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T H E O L O G I C A L  T R E N D S  

Philosophy of Religion: 
The Great Divide 

Section one: the challenge 

T HE BRITISH PttlLOSOPI-IERS Hume,  Russell, Ayer  and many  others 
have attacked religion and particularly Christianity in different ways. 

Their  attacks were direct and clear-cut. The ' threat '  (if threat they re- 
presented) could be readily identified. I want to argue that the develop- 
ments in philosophy of  religion, particularly over the last five years, are 
an even greater and more subtle threat. They  are 'greater '  and 'more  
subtle' precisely because they need not appear as a threat at all and  
many Christians would not look on it in these terms. It can be seen as a 
sensible development of Christian ideas and to be part of a continued 
development process which should take the Church  through into the next 
century. In  this paper I will first outline the 'new'  approach and then, in 
the second part, will show some grounds on which it can be challenged 
by traditional Christianity. 

The views put forward here have been influenced by Wittgenstein 's  
philosophy and look partly for the meaning  of  theological terms within 
the language of  the religious community.  Much  development has taken 
place, however, and it is unlikely that Wittgenstein would recognize 
many of his second and third, generation disciples. I am going to group 
together the views of a number  of  philosophers including Don Cupitt,  
Norman  Malcolm, Dewi Phillips and Stewart  Sutherland, no one of 
whom would accept the outline as an accurate account of their own views. 
However,  although their views are not identical, they are nevertheless 
sufficiently similar to provide a helpful if not precise focus. Professor 
Stewart Sutherland (now Principal of Kings College, University of 
London) has produced one of the most sophisticated of the modern  
accounts of  talk about God (God, Jesus and belief, 1984), and, in particular, 
I owe much to him in this outline. 

In Genesis, God walks in the garden with Adam.  He  appears to Moses 
in the b u r n i n g  bush and talks to the prophets in the Old Testament  and 
directly rewards and punishes his people. As time passes, the biblical 
writers become more sophisticated and their ideas Of God become m o r e  
transcendent and less anthropomorphic.  However,  even in the New 
Testament  God is seen as a Father who has a Son, he has many  mansions 
in heaven and Jesus will sit on his right hand and wine will be drunk. 
Jesus after death Still has a body and ascends to heaven. The early 
Church,  under  the influence of  Plato, saw God as more transcendent - -  
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outside space and t ime,  immutable ,  perfect,  omnipoten t ,  omniscient  and 
omnipresent .  Progressively,  therefore,  G o d  has become more  abstract  
and  the ideas put  forward here take this process to its na tura l  conclusion. 

Plato had  his god, the Demiurge ,  fashion the pre-existent ,  chaotic 
mater ia l  of  the universe on the model  of the ' fo rms ' .  P la to ' s  forms were 
completely unchanging,  uncrea ted  and outside t ime and space. There  
were many  ' forms '  represent ing the perfect ideas of, for instance, Tru th ,  
Just ice,  Beauty and Goodness.  Because the universe was in t ime,  the 
Demiurge  had to fashion the universe,  using pre-existent  mater ia l ,  as a 
'mov ing  image of  e terni ty '  using the forms as a model.  W h a t e v e r  the 
strengths and weaknesses of this view, the impor tance  of the forms was 
undoubted  to Plato al though it can be argued whether  or  not they 

'exis ted '  and if so in what  sense. 
O n  the ' m o d e r n '  view (as I will te rm the picture I am a t tempt ing  to 

outline) God  is seen as existing. However  this 'exis tence '  is the final 

result of the progressive abstract ion process that  began  in Genesis  and 

has cont inued ever  since. Jus t  as the forms exist, outside t ime and space, 

so God  exists: not in any sense as an enti ty,  a being,  a person or a 
substance, but  as an idea which is a real i ty - -  an idea in the minds  of 

religious people or  a possible way of l iving life represent ing all that  is 

perfectly true,  jus t ,  honourable  and good. Wi th in  religious language God  

necessarily exists. A n  analogy to G o d ' s  existence on this view might  be 

with pr ime numbers  - -  within mathemat ics ,  pr ime numbers  exist. The  
numbers  1,3~5,7,11 and so on a r e  pr ime numbers .  I f  you denied the 

