates the answers in di-
vine self-manifestation under the guidance of the 
questions implied in human existence. This is a cir-
cle which drives man to a point where question and 
answer are not separated. This point, however, is 
not a moment in time. It belongs to man’s essential 
being, to the unity of his finitude with the infinity 
in which he was created, and from which he is sep-
arated. […] A symptom of both the essential unity 
and the existential separation of finite man from 
his infinity is his ability to ask about the infinite to 
which he belongs: the fact that he must ask about it 
indicates that he is separated from it.

The answers implied in the event of revelation 
are meaningful only in so far as they are in cor-
relation with questions concerning the whole of 
our existence, with existential questions. Only 
those who have experienced the shock of transi-
toriness, the anxiety in which they are aware of 
their finitude, the threat of nonbeing, can under-
stand what the notion of God means. Only those 
who have experienced the tragic ambiguities of 
our historical existence and have totally ques-
tioned the meaning of existence can understand 
what the symbol of the Kingdom of God means. 
Revelation answers questions which have been 
asked and always will be asked because they are 
“we ourselves.” Man is the question he asks about 
himself, before any question has been formulated. 
It is, therefore, not surprising that the basic ques-
tions were formulated very early in the history 
of mankind. Every analysis of the mythological 
material shows this. Nor is it surprising that the 
same questions appear in early childhood, as ev-
ery observation of children shows. Being human 
means asking the questions of one’s own being 

and living under the impact of the answers given 
to this question. And, conversely, being human 
means receiving answers to the questions of one’s 
own being and asking questions under the impact 
of the answers.

In using the method of correlation, systematic 
theology proceeds in the following way: it makes 
an analysis of the human situation out of which 
the existential questions arise, and it demonstrates 
that the symbols used in the Christian message 
are the answers to these questions. The analysis of 
the human situation is done in terms which today 
are called “existential.” Such analyses are much 
older than existentialism; they are, indeed, as old 
as man’s thinking about himself, and they have 
been expressed in various kinds of conceptualiza-
tion since the beginning of philosophy. Whenever 
man has looked at his world, he has found himself 
in it as a part of it. But he also has realized that 
he is a stranger in the world of objects, unable to 
penetrate it beyond a certain level of scientific 
analysis. And then he has become aware of the fact 
that he himself is the door to the deeper levels of 
reality, that in his own existence he has the only 
possible approach to existence itself. This does not 
mean that man is more approachable than other 
objects as material for scientific research. The op-
posite is the case! It does mean that the immediate 
experience of one’s own existing reveals something 
of the nature of existence generally. Whoever has 
penetrated into the nature of his own finitude can 
find the traces of finitude in everything that exists. 
And he can ask the question implied in his finitude 
as the question implied in finitude universally. In 
doing so, he does not formulate a doctrine of man; 
he expresses a doctrine of existence as experienced 
in him as man.

Comment
From the outset, Tillich regarded one of the most important tasks of theology to be relating theolog-
ical thought to nonreligious situations. In this sense, his theology may be seen as apologetic, rather 
than dogmatic – as primarily concerned with making Christianity both attractive and intelligible to 
twentieth-century secular culture. His “method of correlation” between the situation and the Chris-
tian reflects this concern to make the Christian proclamation relevant to a world come of age. Tillich 
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For the early Christians, Jesus Christ was the oc-
casion of and the object of “disclosure” situations 
for which normally the word “God” would have 
been appropriate currency. Further, much could be 
said about Jesus Christ which was, on the face of it, 
straightforwardly empirical, viz. that he was tired, 
that he wept, and so on. So we have what are prima 
facie, two logically different languages compet-
ing as descriptions of the object of “disclosure” or 
“revelation.” There then arises the problem of how 
these two languages can somehow be integrated, 
for in the Christian disclosure only one object is 
disclosed. […]

Christian doctrine does not give a picture of 
God in the sense of a verbal photograph. Christian 
doctrine can only be justified on an epistemology 
very different from that which lay behind tra-
ditional views of metaphysics. In no sense is 
Christian doctrine a “super-science.” Its structure, 
and its anchorage in “fact” are much more complex 
than that parallel would suggest. What we have 
been trying to do in these various examples has 
been to give hints – no more – of how traditional 
Christian phrases might otherwise be elucidated 
and justified. If they are anchored in “disclosure” 
situations, situations which centre directly or 

1.30 IAN T. RAMSEY ON THE LANGUAGE OF CHRISTIAN DOCTRINE

In this discussion of the nature of doctrinal language, the philosopher of religion Ian T. Ramsey 
(1915–72) argues that doctrinal statements must be understood in terms of their empirical ground-
ing – especially as they relate to the “disclosure situation” associated with Jesus of Nazareth. Writing 
against the background of a dominant logical positivism, which declared that metaphysical state-
ments were meaningless, Ramsey insisted that traditional theological language was empirically 
meaningful, and he defends this point in this extract. See also 1.10, 1.16, 1.17, 1.22, 1.26, 1.37.

thus sees the task of theology as identifying the “ultimate questions” being asked by the culture, and 
offering answers which meet the real existential concerns which lie behind these questions. In this 
sense, Tillich could be said to develop an apologetics as much as a theology.

Tillich’s theological program can be summarized in the term “correlation.” By the “method of cor-
relation” Tillich understands the task of modern theology to be to establish a conversation between 
human culture and Christian faith.

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 What does Tillich understand by “correlation”? What is being related to what? And how is this to be 
done? You might like to explore each of the three aspects of correlation which Tillich identifies in this 
passage.

2 Tillich is critical of Barth in this passage. Why? He also interacts with Emil Brunner and with John 
Calvin. How would you assess his evaluation of these two Protestant writers?

3 For Tillich, the Christian message provides the answers to the questions implied in human existence. 
What does Tillich mean by this? And why does he see existentialism as so important to these answers?
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indirectly on Jesus of Nazareth, and are in part 
mysterious and elusive, only then can Christian 
phrases be given a logical complexity suited to 
their theme. An empirical approach to philo-
sophical theology takes the traditional phrases of 
Christian doctrine and sees in this way what log-
ical placing they must have to tell their tale; being 
sure of only one thing, that an adequate account 

of their logical structure will never be given on an 
ordinary view of “facts” accompanied by the idea 
that language provides a sort of verbal photograph 
which is in a one-to-one correspondence to what it 
talks about. To make such a mistake would be to 
confound the logic of theology with that of some 
precision language such as those of which the sci-
ences make use.

1.31 SALLIE MCFAGUE ON METAPHOR IN THEOLOGY

In several of her writings, including Metaphorical Theology (1982) and Models of God (1987), the 
noted American theologian Sallie McFague (born 1933) develops the idea that Christian ways of 
speaking about God are primarily metaphorical in character, drawing attention to the differences 
between God and humanity as well as the similarities. After making the point that theology needs 
images or models to stimulate and inform its reflection, she considers the particular role of meta-
phors, focusing on the metaphor “God as mother.” See also 1.10, 1.25, 3.40, 3.41, 3.42.

