‘How do we speak in a secular fashion of God?’: Bonhoeffer’s challenge.

During the late spring and early summer of 1944, in a cell in Berlin’s Tegel Prison, the Lutheran pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote down some of his most profound and challenging reflections on the place of Christianity in the modern world.  He recognized that the world as he saw it had ‘come of age’ and was no longer in need of traditional religion.  Nor was Christianity in need of the ‘garment’ of religion, but should become non-religious and part of the secular world.  He described his vision as ‘religionless Christianity’, and he challenged the churches of his day to start thinking in a secular fashion.  Having seen in Germany in the 1930s how easily organized religion could be manipulated by an evil regime for political ends and how religion itself could become corrupt, he was beginning to dream of Christianity becoming part of everyday life, but in a form that was based on the gospel of Jesus Christ rather than the distorted religion of the traditional churches.  And, for that, he believed that it was necessary to speak in a secular fashion.

Acknowledging that he was building on a line of thought started by Karl Barth, Bonhoeffer asked:

What is the significance of a Church (church, parish, preaching, Christian life) in a religionless world?  How do we speak of God without religion, ie without the temporally-influenced presuppositions of metaphysics, inwardness, and so on?  In what way are we in a religionless and secular sense Christians, in what way are we the Ekklesia, ‘those who are called forth’, not conceiving of ourselves religiously as specially favoured, but as wholly belonging to the world?1

We need to be able to think and speak of God in a secular way.  But, before we can speak in a secular fashion, we have to be able to think in a secular fashion, even to think about religious language in a secular fashion.

Thinking in a secular fashion

Many people seem to recognize that two types of language have evolved in human thought: the one broadly identified with direct, univocal, unambiguous meaning and the other with more indirect, equivocal, figurative meaning.  The first is used for those experiences that are susceptible to rational analysis or scientific investigation and the second is used for those emotional experiences (like joy, fear, anxiety, and love) that cannot be readily analysed but require understanding and expression. 

In her book Brain Story, Susan Greenfield discusses the different functions of the left and right hemispheres of the brain and refers to one study that suggests ‘the breakdown of roles between the hemispheres is … analytical versus emotional’.2  She also cites the work of neurosurgeon George A. Ojemann of the University of Washington, Seattle, who thinks that, in the case of speech, the left hemisphere is responsible for word-finding and understanding, whereas the right may be involved in ‘background work – the emotional colouring, the broader nuances of meaning’.3  Although a strict differentiation between the functions of the hemispheres is too simplistic and tends to play down the considerable linkage between them (a function of the brain’s ‘white matter’), the model of the two-hemisphere brain is, nevertheless, helpful in our discussion of the two ways of thinking: ‘rational-analytical’ (left-brain) and figurative-emotional’ (right-brain).  And both are involved in secular thinking, with ‘secular’ defined as being ‘concerned with the affairs of this world; not spiritual or sacred’.4

It may be said that these two ways of thinking, having evolved within the structure of the human brain, run deep in our society.  For example, the widespread science-humanities division in education found one of its clearest manifestations in ‘the two cultures’ debate of the 1950s,5 when it was argued that the lack of communication between the sciences and the humanities was hindering solutions to the world’s problems.  These two ways of thinking are also characteristic of architecture, in which the science and art of building, using the left-brain and right-brain respectively, are brought together in the same structure to create not just a building with decoration but ‘architecture’.

Although there is a strong tendency among some secular humanists to emphasize critical reason, factual evidence, and scientific methods of enquiry over emotional experiences and their expression in art, music, poetry, and literature, such bias is not characteristic of secular thinking generally.  Indeed, the use of metaphor and other tropes is not confined to religion but pervades the whole of most cultures.

With this two-hemisphere way of thinking ‘in a secular fashion’, let us turn to the specific task of thinking about God, first as a traditional ‘religious’ deity and then as the ‘secular’ ground of existence, with its objective and subjective expressions. 