existence of  p r ime  numbers ,  a ma themat i c i an  might  t ry to show you 
their  mean ing  and to convince you of  their  existence. However ,  if, in 
the end,  you could not  under s t and  their  impor tance  and denied their  
existence, you would not  affect the ma themat i c i an ' s  use for them. H e  
has a use for the idea of pr ime numbers .  Once  he can show that  reali ty 
and h u m a n  reason will tolerate the idea of pr ime numbers ,  then they 
exist. However ,  p r ime  numbers  are not  entities. Similarly,  on this view, 
for the religious bel iever  God  necessari ly exists - -  the bel iever  cannot  
doubt  G o d ' s  existence. The  fact that  the unbel iever  has no use for the 
idea of  God  does not  affect the bel iever  in any way - -  except possibly to 
cause him regret .  Jus t  as the mathemat ic ian  may  regret  his inabil i ty  to 
communica te  the idea and impor tance  of pr ime numbers ,  so the Chr is t ian  
will regret  (al though much  more  so due to the central i ty to h im of  the 
idea of God)  the unbel iever ' s  inabil i ty  to comprehend  the impor tance  
and reali ty of the idea of God.  There  is, to be sure, no ' th ing '  or  ' spi r i t '  
to which the word  ' G o d '  refers, bu t  Chr is t iani ty  has r ightly been nervous 

of  talk of God  as a ' th ing ' .  G o d  is not  like an undiscovered planet  - -  he 
is not  an object to be found at the end of a chain of  causes. To think of  

God  as a person or  as a thing at all is at best  based on a m a n m a d e  



300 THEOLOGICAL TRENDS 

picture of God  and at worst 'degrades  G o d  to the level of the world '  (as 
Niebuhr  put  it in relat ion to the cosmological argument) .  

The  view being  put  forward here  enshrines two cornerstones:  1) The  
reality of God  within religious language,  and  2) The  central place ascribed 
to the ethical as provid ing  the basis for h u m a n  transcendence.  D. Z. 
Phil l ips 's  approach  tends to emphasize  the former,  Stewart  Suther land 
the latter.  

W h e n  Jesus  was t empted  in the wilderness,  many  today would not 
consider that an individual  called ' the  Devi l '  was involved. Jesus  was 
wrestl ing with one side of  his h u m a n  character  and by s tanding against  
the tempta t ions  he showed great  inner  strength, conviction and steadfast- 
ness. I f  this view is accepted, why should not a s imilar  approach be 
adopted in Gethsemane?  Why ,  when Jesus  p rayed  to the Father ,  does 
the Chr is t ian  want  this ' F a t h e r '  to be any more  an existing enti ty than 
' the Devi l '?  Jesus  m a y  have gone through the agony of  Gethsemane  and 
prayed as the New Tes tamen t  tells us. He  wrestled with the real possibili ty 
of avoiding death  on the next day.  However ,  he refused to let his life or  
work be tr ivialized.  He  remained  true and with fort i tude and calm 
courage went  to his death.  Jesus  wrestled with a real choice as to how 
his life should be l ived - -  whether  he could go to an agonizing death in 
a way that  would not devalue the different qual i ty  of life that  he had 
lived. The  possibil i ty that  when he chose to go to his death he was not  
mistaken rests on the idea that  a different perspective on the world and 
on h u m a n  life is open - -  that  it is possible to live one ' s  life according to 
values that  the 'wor ld '  does not  accept.  