Comment
Ramsey here develops a model of religious language grounded in personal experience and personal 
disclosure. He begins by noting that Jesus of Nazareth is both the occasion and the object of Chris-
tian truth claims. Using the language of “disclosure” (which, for our purposes, can be taken as more 
or less equivalent to “revelation”), Ramsey argues that one of the fundamental tasks of Christian doc-
trine is to weave together two streams of language, both relating to Jesus of Nazareth – namely, his 
role as the one who discloses God and his role as one who is empirically observed to have been tired, 
or wept. Ramsey then moves on to make the point that doctrinal language cannot be simple and 
precise, in that it has to make sense of both the occasion and the object of the Christian disclosure.

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 Logical positivism, which was influential in western philosophical circles at the time Ramsey was 
writing (1957), argued that metaphysical language was empirically meaningless. How does Ramsey 
respond to this challenge in this extract?

2 “Christian doctrine does not give a picture of God in the sense of a verbal photograph.” Locate this 
quotation within the extract. What does Ramsey mean by this? And what view of theological language 
is he challenging by making this statement?

3 To what extent is Ramsey suggesting that contemporary criticisms of Christian doctrine rest on mis-
understandings of the ways in which it uses language?
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The first thing to say is that theology, as construc-
tive and metaphorical, does not “demythologize” 
but “remythologizes.” To envision theology as met-
aphorical means, at the outset, to refuse the attempt 
to denude religious language of its concrete, poetic, 
imagistic and hence inevitably anthropomorphic, 
character, in the search for presumably more en-
lightened (and usually more abstract) terminol-
ogy. It is to accept as one of theology’s primary 
tasks remythologizing for our time: identifying 
and elucidating primary metaphors and models 
from contemporary experience which will express 
Christian faith for our day in powerful, illuminat-
ing ways. Theologians are not poets, but neither are 
they philosophers (as, in the Christian tradition, 
they have often become). Their place, as under-
stood by metaphorical theology, is an anomalous 
one that partakes of both poetry and philosophy: 
they are poets insofar as they must be sensitive to 
the metaphors and models that are at once conso-
nant with the Christian faith and appropriate for 
expressing that faith in their own time, and they 
are philosophers insofar as they must elucidate in 
a coherent, comprehensive, and systematic way the 
implications of these metaphors and models. […]

A second and more complex issue in regard to 
theology, as constructive and metaphorical, con-
cerns metaphor and model. What are they, and why 
call theology metaphorical? A metaphor is a word 
or phrase used inappropriately. It belongs properly 
in one context but is being used in another: the arm 
of the chair, war as a chess game, God the father. 
From Aristotle until recently, metaphor has been 
seen mainly as a poetic device to embellish or dec-
orate. The idea was that in metaphor one used a 
word or phrase inappropriately but one need not 
have: whatever was being expressed could be said 
directly without the metaphor. Increasingly, how-
ever, the idea of metaphor as unsubstitutable is 
winning acceptance: what a metaphor expresses 

cannot be said directly or apart from it, for if it 
could be, one would have said it directly. Here, met-
aphor is a strategy of desperation, not decoration; 
it is an attempt to say something about the unfa-
miliar in terms of the familiar, an attempt to speak 
about what we do not know in terms of what we 
do know. Not all metaphors fit this definition, for 
many are so enmeshed in conventional language 
(the arm of the chair) that we do not notice them 
and some have become so familiar that we do not 
recognize them as attempting to express the unfa-
miliar (God the father). But a fresh metaphor, such 
as in the remark that “war is a chess game,” im-
mediately sparks our imaginations to think of war, 
a very complex phenomenon, as viewed through a 
concrete grid or screen, the game of chess. Needless 
to say, war is not a chess game; hence, a description 
of war in terms of chess is a partial, relative, inade-
quate account that, in illuminating certain aspects 
of war (such as strategizing), filters out other as-
pects (such as violence and death).

Metaphor always has the character of “is” 
and “is not”: an assertion is made but as a likely 
account rather than a definition. That is, to say, 
“God is mother,” is not to define God as mother, 
not to assert identity between the terms “God” and 
“mother,” but to suggest that we consider what we 
do not know how to talk about – relating to God – 
through the metaphor of mother. The assumption 
here is that all talk of God is indirect: no words or 
phrases refer directly to God, for God-language 
can refer only through the detour of a description 
that properly belongs elsewhere. To speak of God 
as mother is to invite us to consider some quali-
ties associated with mothering as one partial but 
perhaps illuminating way of speaking of certain 
aspects of God’s relationship to us. It also assumes, 
however, that many other metaphors may qualify 
as partial but illuminating grids or screens for this 
purpose.

Comment
One of the tasks which Sallie McFague undertakes in her work Metaphorical Theology is to reclaim 
the use of the category of “metaphor” in theology. Inevitably, this involves clarifying what is meant 
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Theology must be critical reflection on human-
kind, on basic human principles. Only with this 
approach will theology be a serious discourse, 

aware of itself, in full possession of its conceptual 
elements. But we are not referring exclusively to 
this epistemological aspect when we talk about 

1.32 GUSTAVO GUTIÉRREZ ON THEOLOGY AS CRITICAL REFLECTION

The Peruvian theologian Gustavo Gutiérrez (born 1928) is one of the most important representa-
tives of Latin American liberation theology, noted particularly for its emphasis on practice rather 
than theory. This emphasis, whose origins may be traced back to Karl Marx’s distinction between 
theory and praxis, shows itself particularly in the liberationist emphasis on the need for practical 
social involvement and political commitment, and the implicit criticism of western understandings 
of theology as a disinterested and detached academic discipline. In this extract from his Theology of 
Liberation (1971), Gutiérrez explores the significance of this point for a critical understanding of the 
nature of Christian theology. See also 3.32, 9.3.

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 The word “metaphor” means different things to different people. What does McFague mean by the 
term? And how does this affect her evaluation of its theological potential?

2 McFague makes it clear that she intends to resist any attempt “to denude religious language of its con-
crete, poetic, imagistic” character. What reasons does she give for doing so?

3 McFague offers a number of religious metaphors in this passage, including “God as mother.” What 
insights does this metaphor convey?

4 McFague notes that “many other metaphors may qualify as partial but illuminating grids.” This sug-
gests that she sees metaphors as possessing a cumulative force, so that a range of metaphors is neces-
sary to gain an increased understanding of God. How might a variety of metaphors be used in order 
to gain such a better understanding? How would one work out which aspects of the metaphors were to 
be used and which not?

by the word “metaphor,” and especially its relationship to the word “analogy.” McFague sees the 
metaphor as possessing the virtue of flexibility: it is nonrigid and allows a variety of interpretations 
to be placed upon it.