Thinking about God as a traditional deity

One of the most intractable problems facing anyone engaged in thinking about God is the absence of a common agreement about what the word ‘God’ means.  We find a variety of meanings across cultures and an evolution of meanings across time.  As Karen Armstrong has commented in her book A History of God,7 ‘there is not one unchanging idea contained in the word ‘God’ but the word contains a whole spectrum of meanings, some of which are contradictory or even mutually exclusive’; consequently, her book is not so much a history of God as ‘a history of the way men and women have perceived (God) from Abraham to the present day’.  Yet we must give some answer to the question ‘What do we mean by God?’.

In the early Middle Ages, philosopher-theologians like Augustine and Pseudo-Dionysius came under the influence of Neoplatonism: the great Augustine saw God as ‘simple’ and identifiable with ‘his’ attributes, whereas Pseudo-Dionysius sought a negative way (via negativa) that elevated the theos above human thought.  In the eleventh century, Anselm drafted a formula that defined God as ‘that than which nothing greater can be thought’, assuming that the reality of ‘that’ is greater than any human conception of it.  But, under the influence of Aristotelian philosophy during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, thinkers attempted to explain God in three different ways, using equivocal, or univocal, or analogical language.  Moses Miamonides continued the via negativa form of equivocal or figurative expression, and we still use via negativa words like infinite, immutable, and ineffable, as well as equivocal tropes; Duns Scotus took a univocal approach to the description of God to avoid misunderstanding and scepticism; and Thomas Aquinas took a middle way, arguing that we can only talk about God by analogy.  However, there was no concensus.8 

At the beginning of the modern period, the three leading reformers of the sixteenth century – Martin Luther, Huldrych Zwingli and John Calvin – tended to set the question to one side in their thinking.  Luther was content with the definition given in the Nicene Creed, Zwingli commented, ‘What God is is perhaps above human understanding, but not that God is’, and Calvin implied that the question should simply be avoided when he wrote:

What is God? (quid sit Deus?).  Men who pose this question are merely toying with idle speculations.  It is more important for us to know of what sort he is and what is consistent with his nature (qualis sit Deus).9

But the contention of this brief essay is that the question ‘What is God?’ is not a matter of idle speculation but an essential part of any thinking about God in a secular world.

During the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, the ‘two books’ tradition identified the two main sources of our knowledge of God as the Book of Scripture (or the Book of the Word) and the Book of Nature (or the Book of the World).10  The first was seen as the revelation of God in sacred texts and the second as the expression of God in the wonders of the natural world.  The people who thought this way were the pioneers of modern science and the founders of the Royal Society in Britain, and they saw no conflict between science and religious observance.  However, the European mind in the eighteenth century experienced what may be described as ‘a great bifurcation’, in which rational thought and pietic practice split apart, the one leading to the Enlightenment and the other (eventually) to Evangelical Fundamentalism, with a chasm of understanding between the two. 

Against this background, it would be useful to comment on a modern definition of God as a traditional deity provided by Richard Swinburne in his book The Coherence of Theism (1977).  Here God is defined in terms of a list of properties:

a person without a body (i.e. a spirit), present everywhere, the creator and sustainer of the universe, a free agent, able to do everything (i.e. omnipotent) knowing all things, perfectly good, a source of moral obligation, immutable, external, a necessary being, holy, and worthy of worship.11

But we may also set alongside this definition the one provided by the polemicist Richard Dawkins:

there exists a superhuman, supernatural intelligence who deliberately designed and created the universe and everything in it, including us.12

As a militant atheist, Dawkins can have no truck with anything ‘superhuman’ or ‘supernatural’ (terms incidentally that do not appear in Swinburne’s definition) nor with the concept of ‘intelligent design’ (since there are too many examples of natural phenomena, like our propensity to suffer from terrible diseases, that could not be called ‘intelligent’ even by human standards), but they both agree that, in traditional theistic thinking (which Dawkins, of course, rejects), God is defined as the creator of the universe.  However, there is a major problem with Swinburne’s definition.