Religious language and religion preserve a perspective on the world 
which is not relative. They  enshrine and affirm a possible perspective on 
life which is, as Suther land puts it, sub specie aeternitatis. This  is not  a 
posit ion which can be reduced to moral i ty .  Mora l i ty  is relative - -  culture 
and t radi t ion have a central  role. However ,  in any society the possibili ty 
exists for any individual  to appeal  beyond the accepted mora l i ty  to a 
wider t ruth preserved in rel igion - -  to affirm the possibil i ty of life lived 
sub specie aeternitatis. This is a t ranscendent  perspective,  a greater  and  
broader  viewpoint  on the universe and h u m a n  existence. Thus  a 
Wilberforce could stand against  the accepted moral i ty  and campaign  for 
the aboli t ion of slavery by appeal  to a higher  truth.  Similar ly the 
pioneer ing reformers who have led society to change its views about  child 
labour,  ba t te red  wives, homosexual i ty ,  the tolerat ion of other  religions 
and the like were not  soli tary fanatics but  have judged  the existing order  
from a higher  viewpoint .  This  higher  viewpoint ,  however,  does not  
depend on the existence of  a God  as in any sense a ' be ing ' ,  ' subs tance '  
or ' th ing ' .  Ta lk  of ' G o d ' ,  ra ther ,  enshrines this viewpoint .  In  a way the 
view sub specie aeternitatis is an upda t ing  of P la to ' s  forms. Tru th ,  Just ice,  
Beauty and Goodness  do exist - -  not as the at tr ibutes of  an unknown 
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and unknowable  G o d  as in the t radi t ional  Chr is t ian  view, but  as real, 
existent possibilities in life. This  is (as Suther land  claims) to make an 
ontological commi tment ,  a commi tmen t  about  the nature  of reali ty - -  it 
is to affirm that  the world will tolerate such a perspective.  The  view 
provides us with ' re la t ive forms '  which have the power to adapt  over  
t ime whilst re ta in ing a type of par t ic ipat ion j in perfection. This  is to 
affirm a case for rel igion,  but  one that  excludes special revelation. I t  is 
to think in terms of  Locke ' s  ' na tu ra l  re l igion ' .  No ' G o d '  seen as a person 
or  individual  spirit  is necessary. However ,  talk of  God  is still essential 
and to take religion away from m a n  is to depr ive  him of possibilities 
which give value and point  to the whole of  h u m a n  existence. 

This  view also stands for an older  and  less defined feeling on the par t  
of many  who have not  found God  and yet,  in spite of this, feel their  
common  human i ty  and the mora l  imperat ive .  Such a d e m a n d  to see the 
common  lot of humani ty  as condi t ioned by  finitude and the individual  as 
part  of  the b roader  mass  of mank ind  can be an uplif t ing one. There  are 
now over four bil l ion people on this planet  and few of  them are content.  
M a n y  suffer unnecessari ly  from disease, hunger ,  poor  political systems, 
oppression and in general  m a n ' s  inhumani ty  to man.  Even those who 
live in the peaceful and affluent Wes t  are rarely at peace with themselves. 
The  individual  who can t ru ly  identify with and ' love '  others, who can 
show compassion and under s t and ing  to their  diverse needs,  who can, in 
other  words,  ' t r anscend  himself '  and  yet  do this for no hope of a reward  
either in this life or the life to come is a man  indeed.  This  t ranscendence 
is not, however,  to be equated with obedience to the will of  an outs ider  
power figure called God.  It  is ra ther  the affirmation of  the existence of 
an al ternat ive way in which life can be lived. 

This  view has a great deal  to commend  it. W e  do not need the idea of 
an ' in tervent ionis t '  G o d  who answers some prayers  and not  others, 
performs miracles (if miracles are to be thought  of as interventions)  on 
no very clear grounds,  raises people from the dead and then judges  them 
and tolerates a world  in which there is much  evil. Ivan ' s  rejection of 
G o d  on moral  grounds  in The Brothers Karamazov can be a good start ing 
point  for a theodicy. Holders  of the view I am out l in ing here would 
main ta in  that  theologians,  by star t ing from a defined God,  create all 
sorts of problems which would not  arise if they started from the facts of 
the h u m a n  condi t ion and our  common  h u m a n  experience.  

All this is very well, however,  but  does it represent  a life that  can be 
lived by  the ' good  m a n '  and  can the rel igious person identify with these 
ideas? Let  us take a pract ical  example.  Let  us imagine  a Jesui t  phi losopher  
of ma ture  years who comes to the conclusion after some twenty years in 
the Society that  to th ink of G o d  as a personal  being,  enti ty or spirit  is 
not  jus t  problemat ica l  but  does not make  sense. M u c h  to his regret,  he 
decides on reflection that  there is no God  'out  there '  as t radi t ional ly  
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conceived. W h a t  does he do with his life? Does he decide to seek release 
from his vows, to abandon  the Society and to go out into the outside 
world? I am not  sure he does or should. 