Note how McFague stresses that a metaphor is about both “being like” and “not being like.” To 
suggest, for example, that “God is a wolf” – and that this is to be taken metaphorically – encourages 
those hearing this statement to look for points of similarity and dissimilarity between God and a 
wolf. It cannot be assumed that the use of this image is purely analogical; the metaphor may stress 
distinction rather than similitude.

McFague is opposed to the elimination of the metaphorical from theology, partly because she 
believes that theology would be impoverished linguistically and iconically as a result. To reject met-
aphor is to reject imagery – often very powerful and moving imagery.
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theology as critical reflection. We also refer to a 
clear and critical attitude regarding economic and 
socio-cultural issues in the life and reflection of 
the Christian community. To disregard these is to 
deceive both oneself and others. But above all, we 
intend this term to express the theory of a definite 
practice. Theological reflection would then neces-
sarily be a criticism of society and the Church, in-
sofar as they are called and addressed by the Word 
of God; it would be a critical theory, worked out in 
the light of the Word accepted in faith and inspired 
by a practical purpose – and therefore indissolubly 
linked to historical praxis.

By preaching the Gospel message, by its sac-
raments, and by the charity of its members, the 
Church proclaims and shelters the gift of the 
Kingdom of God in the heart of human history. 
The Christian community professes a faith which 
works through charity. It is – at least ought to be – 
real charity, action, and commitment to the service 
of others. Theology is reflection, a critical attitude. 
Theology follows; it is the second step. What He-
gel used to say about philosophy can likewise be 
applied to theology: it rises only at sundown. The 
pastoral activity of the Church does not flow as a 
conclusion from theological premises. Theology 
does not produce pastoral activity; rather it reflects 
upon it. Theology must be able to find in pastoral 
activity the presence of the Spirit inspiring the 
action of the Christian community. A privileged 
locus theologicus for understanding the faith will 
be the life, preaching, and historical commitment 
of the Church.

To reflect upon the presence and action of the 
Christian in the world means, moreover, to go be-
yond the visible boundaries of the Church. This is 
of prime importance. It implies openness to the 
world, gathering the questions it poses, being at-
tentive to its historical transformations. In the 
words of Yves Congar, “If the Church wishes to 
deal with the real questions of the modern world 
and to attempt to respond to them, […] it must 
open as it were a new chapter of theologicopasto-
ral epistemology. Instead of using only revelation 
and tradition as starting points, as classical the-
ology has generally done, it must start with facts 
and questions derived from the world and from 

history.” It is precisely this opening to the totality 
of human history that allows theology to fulfill its 
critical function vis-à-vis ecclesial praxis without 
narrowness.

This critical task is indispensable. Reflection in 
the light of faith must constantly accompany the 
pastoral action of the Church. By keeping historical 
events in their proper perspective, theology helps 
safeguard society and the Church from regarding 
as permanent what is only temporary. Critical re-
flection thus always plays the inverse role of an ide-
ology which rationalizes and justifies a given social 
and ecclesial order. On the other hand, theology, 
by pointing to the sources of revelation, helps to 
orient pastoral activity; it puts it in a wider context 
and so helps it to avoid activism and immediatism. 
Theology as critical reflection thus fulfills a liber-
ating function for humankind and the Christian 
community, preserving them from fetishism and 
idolatry, as well as from a pernicious and belittling 
narcissism. Understood in this way theology has a 
necessary and permanent role in liberation from 
every form of religious alienation – which is often 
fostered by the ecclesiastical institution itself when 
it impedes an authentic approach to the Word of 
the Lord.

As critical reflection on society and the Church, 
theology is an understanding which both grows 
and, in a certain sense, changes. If the commit-
ment of the Christian community in fact takes 
different forms throughout history, the under-
standing which accompanies the vicissitudes of 
this commitment will be constantly renewed and 
will take untrodden paths. A theology which has 
as its points of reference only “truths” which have 
been established once and for all – and not the 
Truth which is also the Way – can be only static 
and, in the long run, sterile. In this sense the of-
ten-quoted and misinterpreted words of Bouillard 
take on new validity: “A theology which is not up-
to-date is a false theology.” […]

This kind of theology, arising from concern with 
a particular set of issues, will perhaps give us the 
solid and permanent albeit modest foundation for 
the theology in a Latin American perspective which 
is both desired and needed. This Latin Ameri-
can focus would not be due to a frivolous desire 
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for originality, but rather to a fundamental sense 
of historical efficacy and also – why hide it? – to 
the desire to contribute to the life and reflection of 
the universal Christian community. But in order 
to make our contribution, this desire for universal-
ity – as well as input from the Christian community 

as a whole – must be present from the beginning. 
To concretize this desire would be to overcome 
particularistic tendencies – provincial and chau-
vinistic – and produce something unique, both 
particular and universal, and therefore fruitful.

1.33 BRIAN A. GERRISH ON ACCOMMODATION IN CALVIN’S THEOLOGY

For the influential Protestant theologian John Calvin, divine revelation takes place in a form which 
is “accommodated” or “adjusted” to human capacities and abilities. In this helpful analysis, Brian 
A. Gerrish (born 1931), one of Calvin’s leading modern interpreters, sets out the basic features of 
Calvin’s approach, which has had a considerable influence on Reformed theology in particular. See 
also 1.10, 1.13, 1.29.

Comment
Gustavo Gutiérrez represents the tradition of Latin American liberation theology, which acknowl-
edged that the church had often sided with oppressive governments in the region and declared that 
it ought to be on the side of the poor. In his Theology of Liberation, Gutiérrez introduced the char-
acteristic themes that would become definitive of the movement. Liberation theology is oriented 
toward the poor and oppressed. It involves critical reflection on practice, and should not be detached 
from social involvement or political action. Whereas classical western theology regarded action as 
the result of reflection, liberation theology inverts the order: action comes first, followed by critical 
reflection.

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 Theology is about critical reflection on historical praxis. According to this passage, why must priority 
be given to praxis rather than pure theory? What criticisms may be directed against the traditional 
western emphasis upon theory preceding action?

2  Gutiérrez argues that an ideology may arise “which rationalizes and justifies a given social and 
ecclesial order.” In what way is liberation theology a response to this concern? And how can it change 
things?

3  Gutiérrez declares that the “ecclesiastical institution itself” can impede “an authentic approach to the 
Word of the Lord.” What does he mean by this? And how do you think this can be put right?