The problem with a traditional deity

The main problem with an understanding of God as one who is ‘able to do everything’ and is ‘perfectly good’ is the existence of evil.  How can a ‘perfectly good’ divine being allow, say, a child to suffer when that divine being is ‘able to do everything’, including (presumably) saving the child from harm.  Swinburne deals with the problem by using the ‘free-will defence’ for both moral evil and natural evil, arguing that evil generates opportunities for us to make choices for good.13  But the child is still harmed!  More generally, the main ‘religious’ answer to this problem is to treat God as a spiritual person, not only as the creator of the universe but also as the inner comforter of people in need.  Swinburne begins his theistic definition by identifying God as ‘a person’, but one’s only direct experience of a person is either another human being or oneself.  We may therefore say that the personhood of God finds its fullest and possibly only expression in the personhood of people and that it is within human beings – for Christians, profoundly in the person of the historic Jesus – that we should look for the person of God as part of existence.

Faced with the problems of a traditional deity, many people turn to the negative philosophy of atheism, claiming that the traditional ‘God’ is no more than a man-made god, just a product of the imagination.  Yet in the second-century Christians, by rejecting the Roman deities as man-made gods, were also called ‘atheists’.  In the middle of the second century, the leading Christian apologist of his day, Justin Martyr, wrote: 

‘… those who lived with reason are Christians, even though they were thought atheists; as, among the Greeks, Socrates and Heraclitus, and men like them; and among the barbarians, Abraham ...’.14

Justin came to Christianity after a careful study of the other main philosophies of his day and saw a direct correlation between Reason and Word (logos) in both Jesus Christ and persecuted historical figures like Socrates and Abraham, whom he seems to have regarded as Christians before Christ.  But the reason that Christians were called atheists arose from their denial of the Roman gods.  In other words, whether or not one was called ‘atheist’ depended upon one’s definition of ‘god’.  The contention of this essay is that God is not a man-made god and that atheism has therefore no place in any understanding of God seen as the ground of existence. 

God as the ground of existence

From the 1920s to the 1960s the German-American theologian Paul Tillich set out to establish links between Christianity and modern culture by using not only the insights of psychology and ontology (the study of being) but also those of existentialism.15  God, for him, was not ‘a being beside others’ but ‘the ground of being’ or ‘being itself’.  God was not any form of ‘supernatural being’ or ‘thing’ but the essence of being or existence, indeed the ground of existence in all its manifestations.  Tillich’s thinking about the word ‘God’ was greatly enriched by his long-standing dialogue with Martin Buber, including Buber’s binary concept of ‘I-It’ and ‘I-Thou’.  As we have seen, the human mind sees existence in two ways: objectively and subjectively.  Objectively, we can contemplate God in terms that fit a scientific approach to the natural world (I-It) and, subjectively, we can relate to God at a personal level (I-Thou). 

This is to postulate a predominantly natural understanding of God whose personhood is expressed in the personhood of people.  Nevertheless, the possibility remains that there are transcendent aspects of existence that might be responsible for the pre-conditions of the Big Bang, the laws of nature, and the thrust of life.  After all, science has so far identified only about 4% of what makes up the universe and it would be perverse to deny that anything could exist beyond the limits of the natural world as we understand it.  What, for instance, is the universe expanding into?  The present answer is ‘nothing’, recognizing that ‘nothing’ is an attribute of God in via negativa thinking.  That we then talk about these aspects of existence (or God) in personal, anthropomorphic terms is to recognize the use of the right-brain language called ‘personification’.