A friend convinced by  the views I am put t ing  forward might  say to 
him: 

I accept that  you can no longer  believe in the t radi t ional  i d e a  of a 
God  and that  you are,  at best, agnostic about  any idea of  a life 
hereafter.  Surely,  however,  the life you are l iving is worthwhile - -  
you have devoted twenty years to self-mastery,  to serving others 
and to negat ing  yourself.  These  years  have not been wasted. You 
are l iving a good and coherent  life and,  above all, a life that 
cannot  be tr ivial ized.  Your  t reasure  is in heaven - -  not  in the 
form of a k ingdom after death which you can no longer accept, 
but  you cannot  be hur t  or dis tracted by  the difficulties and 
problems of  this world. The  good m a n  cannot  be ha rmed  and you 
are a good man .  To be sure, you could be better ,  but  we are all 
h u m a n  and that is a common  h u m a n  failing. You are striving 
towards  the best  and  you are serving others with as much love 
and compassion as lies in you.  Surely it is r ight to continue along 
this path.  

Holders  of  this view thus see no reason why this approach  should not be 
accepted and why the absence of a be ing  or spiri t  called God  should in 
any way devalue the life the man  is living. 

Socrates and Jesus  refused to allow their  lives to be tr ivial ized by 
escaping from the death  that  a w a i t e d  them. To both of them, it was 
more impor tan t  that  they should die for what  they bel ieved in than that  
they should be unt rue  to themselves and to the way in which they had  
lived life. Both can be seen as parad igms  of  what  human i ty  is capable of  
and both affirm the possibili ty bf  a man  becoming,  in some sense, like 
God.  

It  is r ight to ask what  implicat ions this view would have for some 
theological issues. Obvious ly  only the briefest sketch can be given, but  
the following might  be examples:  

1) The attributes of God 
God is t radi t ional ly  held to be and to have the summit  of all the 

perfections - -  perfect goodness,  just ice,  t ruth,  knowledge,  wisdom and 
beauty.  He is also omnipresent ,  omnipotent ,  omniscient ,  immutab le  and 
outside t ime and space. The  idea of God  enshr ined in religious language 
can possess all these ideas necessari ly and analytically.  I t  is ra ther  more  
difficult to at tach such at t r ibutes  to any exist ing entity,  being o r  person 
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referred to as God.  I f  I take the wings of the morn ing  and flee to the 
ut termost  ends of the earth,  even there will the reali ty of  the idea of God  
be with me - -  so will p r ime  numbers .  

2) Prayer 
Prayer  is something of  a p roblem for theologians and philosophers.  It 

is not at all easy to give an adequate  account of pe t i t ionary  prayer ,  par t ly  
because of an apparen t  need to preserve the possibil i ty of an intervent ion-  
ist God  act ing in response to prayer .  Surely,  holders of  this view can 
argue,  t rue pet i t ionary p raye r  should be summed  up in ' T h y  will be 
done '  - -  in the bel iever  t ry ing to accept whatever  will be the case and 
coming to terms with it. Similar ly  prayer  for forgiveness is well described 
by  Kan t  as the a t tempt  by the believer to tu rn  round  his will and to 
achieve an inner  change by reflection and recognit ion of his sin. Such 
ideas fit in very well with ' G o d '  as a n  idea - -  even if it is an idea in 
some way enshr ined in the universe or within the bel ieving communi ty .  
D. Z. Phil l ips 's  book The concept of prayer makes this clear. Prayer  should 
not be looked on as gett ing some 'Be ing '  to do something,  but  as helping 
to br ing  about  an inner  t ransformat ion in the individual  making  the 

prayer .  