According to Calvin, the forms of revelation are 
adapted in various ways to the nature of man as 

the recipient. His general term for the several types 
of adaptation is “accommodation.” It is axiomatic 
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for Calvin that God cannot be comprehended by 
the human mind. What is known of God is known 
by revelation; and God reveals himself, not as he is 
in himself, but in forms adapted to man’s capac-
ity. Hence in preaching he communicates himself 
through a man speaking to men, and in the sacra-
ments he adds a mode of communication adapted 
to man’s physical nature. Now in speaking of the 
Bible, Calvin extends the idea of accommodation 
beyond the mode to the actual content of revela-
tion, and argues that the very diction of biblical 
language is often adapted to the finitude of man’s 

mind. God does not merely condescend to hu-
man frailty by revealing himself in the prophetic 
and apostolic word and by causing the Word to be 
written down in sacred books: he also makes his 
witnesses employ accommodated expressions. For 
example, God is represented anthropomorphically 
as raising his hand, changing his mind, deliberat-
ing, being angry, and so on. Calvin admits that this 
accommodated language has a certain impropriety 
about it. It bears the same relation to divine truth 
as does the baby talk of a nurse or mother to the 
world of adult realities.

1.34 GEORGE LINDBECK ON POSTLIBERAL APPROACHES TO DOCTRINE

George Lindbeck’s Nature of Doctrine (1984) is widely regarded as a manifesto of postliberalism, a 
theological position sometimes also known as the “Yale school.” In this work, Lindbeck (born 1923) 
sets out a “cultural-linguistic” approach to Christian doctrine, which argues that doctrine regulates 
the language of the Christian tradition. After considering approaches to doctrine which treat it as 
making cognitive truth claims or expressing human experience, Lindbeck turns to set out his own 
position, as follows. See also 1.10, 1.20, 1.28, 1.29, 1.32, 1.37.

Comment
The basic issue is how divine revelation is “adapted” to the abilities and cultural situation of its ad-
dressees. Gerrish explores the way in which Calvin understands this process, and identifies some of 
its implications.

The issue is not simply of historical importance; it is also of continuing relevance in relation to 
biblical interpretation and theological construction.

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 According to Gerrish, what are the implications of the concept of “accommodation” to the biblical 
anthropomorphisms? In other words, how does Calvin’s approach help us to make sense of biblical 
passages which speak of God in human and physical terms – such as those referring to the “arm of the 
Lord”?

2 How does the analogy of a nurse or mother speaking to a baby illuminate the points at issue?
3 What does Gerrish mean when he suggests that “accommodated language has a certain impropriety 

about it”? How might this affect a Christian understanding of God’s self-disclosure?
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The description of the cultural-linguistic alterna-
tive that I shall now sketch is shaped by the ulti-
mately theological concerns of the present inquiry, 
but it is consonant, I believe, with the anthropo-
logical, sociological, and philosophical studies 
by which it has been for the most part inspired. 
In the account that I shall give, religions are seen 
as comprehensive interpretive schemes, usually 
embodied in myths or narratives and heavily rit-
ualized, which structure human experience and 
understanding of self and world. Not every telling 
of one of these cosmic stories is religious, how-
ever. It must be told with a particular purpose or 
interest. It must be used, to adopt a suggestion of 
William Christian, with a view to identifying and 
describing what is taken to be “more important 
than everything else in the universe,” and to orga-
nizing all of life, including both behavior and be-
liefs, in relation to this. If the interpretive scheme 
is used or the story is told without this interest in 
the maximally important, it ceases to function re-
ligiously. To be sure, it may continue to shape in 
various ways the attitudes, sentiments, and con-
duct of individuals and of groups. A religion, in 
other words, may continue to exercise immense 
influence on the way people experience themselves 
and their world even when it is no longer explicitly 
adhered to.

Stated more technically, a religion can be viewed 
as a kind of cultural and/or linguistic framework 
or medium that shapes the entirety of life and 
thought. It functions somewhat like a Kantian a 
priori although in this case the a priori is a set of 
acquired skills that could be different. It is not pri-
marily an array of beliefs about the true and the 
good (though it may involve these), or a symbol-
ism expressive of basic attitudes, feelings, or sen-
timents (though these will be generated). Rather, 
it is similar to an idiom that makes possible the 
description of realities, the formulation of beliefs, 
and the experiencing of inner attitudes, feelings, 
and sentiments. Like a culture or language, it is a 
communal phenomenon that shapes the subjectiv-
ities of individuals rather than being primarily a 
manifestation of those subjectivities. It comprises 
a vocabulary of discursive and nondiscursive 

symbols together with a distinctive logic or gram-
mar in terms of which this vocabulary can be 
meaningfully deployed. Lastly, just as a language 
(or “language game,” to use Wittgenstein’s phrase) 
is correlated with a form of life, and just as a culture 
has both cognitive and behavioral dimensions, so 
it is also in the case of a religious tradition. Its doc-
trines, cosmic stories or myths, and ethical direc-
tives are integrally related to the rituals it practices, 
the sentiments or experiences it evokes, the actions 
it recommends, and the institutional forms it de-
velops. All this is involved in comparing a religion 
to a cultural-linguistic system. […]

Thus the linguistic-cultural model is part of an 
outlook that stresses the degree to which human 
experience is shaped, molded, and in a sense con-
stituted by cultural and linguistic forms. There are 
numberless thoughts we cannot think, sentiments 
we cannot have, and realities we cannot perceive 
unless we learn to use the appropriate symbol sys-
tems. It seems, as the cases of Helen Keller and 
of supposed wolf children vividly illustrate, that 
unless we acquire language of some kind, we can-
not actualize our specifically human capacities 
for thought, action, and feeling. Similarly, so the 
argument goes, to become religious involves be-
coming skilled in the language, the symbol sys-
tem of a given religion. To become a Christian 
involves learning the story of Israel and of Jesus 
well enough to interpret and experience oneself 
and one’s world in its terms. A religion is above all 
an external word, a verbum externum, that molds 
and shapes the self and its world, rather than an 
expression or thematization of a preexisting self or 
of preconceptual experience. The verbum internum 
(traditionally equated by Christians with the ac-
tion of the Holy Spirit) is also crucially important, 
but it would be understood in a theological use of 
the model as a capacity for hearing and accepting 
the true religion, the true external word, rather 
than (as experiential-expressivism would have it) 
as a common experience diversely articulated in 
different religions. […]

In thus inverting the relation of the internal 
and external dimensions of religion, linguistic and 
cultural approaches resemble cognitivist theories 
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for which external (i.e., propositionally statable) 
beliefs are primary, but without the intellectual-
ism of the latter. A comprehensive scheme or story 
used to structure all dimensions of existence is not 
primarily a set of propositions to be believed, but 
is rather the medium in which one moves, a set of 
skills that one employs in living one’s life. Its vo-
cabulary of symbols and its syntax may be used 
for many purposes, only one of which is the for-
mulation of statements about reality. Thus while a 
religion’s truth claims are often of the utmost im-
portance to it (as in the case of Christianity), it is, 
nevertheless, the conceptual vocabulary and the 
syntax or inner logic which determine the kinds of 
truth claims the religion can make. The cognitive 
aspect, while often important, is not primary.