The use of ‘personification’ as the description of something as if it were a person is, of course, widespread in expressions like ‘Mother Nature’, ‘Father Time’, ‘Alma Mater’ (university, college, or school), and in such figurative writings as this from the Book of Isaiah:

the mountains and the hills before you shall break forth in singing,

and all the trees of the field shall clap their hands.  (Isaiah 55.12)

With much the same approach, philosopher-theologians have described the apparent nature and behaviour of God (the ultimate theos) in anthropomorphic terms, ascribing to God many attributes that stem from those of a person; for example, using the expression ‘Father God’ to set alongside ‘Mother Nature’.
Throughout the history of human consciousness and thought, there have been many attempts to define the basis and nature of existence, recognizing that human thought has its limitations.  But there has rarely been a denial of existence itself.  Kant denied that existence was a predicate of anything, but this does not contradict the notion that existence is a phenomenon that takes many forms.  One form – that of personal existence – was, of course, famously expressed by Descartes in his dictum ‘I think, therefore I am’ (Cogito, ergo sum).  But mountains may also be said to exist, although they do not think or sing, except in human imagination as in the above quotation from the Book of Isaiah.

Towards the end of the Enlightenment, the philosopher Friedrich Schelling posed what he thought of as ‘the final desperate question’ when he asked: ‘Why is there anything at all? Why not nothing?’.16  This might be regarded as the ultimate ‘why?’ question, but the brute fact of existence is not in doubt, and the question for us becomes ‘What is God in relation to existence?’.
Traditionally, theos has been used to refer to a deity or personified cause of some phenomenon like sexual love (Eros in Greek culture) or war (Mars in Roman culture) or thunder (Thor in Scandinavian culture).  However, in the development of religious and philosophical thought, the idea of a more abstract expression of existence has been gaining ground.  The Hebrew scriptures give signs of a movement away from fabricated gods (or gods conceived for particular events or experiences) towards an ultimate reality that defies definition.  The Hebrew formula ‘I am that I am’ (Exodus 3.14) suggests that God is existence itself expressed as a personified verb ‘I am’ – like the Cartesian formula ‘I think, therefore I am’.  Existence is a phenomenon that includes all that is knowable and natural and to which the term God or theos should properly apply. 

In his 1988 masterpiece of scientific writing for the general public A Brief History of Time, Stephen Hawking famously concludes with these words:

However, if we do discover a complete theory, it should in time be understandable in broad principle by everyone, not just a few scientists.  Then we shall all, philosophers, scientists, and just ordinary people, be able to take part in the discussion of the question of why it is that we and the universe exist.  If we find the answer to that, it would be the ultimate triumph of human reason – for then we would know the mind of God.17

In this final paragraph, Hawking seems to be happy to use the phrase ‘mind of God’ in a non-religious, even scientific sense as knowable through a triumph of human reason.  This phrase was later used as the main title of a book by Paul Davies on ‘science and the search for ultimate meaning’.  Rather than reject the use of the word ‘God’ in science – as several militant atheists have done – these non-religious scientists seem to be thinking of God as some form of ‘ultimate reality’ to which the thoroughly anthropomorphic term ‘mind’ can be properly applied.  God may therefore be defined for practical purposes as ‘that without which nothing can exist’, and theology is the study of it.  This is, of course, a far cry from the traditional religious definition of God.

Towards a secular understanding of God

To sum up, there are many notions of God and a spectrum of meanings, from a supreme personal being to an impersonal ground of existence. 

But the notion of God that comes from the Enlightenment and, more recently, from the writing of scientists like Hawking, points to God as the impersonal ground of existence, or ‘that without which nothing can exist’, rather than to the supreme personal being of traditional religion.  Such a notion of God, as the ground of existence, including personal human existence, lends itself to the recognition of many manifestations of God, from the wonder of the whole universe to the personhood of people.  In other words, God may be seen as both the objective ground of the material world and the subjective ground of human emotional experience, the one calling for rational explanation and the other for creative expression, but both referring to the same binary phenomenon – God.

By identifying God with natural manifestations, much of the figurative and personified language of the religious traditions finds a natural place in the secular language of modern human thought.  It also enables us to consider the way forward to a religionless Christianity suggested by Dietrich Bonhoeffer.

Malcolm  Lovibond
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