3) Miracles 
H u m e ' s  definit ion of  miracles concentra ted  too heavily on the 'mag ic  

tricks'  depa r tmen t  of religion. O f  greater  significance, it can be argued,  
is the potential  for the bel iever  to see the whole of life as a miracle  - -  
pa r t i cu la r  events or things in the w o r l d  are seen as point ing to God.  
Since God  is in  all h u m a n  life and  in all na tura l  processes, all is miracle.  
The  believer sees the idea of  G o d  as present  everywhere.  Jus t  as the 
artist will see beauty  in all areas of life, so the religious believer will see 
everything point ing to God.  A true miracle  is the possibili ty of the 
t ransformat ion of  h u m a n  life in even the most  unlikely situations. Such 
possibilities are fully compat ib le  with the ' idea  of G o d '  out l ined here.  

4) Life after death 
Wittgenste in  asked what  mys te ry  would be solved if he was to live for 

ever. Cer ta in ly  the idea of heaven and hell as places after death are not 
at all easy to explain philosophically.  There  are identi ty problems in the 
t ransi t ion from here to there and whilst heaven and hell are fertile fields 
for speculation,  it is much  more  difficult to give adequate  philosophic 
content to them. The  idea of eternal  life as a quali ty in this life now is 
coherent  and can be expounded  through the ' i dea  of G o d '  view and 
the possibilities for the individual  re-or ienta t ing  his life. J o h n ' s  gospel 
emphasizes  such a qual i ty  in this life and  it is, perhaps,  significant that  
the words of  absolut ion in the Church  of Eng land ' s  Al ternat ive  Service 
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Book have been significantly changed from the Book of  C o m m o n  Prayer .  
The  original  version was: 'A lmigh ty  G o d . . .  have mercy  on you; pa rdon  
and deliver you from all your  sins; confirm and strengthen you in all 
goodness and bring you  to everlasting life . . . ' The  A.S.B.  changes this to: 
'A lmighty  G o d  . . . have mercy  upon  you, pa rdon  and deliver you from 
all your  sins, confirm and strengthen you in all goodness, and  keep you in 

life e t e r n a l . . . '  In  other words,  eternal  life is seen 'here  and now' .  To be 
sure, nei ther  version rules out  the other,  but  the priori t ies have been 
changed.  Jesus  can be seen as resurrected in the spirit  of his Church  and 
the true significance of  this resurrect ion as ly ing in the effect of Jesus '  
life and  death on his disciples. A modif ied christology may  be required 
(as Jesus did not rise from the dead as an individual  on this view), but  
theologians are no strangers  to the need to re-consider  the mean ing  of  
the language used in the old formulat ions.  

I suggest that  this approach to ' G o d '  and  his 'exis tence '  is not as such 
a development  but  is a real and  highly significant threat .  It is a view 
that  has widespread  philosophic appeal  par t icular ly  to some sophisticated 
theologians who are aware of the problems inherent  in the idea of  God  
as in any sense personal;  to those who are interested in Chr is t iani ty  and 
yet are on the fringes of religion or to those (and there are an increasing 
number  of them) who wish to move towards a 'universa l is t '  type approach.  
I t  has a pa r t i cu la r  appeal  in mult i - fai th  schools where Chr is t iani ty  is now 
sometimes taught  in broadly  these terms.  All  religions can be seen as 
affirming a different way of l iving life as well as the possibil i ty of  h u m a n  
transcendence.  I suggest that  the challenge (if challenge it is considered 
to be, and I accept that  others m a y  not  see it like this) needs to be 
recognized and met.  

Section two: grounds for  a possible response 

If  I am unhappy  or  discontented it does not need an object for me to 
have these feelings. If, however,  I am in love or jealous  or  consumed by 
hatred and no person or  object or th ing exists to which my emot ion is 
directed, I am then mis taken and my emot ion  is at least out of place. It 
may,  indeed,  be fair to say that  I am deluded.  The  question is whether  
God  is necessarily or  cont ingent ly  related to religious talk. For  the sake 
of clarity, by ' G o d '  I here mean  an existing, personal ,  loving spirit  
'exis t ing '  in some way apar t  from the universe he has made.  I do not 
think a concept or an idea (however  ' rea l '  this m a y  be) will fill the same 
role. 