This stress on the code, rather than the (e.g., 
propositionally) encoded, enables a cultural- 
linguistic approach to accommodate the expe-
riential-expressive concern for the unreflective 
dimensions of human existence far better than is 
possible on a cognitivist outlook. Religion cannot 
be pictured in the cognitivist (and voluntarist) 

manner as primarily a matter of deliberate choos-
ing to believe or follow explicitly known proposi-
tions or directives. Rather, to become religious – no 
less than to become culturally or linguistically 
competent – is to interiorize a set of skills by prac-
tice and training. One learns how to feel, act, and 
think in conformity with a religious tradition that 
is, in its inner structure, far richer and more sub-
tle than can be explicitly articulated. The primary 
knowledge is not about the religion, nor that the 
religion teaches such and such, but rather how to 
be religious in such and such ways. Sometimes ex-
plicitly formulated statements of the beliefs or be-
havioral norms of a religion may be helpful in the 
learning process, but by no means always. Ritual, 
prayer, and example are normally much more im-
portant. Thus – insofar as the experiential-expres-
sive contrast between experience and knowledge 
is comparable to that between “knowing how” 
and “knowing that” – cultural-linguistic models, 
no less than expressive ones, emphasize the expe-
riential or existential side of religion, though in a 
different way.

Comment
The emergence of postliberalism is widely regarded as one of the most important aspects of western 
theology since 1980. The movement had its origins in the United States, and was initially associated 
with Yale Divinity School, and particularly with theologians such as Hans Frei, Paul Holmer, David 
Kelsey, and George Lindbeck. While it is not strictly correct to speak of a “Yale school” of theology, 
there are nevertheless clear “family resemblances” between a number of the approaches to theol-
ogy to emerge from Yale during the late 1970s and early 1980s. Since then, postliberal trends have 
become well established within North American and British academic theology. Its central founda-
tions are narrative approaches to theology, such as those developed by Hans Frei, and the schools 
of social interpretation which stress the importance of culture and language in the generation and 
interpretation of experience and thought.

Lindbeck’s Nature of Doctrine is widely seen as the most important work to set out the position 
of the “postliberal” camp. The “cultural-linguistic” approach set out by Lindbeck denies that there 
is some universal unmediated human experience which exists apart from human language and cul-
ture. Rather, it stresses that the heart of religion lies in living within a specific historical religious 
tradition, and interiorizing its ideas and values. This tradition rests upon a historically mediated set 
of ideas, for which the narrative is an especially suitable means of transmission.
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Dogmas are definitions or strict “delimitations” 
[horoi]. Yet, dogmas delimit God’s infinity over 
against what is finite and they delimit man’s 
infinite capacity for advancement, that is to say, 
the infinity of God and finite man’s capacity for the 
infinite, a capacity which exists in solidarity with 
the infinity of God and draws endlessly closer to it.

To renounce the delimitation of either of these 
realities or to renounce their common delimita-
tion – for neither the one nor the other lacks the 
principle of movement – would transform the fath-
omless depths of their combined existence into a 
meaningless slough where anything was possible, 
but nothing was truly new and profound. Dogmas 
are rather general formulae; they do not enter into 
details, yet this is precisely how they assure the 
breadth of the infinite content they contain. Their 
general character does not mean, however, that all 
precision is lacking. The fundamental structures 
of salvation are well specified within their general 
contours.

The paradoxical character of the dogmatic for-
mulae has already been mentioned. God is one 
in essence and threefold in persons. He is un-
changeable but alive, active and new in his prov-
idential action of saving the world. Christ is God 
and man; man remains a created being, and yet 
is deified. The paradox is to be found everywhere, 
but it belongs particularly to the person in general 
because person is not subject to a law that makes 
everything uniform and because person can em-
brace all. The person is a unity but one of endless 
richness; person remains the same and yet is end-
lessly different and new in its manifestations and 
states. Relations between persons show this same 
paradoxical character even more strongly. Man is 
autonomous and yet he cannot live or realize his 
own being except in communion with others. Any 
forced reduction of one of the aspects of human 
existence to another produces suffering within 
that aspect because such reduction is contrary 
to its existence. Even in relations with the world, 

1.35 DUMITRU STĂNILOAE ON THE NATURE OF DOGMA

The Romanian theologian Dumitru Stăniloae (1903–93) is recognized as one of the most significant 
recent voices in the Orthodox tradition. His writings show a particular concern to emphasize the 
inner coherence of dogmatic truth and the significance of each dogma for the personal life of the 
Christian. For Stăniloae, it is the theologian’s task to explore and develop the link between dogma 
and personal spirituality. His particular approach to dogma is evident in this extract from his 
Orthodox Dogmatic Theology, which was begun in 1946 and was finally published in Romanian in 
1978. See also 1.23, 1.27, 2.34.

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 In what way can doctrine be seen as the grammar of the Christian language? What are the strengths 
and weaknesses of this approach?

2 “Thus the linguistic-cultural model is part of an outlook that stresses the degree to which human 
experience is shaped, molded, and in a sense constituted by cultural and linguistic forms.” Locate this 
passage within the text. What does Lindbeck mean by this? And how does this illustrate the impor-
tance of tradition and social structures for Lindbeck’s approach?

3 The use of the word “postliberal” suggests that Lindbeck and his colleagues regard liberalism as being 
superseded. On the basis of the passage, what reasons may be given for this belief?
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the person shows this inner paradoxical charac-
ter: person embraces the world in all its variety 
and brings it into a unity, yet person itself remains 
distinct and one, and preserves the world in its 
variety. How much more inevitable this paradox 
becomes in the domain of the infinite God’s rela-
tions with the limited and created world: the one 
God, who has life in a manner beyond all under-
standing, exists within an interpersonal love.

The dogmatic formulae are paradoxical because 
they comprise essentially contradictory aspects of 
a living and inexhaustibly rich reality. In them-
selves, therefore, dogmas express all: the infinite 
and the finite united – without loss of their own 
being in all their dimensions.

Theology has an object of unending reflection in 
the all-comprehensive and infinite content of the 
dogmatic formulae, for these delimit and strictly 
secure this infinite reality in the unconfused rich-
ness of its own dimensions of inexhaustible depth 
and complexity.

But theology, in its turn, has to remain within 
the framework of the general and yet precise for-
mulae of the dogmas precisely so as to maintain 
them as objects of unending reflection and deep-
ening. The divine nature and the human nature – 
especially as these have been united in a climactic 
but unconfused manner in the divine person of 
Christ – comprise and offer to reflexion an infinite 
content. We can never exhaust the explanation of 
the divine and human natures in their richness of 
life and, simultaneously, in their unalterable char-
acter, just as there can be no end to depicting the 
depth and complexity of their union in one person, 
who is himself an inexhaustible mystery, always 
new and yet unchangeable.