Love of m y  wife and love of  the idea of democracy  are, somehow, of a 
different o rder  and  the degree of commi tmen t  I might  feel appropr ia te  to 
the two similarly differ. In  the same way there is a gulf  between the 

'God  of A b r a h a m ,  Isaac and J a c o b '  and a ' concep t -God ' .  I f  Jesus  prayed  
to his Father ,  went  about  his Fa the r ' s  business,  taught  others about  his 
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Fa ther ' s  house , went  th rough  the menta l  agony of Gethsemane  with the 
real wish that  his Fa ther  would release h im from it and,  at the last, 
commended  himself  to his Fa the r ' s  hands ,  then it seems to me that  he is 
thoroughly mistaken,  completely deluded and to be pit ied or  condemned  
(depending  on whether  he knew or not)  if his Fa ther  does not  exist as, in 
some sense, a personal  individual  with whom the believer can have a 
personal  relationship.  God,  in effect, needs to be a subject whom the 
believer can address as ' T h o u ' .  

O n  this basis, to main ta in  'God- t a lk '  while denying,  or being agnostic 
about ,  the existence of any  be ing  or spirit  to which the word  refers is to 
miss out the real significance of the word. There  is more  to theology 
than the discussion of mora l  possibilities. Jesus  in his words and life is 
making  a par t icular  k ind  of metaphysica l  d a i m  (that there is a being 
called ' G o d ' )  and  to e l iminate  this is to el iminate the central  mean ing  of 
his life. 

The  ethical view sees Jesus ' s  impor tance  in terms of it demons t ra t ing  
the possibili ty of a m a n  leading  a really good life or be ing  perfectly good. 
There  is a difference between saying that  Jesus~s life was special because 
it was a reflection of  God  and that  Jesus  led a fulfilled life. Suther land,  
in par t icular ,  wants to deny the first because of  the difficulties he finds in 
the idea of ' a  God '  (he starts from rejection of this on the basis that it is 
not  a viable s tar t ing point  - -  par t icular ly  due to the problem of evil. I 
accept the need  to take this p roblem seriously and also accept that  many  
theologians have started from an idea of  God,  possibly passed down by 
the Church  and influenced heavi ly by  Plato,  ra ther  than from start ing 
with the world as we know it). The re  could be mer i t  in s tar t ing to talk 
about  God  based on premises which include the problem of evil ra ther  
than coming to it as a separate  stage, but  it is talk about  God  that one is 
involved with, not  the definit ion of  an  idea or a possibil i ty - -  however 
' rea l '  this may  be. 

I f  the t radi t ional  idea  of  G o d  is denied,  therefore, I am main ta in ing  
t h a t :  1) W e  do not  need a t radi t ional  theology. Ethics can move over  to 
fill out the mean ing  and possibili t ies of  life, and 2) Jesus  is deluded and,  
whilst an interest ing and significant figure, is no more  than that. The  
following might  be among  the approaches  that  could be developed to 
support  this view. I was t empted  to in t roduce an appeal  to historical 
t ruth here,  but  have not  done so. I am not  sure, however,  that  advocates 
of the l inguistic view would be able to explain  adequate ly  the growth of 
the early Church ,  a l though it is not  difficult to see the grounds on which 
such an a t tempt  at an  explanat ion  would be made.  

1) Rdigion as a possibility 
The  view put  forward in the first section mainta ins  that  to see life sub 

specie aeternitatis is a possibil i ty for h u m a n i t y  and the existence of this 
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possibili ty enables us to see the world in a new light. O n  this view, 
moral i ty  is related to the structure of the world and can itself be j udged  
by how it 'fits '  with this structure.  W e  have,  therefore,  something on the 
lines of  K a n t ' s  'categories  of the under s t and ing ' .  This  is a much lesser 
claim than, for instance, P la to ' s  theory of  the forms which in some way 
were the u l t imate  - -  independent  of t ime and space and even of the 
Demiurge .  

I t  is impossible to draw a perfect circle, but  we can use such an idea 
and try to approach it more  closely. Similarly,  it might  be mainta ined ,  it 
may  be impossible to live a perfect life, but  an individual  can try to 
br ing  his life as near  perfection as possible. However  unlike the parallel  
of a circle, there is no single form of a perfect life. Ins tead of mo~(ing 
closer to metaphysical  perfection as Plato would have thought ,  we can 
only move closer to some regulat ive idea of perfection which is ill-defined 
and likely to change over t ime. I f  we take the case of beauty ,  the platonic 
ideal was that there was a perfect form of  beauty  in which all beautiful  
things par took to a greater  or lesser degree.  The  view being  but  forward 
in the first section, however,  would deny a single form of  beauty  and 
would instead main ta in  that  m a n  was capable of apprecia t ing  beauty ,  
that  this showed the 'exis tence '  or the possibil i ty of  beauty  but  that  there 
was no outward  form of  it to which contempla t ion  of  beauty  led us. 

I am not disput ing that  this view is coherent,  but  would main ta in  that  
it reduces the value of  beauty ,  t ruth,  goodness and mora l i ty  in general  
to a level at which they will still be admirable ,  but  are no longer worth 
supreme sacrifice and suffering to arr ive at. I t  therefore devalues the 
currency of theology. 

2) The question of meaning 
The  ' m o d e r n  view'  requires  us to find mean ing  in this life and asserts 

that it is possible to live a ' good  life' which cannot  be tr ivial ized o r  
overcome by adversi ty  or even death.  This  sounds fine and it lies at the 
heart  of the a rgument ,  but  it is quest ionable whether  the posit ion is as 
s t raightforward as it appears .  Ju s t  what meaning  is a ' good  life' meant  to 
have? There  seem to be var ious  possibilities: 

i) Mankind has ben~ted from the individual's life. In  some way the 'good  
life' has advanced the cause of 'goodness '  in society and this has 
or will benefit humani ty .  I f  this view is taken,  it is a difficult one 
to get off the ground.  For  instance: 
a. I t  is not  clear on any primafacie view what  the 'good  for man '  

is J the Greeks  would have differed from the Ut i l i tar ians  (who 
wished to maximize  happiness)  and  the Marxis ts .  O n  what  
basis is Socrates discontented happ ie r  than the pig with his 
nose in an overflowing trough? Once  one moves from the 
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general  to the par t icular ,  it becomes very difficult to make a 

j udgmen t .  
b. I f  the ' good  for m a n '  is intended,  then for a life to have 

' m e a n i n g '  it must  have had  some positive results. Jesus ' s  life 
might  have passed this test, bu t  most  others would not. I f  one 
mainta ins  with Kie rkegaa rd  and against  H u m e  that  the ' good '  
must  be inner  and cannot  be defined in external  terms (which 
I would want  to do al though I cannot  argue for the point  here),  
then it seems to rule out  any  test of  goodness based on results. 

c. I f  we imagine  a man  who lived a ' good  life'  as laid down and 
then imagined  that  the world came to an end in a nuclear  
holocaust  at the same moment ,  it would be difficult to establish 
that  his life had  had  ' m e a n i n g '  other  than for himself. 

ii) The individual himself has benefited from the life lived. Socrates could be 
argued to have ma in ta ined  this when poin t ing  out  that  the tyrant  
Archelaus  was not a for tunate  m a n  even though he had total power 
over  his citizens. The  man  who hurts  someone else, Socrates 
main ta ined ,  is more  to be pi t ied than the m a n  who is hur t  as he 
harms  his own soul (See Plato:  Gorgias). Now Socrates '  a rgument  
makes  sense if  you accept that  a m a n  has a soul that  endures  or if 
he in some way survives death so that  his individual i ty ,  as a person,  
is precious.  If, however,  as is the case with proponents  of this view, 
a life after death is ruled out, then it is much less clear why 
Archelaus  is not a fortunate man.  Cer ta in ly  Socrates believed in a 
life after death  and without  this bel ief  his a rguments  would have 
lacked an impor tan t  premise.  

Nei ther  of  these approaches  seems par t icular ly  satisfactory and the 
' m e a n i n g  of life'  which is based on one or  other  of  them can s imilar ly  be 

called into question. 