Every theology which – within the framework 
of the precise formulae of the dogmas – makes 
explicit their infinite content is a broadened ex-
pression of those dogmas. There has often been 

talk of a distinction between dogmas and theo-
logoumena. In this view dogmas would be the 
formulae established by the church while theo-
logoumena would refer to various theological ex-
planations which have not yet received an official 
ecclesiastical formulation, but which arise from 
the dogmas. This implies, however, alongside the 
distinction between dogmas and theologoumena 
a further distinction between those explanations 
which are taken as theologoumena and other kinds 
of explanations, these latter depending organically 
on the dogmas. In such a case, however, why would 
the theologoumena not also depend organically on 
the dogmas if they arose from them?

In fact, all the explanations of dogmas, so long as 
they remain within the framework of the dogmatic 
formulae, depend organically on the dogmas. 
Moreover, if they do not remain within the frame-
work of those formulae, they cannot be considered 
as theologoumena either, nor can they hope to be 
invested with the character of dogmatic formulae 
at some undetermined point in the future. They are 
explanations which the Church does not make her 
own in the explanation of her dogmas and so in 
time they become obsolete.

However, although any true theology con-
structed within the framework of the Church 
makes the content of her dogmas more explicit, the 
Church does not invest any and every such expla-
nation with the authority of her teaching. Alterna-
tively, these explanations have authority by the very 
fact that they are implied in dogmas which have 
been formulated. The Church unceasingly multi-
plies her dogmatic explanations, but she concen-
trates – in a strictly dogmatic formula – the deeper 
explicitation of an older formula only when this 
deep explicitation is confronted by non-organic 
interpretations of the older formulae or when these 
kinds of interpretations are beginning to produce 
confusion and schisms within the Church.

Comment
Stăniloae here presents theology as wrestling with a mystery, recognizing that this process of en-
gagement must be ongoing. Theology is “unending reflection” on the “inexhaustible depths and 

1.35 DUMITRU STANILOAE ON THE NATURE OF DOGMA
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Eating from the postmodern tree of knowledge 
occasions a new “fall” and loss of innocence. No 
longer can we aspire to the knowledge of angels, 
much less a God’s eye point of view. How, then, are 
we to make judgements as to true and false, right 
and wrong? Lyotard acknowledges that the central 
issue of postmodernity is the possibility of ethics, 
that is, right action. Lyotard, for his part, is content 
to live with “little narratives,” and this plurality is 
what makes the postmodern condition one of le-
gitimation crisis: whose story, whose interpretation, 
whose authority, whose criteria counts, and why?

Toward which metanarratives in particular are 
postmoderns incredulous?

REASON

Postmodernists reject the epistemological foun-
dationalism that proclaims “come let us reason 
together” (on the basis of shared experience and 
shared logical categories). It is not that postmod-
erns are irrational. They do not reject “reason” 
but “Reason.” They deny the notion of universal 

1.36 KEVIN VANHOOZER ON THE CHALLENGE 
OF POSTMODERNITY FOR THEOLOGY

Kevin Vanhoozer (born 1957) here considers the challenges that are raised by postmodern thought 
for traditional Christian approaches to theology. Vanhoozer’s writings have focused on the complex 
relationship between biblical interpretation and theological exposition. In this extract from a 2003 
assessment of present understandings of the situation, Vanhoozer identifies four leading ways in 
which postmodernity raises questions that require responses from Christian theology. See also 1.9, 
1.16, 1.17, 1.22, 1.26.

complexity” of the central truths of the Christian faith. Stăniloae notes a distinction between dog-
mas (fundamental truths accepted by the church) and theologoumena (theological explanations or 
theories advanced by individuals). While recognizing the value of the distinction, Stăniloae is ulti-
mately skeptical concerning its utility. All theological statements, he argues, ultimately depend upon 
those dogmas.

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 Orthodox theology is often characterized as an attempt to “preserve the mystery” of faith. Do you find 
this theme in Stăniloae’s discussion in this passage?

2 In what way does Stăniloae find the church’s reflection on the “inexhaustible mystery” of Christ a 
model for Christian theology? Do you agree?

3 The opening section of this passage speaks of dogma as something that “delimits.” What does Stăniloae 
mean by this? How does he illustrate it?
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rationality; reason is rather a contextual and rela-
tive affair. What counts as rationality, we may say, 
is narration-based. Stated somewhat differently: 
reason is always situated within particular narra-
tives, traditions, institutions and practices. This 
situatedness conditions what people deem rational.

Postmoderns point out two other problems with 
modern epistemology: first, its referential view of 
language, where words unproblematically rep-
resent extralinguistic things and unproblemati-
cally express feelings and values. Language is not 
a neutral tool but a social construction. Second, 
postmoderns resist the atomism and reductionism 
presupposed by science’s working hypothesis that 
the real world of nature is physicalist and can be 
explained in terms of systems of causal laws, per-
haps even by a single system, an all-encompassing 
explanatory framework or “unifying theory.”

TRUTH

The above rejections combine to form a grand re-
fusal of modernity’s metaphysical project, namely, 
the mastering of natural reality in a comprehensive 
conceptual scheme. Postmodernists reject unify-
ing, totalizing, and universal schemes in favor of 
new emphases on difference, plurality, fragmenta-
tion, and complexity. Postmoderns are suspicious 
of truth claims, of “getting it right.” Upon hear-
ing the assertion that “that’s the way things are,” 
postmoderns are likely to respond, “that’s the way 
things are for you.” Truth on this view is a com-
pelling story told by persons in positions of power 
in order to perpetuate their way of seeing and or-
ganizing the natural and social world. According 
to Michel Foucault, behind every discourse on 
truth there lurks rhetorical posturing: knowledge 
claims are simply masks for ideology and the will 
to power.

HISTORY

Postmoderns are also incredulous towards nar-
ratives that purport to recount universal history. 

Modern thinkers like nothing better than to tell 
stories about “universal history.” From Kant to 
Hegel to Marx, modern thinkers have attempted 
to tell the story of humanity, usually in terms of 
the progress of the race. Postmodern historians 
have rejected the premise that history moves ac-
cording to a unified linear logic. Discontinuity 
rather than continuity is the postmodern watch-
word. Furthermore, postmoderns are suspicious 
of claims to have got local or partial histories cor-
rect. There is no “one true story” of the past than 
there is of the present. Instead, histories – like 
philosophies – reveal more about the people who 
made them than they do about the way things ac-
tually are/were.

SELF

It follows from the above that there is no one 
true way of recounting one’s own history and 
thus no true way of narrating one’s own identity. 
But the self is decentered in other ways as well. 
Postmoderns reject the notion that the person is 
an autonomous individual with a rational con-
sciousness that transcends one’s particular place 
in culture, language, history, and a gendered 
body. Contra Descartes, the self cannot even 
know its own mind. According to Paul Ricoeur, 
consciousness is not a given but a task, for we 
find ourselves always-already immersed in an 
embodied situation. Postmoderns do not believe 
in the metanarrative of the knowing subject. The 
postmodern self is not master of but subject to 
the material and social and linguistic situation 
that precedes her.

Postmodern incredulity thus undoes H. Richard 
Niebuhr’s three-stranded cord: “To be a self is to 
have a God, to have a God is to have a history, that 
is, events connected in a meaningful patterns; to 
have one God is to have one history.” In this re-
spect, postmoderns agree with Nietzsche that 
“God” – which is to say, the supreme being of clas-
sical theism – has become unbelievable, as have the 
autonomous self and the meaning of history.
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Scientists are not inclined to subscribe to an a priori 
concept of what is reasonable. They have found the 
physical world to be too surprising, too resistant 
to prior expectation, for a simple trust in human 

powers of rational prevision to be at all persua-
sive. Instead, the actual character of our encounter 
with reality has to be allowed to shape our knowl-
edge and thought about the object of our inquiry. 

Comment
In this introduction to the challenges of postmodernism for traditional Christian theology, 
 Vanhoozer identifies four areas in which postmodern suspicion of “universals” raises questions of 
theological significance. Vanhoozer’s concern is not to criticize postmodernity but to establish its 
impact upon more traditional ways of thinking. The dominant theme he identifies is the shift from 
the universal to the local. What modernity regarded as universal (e.g., its notion of “reason”) is re-
placed by something more local and restricted, shaped by the particularities of culture, language, 
and history.

1.37 JOHN POLKINGHORNE ON MOTIVATED BELIEF IN THEOLOGY

John Polkinghorne (born 1930) brought to the study of theology the rigorous evidence-based 
approaches to knowledge associated with the natural sciences. Polkinghorne here argues that the-
ology, like the sciences, is characterized by “motivated belief” – in other words, by approaches to 
knowledge which operated with defensible procedures of investigation and criteria of justification. In 
this passage, Polkinghorne explains what he means by this idea, and applies it to theology. See also 
1.9, 1.16, 1.17, 1.22, 1.26.

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 You will find it helpful to summarize Vanhoozer’s four points in your own words. Which of these four 
points do you believe to be the most significant for contemporary theology?

2 Vanhoozer opens his discussion by referring to the leading postmodern thinker Jean-François 
Lyotard (1924–98). Lyotard is critical of universal accounts of reason or history, rejecting “metanar-
ratives.” How is this hostility toward universal accounts of reality reflected in each of the four areas 
surveyed by Vanhoozer?

3 Lyotard is often accused of dismissing other people’s metanarratives while replacing them with his 
own. Do you think postmodernism believes its ideas to be universally true? And, if so, how can this be 
reconciled with its critique of claims to truth and universality?

4 In summarizing the importance of postmodern thinking for contemporary theology, Vanhoozer 
quotes from the American theologian H. Richard Niebuhr (1894–1962). What point does Vanhoozer 
hope to make in doing so?
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Different levels of reality may be expected to have 
their idiosyncratic characters, and there will not be 
a single epistemic rule for all. A physicist, aware of 
the counterintuitive natures of the quantum world 
and of cosmic curved space-time, is not tempted 
to make common sense the sole measure of ratio-
nal expectation. Because of this, we have seen that 
the instinctive question for the scientist to ask is 
not “Is it reasonable?”, as if one knew beforehand 
the shape that rationality had to take, but “What 
makes you think that might be the case?” […]

Theology conducted in the context of science 
must be prepared to be candid about the evidence 
for its beliefs. This task is one of great importance, 
since the difficulty of getting a hearing for Chris-
tian faith in contemporary society often seems to 
stem from the fact that many people have not given 
adequate adult consideration to the possibility of 
its being true, thinking that they “know” already 
that there can be no truth in claims so apparently at 
odds with notions of everyday secular expectation.

While science and religion share a common 
concern for motivated belief, the character of the 
motivating evidence is, of course, different in the 
two cases. […] Theology lacks recourse to repeat-
able experimental confirmation (“Do not put the 
Lord your God to the test”, Deuteronomy 6: 16), 
as in fact do most other non-scientific explora-
tions of reality. Judgements such as that of the 
quality of a painting, or the beauty of a piece of 
music, or the character of a friend, depend upon 

powers of sympathetic discernment, rather than 
being open to empirical demonstration. Moreover, 
I have already said that I believe that no form of 
human truth-seeking enquiry can attain absolute 
certainty about its conclusions. The realistic as-
piration is that of attaining the best explanation 
of complex phenomena, a goal to be achieved by 
searching for an understanding sufficiently com-
prehensive and well-motivated as to afford the ba-
sis for rational commitment. Neither science nor 
religion can entertain the hope of establishing 
logically coercive proof of the kind that only a fool 
could deny. No one can avoid some degree of intel-
lectual precariousness, and there is a consequent 
need for a degree of cautious daring in the quest 
for truth. Experience and interpretation intertwine 
in an inescapable circularity. Even science cannot 
wholly escape this dilemma (theory interprets ex-
periments; experiments confirm or disconfirm 
theories). We have seen how considerations of this 
kind led Michael Polanyi to acknowledge the pres-
ence of a tacit dimension in scientific practice, de-
pending on the exercise of skills of judgement, and 
to speak of science as necessarily being personal 
knowledge, not absolutely certain but still capa-
ble of eliciting justified belief. Recall that he said 
that he wrote Personal Knowledge to explain how 
he might commit himself to what he believed (sci-
entifically) to be true, while knowing that it might 
be false. This stance recognizes what I believe to be 
the unavoidable epistemic condition of humanity.

Comment
Polkinghorne writes carefully and clearly, and his argument is easy to follow. He begins by empha-
sizing that science does not begin from what reason declares to be true, but from an engagement with 
the natural world – an engagement that often leads to very counterintuitive outcomes that seem to 
fly in the face of reason but are nonetheless reliably believed to be true. The “unavoidable epistemic 
condition of humanity” is that we commit ourselves to beliefs that we have good reason to accept as 
true but cannot prove to be true. Furthermore, even though we believe these positions to be correct, 
we must concede that they may in the future be shown to be wrong. Polkinghorne appeals to the 
notions of different “levels” of reality to argue that there is no single method of investigation that 
can be applied universally. Each level of reality, including those explored by science and by theology, 
demands its own distinct approach.
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23. Unless you believe, you will not understand 
(cf. Is 7: 9). The Greek version of the Hebrew Bible, 
the Septuagint translation produced in Alexan-
dria, gives the above rendering of the words spoken 
by the prophet Isaiah to King Ahaz. In this way, the 
issue of the knowledge of truth became central to 
faith. The Hebrew text, though, reads differently; 
the prophet says to the king: “If you will not be-
lieve, you shall not be established.” Here there is 
a play on words, based on two forms of the verb 
’amān: “you will believe” (ta’amînû) and “you shall 
be established” (tē’āmēnû). Terrified by the might 
of his enemies, the king seeks the security that an 
alliance with the great Assyrian empire can offer. 
The prophet tells him instead to trust completely 
in the solid and steadfast rock which is the God 
of Israel. Because God is trustworthy, it is reason-
able to have faith in him, to stand fast on his word. 
He is the same God that Isaiah will later call, twice 
in one verse, the God who is Amen, “the God of 

truth” (cf. Is 65: 16), the enduring foundation of 
covenant fidelity. It might seem that the Greek ver-
sion of the Bible, by translating “be established” as 
“understand”, profoundly altered the meaning of 
the text by moving away from the biblical notion of 
trust in God towards a Greek notion of intellectual 
understanding. Yet this translation, while certainly 
reflecting a dialogue with Hellenistic culture, is 
not alien to the underlying spirit of the Hebrew 
text. The firm foundation that Isaiah promises to 
the king is indeed grounded in an understanding 
of God’s activity and the unity which he gives to 
human life and to the history of his people. The 
prophet challenges the king, and us, to understand 
the Lord’s ways, seeing in God’s faithfulness the 
wise plan which governs the ages. Saint Augustine 
took up this synthesis of the ideas of “understand-
ing” and “being established” in his Confessions 
when he spoke of the truth on which one may rely 
in order to stand fast: “Then I shall be cast and set 

1.38 POPE FRANCIS ON FAITH AND TRUTH IN THEOLOGY 
AND THE CHURCH

Lumen fidei (“The Light of Faith”) is the first encyclical of Pope Francis, which was published on July 
5, 2013, some four months after his election to the papacy. The document sets out a defense of the im-
portance of truth in life and faith, emphasizing the richness of the notion and the challenges posed 
to public discussion of truth by the rise of metrified notions of truth. See also 1.1, 1.3, 1.4.

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 Try summarizing Polkinghorne’s argument in your own words. You might find it helpful to begin 
with his closing comment about the “unavoidable epistemic condition of humanity”; then to proceed 
to explore how he comes to this conclusion; and finally to ask what its implications are initially for 
science and then for theology.

2 Polkinghorne appeals to the approach developed in the writings of the Hungarian scientist and phi-
losopher Michael Polanyi (1891–1976). What, according to Polkinghorne, was Polanyi’s fundamental 
insight? And what theological relevance does this have?

3 What does Polkinghorne mean by distinguishing “motivated belief” from “logically coercive proof”?
4 “No form of human truth-seeking enquiry can attain absolute certainty about its conclusions.” Locate 

this statement within the text. Do you think Polkinghorne is right?
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firm in the mould of your truth”. From the context 
we know that Augustine was concerned to show 
that this trustworthy truth of God is, as the Bible 
makes clear, his own faithful presence throughout 
history, his ability to hold together times and ages, 
and to gather into one the scattered strands of our 
lives.
24. Read in this light, the prophetic text leads to 
one conclusion: we need knowledge, we need truth, 
because without these we cannot stand firm, we 
cannot move forward. Faith without truth does not 
save, it does not provide a sure footing. It remains a 
beautiful story, the projection of our deep yearning 
for happiness, something capable of satisfying us to 
the extent that we are willing to deceive ourselves. 
Either that, or it is reduced to a lofty sentiment 
which brings consolation and cheer, yet remains 
prey to the vagaries of our spirit and the changing 
seasons, incapable of sustaining a steady journey 
through life. If such were faith, King Ahaz would 
be right not to stake his life and the security of his 
kingdom on a feeling. But precisely because of its 
intrinsic link to truth, faith is instead able to offer 
a new light, superior to the king’s calculations, for 
it sees further into the distance and takes into ac-
count the hand of God, who remains faithful to his 
covenant and his promises.
25. Today more than ever, we need to be re-
minded of this bond between faith and truth, 
given the crisis of truth in our age. In contempo-
rary culture, we often tend to consider the only 
real truth to be that of technology: truth is what 
we succeed in building and measuring by our sci-
entific know-how, truth is what works and what 

makes life easier and more comfortable. Nowa-
days this appears as the only truth that is certain, 
the only truth that can be shared, the only truth 
that can serve as a basis for discussion or for com-
mon undertakings. Yet at the other end of the 
scale we are willing to allow for subjective truths 
of the individual, which consist in fidelity to his or 
her deepest convictions, yet these are truths valid 
only for that individual and not capable of being 
proposed to others in an effort to serve the com-
mon good. But Truth itself, the truth which would 
comprehensively explain our life as individuals 
and in society, is regarded with suspicion. Surely 
this kind of truth – we hear it said – is what was 
claimed by the great totalitarian movements of the 
last century, a truth that imposed its own world 
view in order to crush the actual lives of individu-
als. In the end, what we are left with is relativism, 
in which the question of universal truth – and ul-
timately this means the question of God – is no 
longer relevant. It would be logical, from this point 
of view, to attempt to sever the bond between reli-
gion and truth, because it seems to lie at the root 
of fanaticism, which proves oppressive for anyone 
who does not share the same beliefs. In this re-
gard, though, we can speak of a massive amnesia 
in our contemporary world. The question of truth 
is really a question of memory, deep memory, for 
it deals with something prior to ourselves and can 
succeed in uniting us in a way that transcends our 
petty and limited individual consciousness. It is a 
question about the origin of all that is, in whose 
light we can glimpse the goal and thus the mean-
ing of our common path.

Comment
Francis is the first nonwestern pope. Jorge Mario Bergoglio was born in a slum district of Buenos 
Aires, Argentina, in 1936 and served as archbishop of Buenos Aires before his election to the papacy. 
This encyclical letter draws on an earlier draft by his predecessor, Benedict XVI, which Francis mod-
ified and expanded. The tone of the encyclical is warm and engaging, and sets out the importance of 
a commitment to searching for truth as an aspect of the life of faith. Francis is careful to distinguish 
this notion of truth from the dogmatic imposition of truth (typical of totalitarian regimes) and from 
a rootless relativism (which counts all ideas as equally valid).
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QUESTIONS FOR STUDY

1 The opening section of this text explores the relationship between truth and steadfastness, interacting 
particularly with a biblical text – Isaiah 7: 9. What point is made in this opening section?

2 Francis recognizes the danger of believing what we want to be true. How does he safeguard against 
this possibility?

3 Francis speaks of a “crisis of truth.” Locate this phrase in the text. What does he mean by this? How 
would you distinguish his position from the two alternative visions he notes, both of which he regards 
as defective?