3) Religious and moral beliefs 
I t  does not  seem clear on the view presented in the previous section 

how religious and mora l  beliefs are to be separated.  I can see that  moral  
beliefs might  be those that  operate  within a society whilst beliefs or ienta ted 
towards the ' idea  of  G o d '  might  have wider  perspective.  Thus  in E1 
Salvador  or Chile a man  might  claim ' rel igious grounds '  for rejecting 
the locally accepted mora l i ty  and thus appeal  to a 'h igher  court '  or a 
higher  concept. However  this does not  explain the role or use of factual 
religious beliefs which are not  concerned with how life is lived or the 
way in which m a n ' s  finitude is to be interpreted.  O n  the view put  
forward,  the par t icular  historical  claims connected,  for instance, with the 
sacraments  would be rejected as not  re levant  except to the extent  that  
they helped to r emind  people of  the possibilities for self-transcendence. 
This  is perfectly coherent,  but  it is a considerably lower claim than that  
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implied in rel igion and would involve religion abandon ing  or  substantial ly 
re- in terpre t ing a large par t  of its language  and claims (unless these were 
to be main ta ined  purely  for their  emot ional  content).  

4) The individual and society 
The  pr imacy  of the ethical view is the p r imacy  of  a social view of life. 

Mora l i ty  involves other  people and ethics comes from considerat ion of 
the needs of others as the first pr iori ty.  In  m a n y  religions, however,  there 
is a tension present  between the duty  to others and duty to oneself. 
Chr is t iani ty  has always affirmed the impor tance  of  the individual  and  the 
first c o m m a n d m e n t  calls on the Chr is t ian  to put  his 'God- re la t ionsh ip '  
(as Kie rkegaard  would have put  it) above all else. Du ty  to others will 
arise from this relat ionship as all m a n k i n d  is seen as fello'# children of 
the one God.  Su ther land ' s  cri teria rule out  the possibili ty of religious 
demands  calling an individual  to act against  ethical demands .  Thus  and 
for instance A b r a h a m  or, indeed,  the Buddha  who left family and fortune 
to seek enl ightenment  should have put  their  moral  duties first. This  is a 
position which could be quest ioned and impor tan t  Chr is t ian  insights seem 
to be lost with this new approach.  Cer ta in ly  the impor tance  of the 
individual  is likely to be unde rmined  (al though this is a two-edged sword 
and it might  be argued that  this is not  a bad  thing). 

5) The Jesuit philosopher 
In the first section I gave an example  of  a ma tu re  Jesui t  phi losopher 

who had come to the conclusion that  it made  no sense to talk of God  as 
existing 'ou t  there '  as other than  an idea or possible way in which life 
could be lived and who b r o a d l y a g r e e d  with the new approach be ing  put  
forward here.  I outl ined an a rgument  in which proponents  of the ' m o d e r n '  
view might  have suggested that  his way of life was still valid and still 
carr ied meaning .  I do not  want  to wi thdraw this, al though I believe that  
the example  given suffers from a weakness in one major  area. If  this 
Jesui t  phi losopher also happens  to be a priest ,  then he is going to need 
to be a figure on somewhat  similar  lines to the G r a n d  Inquis i tor  in 
Dostoyevsky 's  The Brothers Karamazov. As a priest,  he will take services in 
which most  o rd inary  believers actually do believe things that  he (the 
philosopher) is now convinced are mistaken.  For  instance they believe 
that: 
a. God  actually exists as a loving, personal  be ing  or entity.  
b. Prayer  is in some sense a dialogue with God  which is par t  of  a two- 

way relat ionship and p rayer  can be answered by intervent ion on 
G o d ' s  part .  

c. Miracles  occur, albeit  seldom, in answer to p rayer  and these miracles 
are not  to be thought  of pure ly  in provident ia l  terms.  

d. There  is a life after death  for individuals  and conduct  in this life 
affects their  fate after death.  
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These, and other beliefs, are incompatible with this new approach. If, 
therefore, the priest/philosopher is really to be true to himself, he has to 
refuse to take part in services which include these presuppositions. It 
may  be, of course, that these beliefs are wrong,  but in this case he has to 
say so. I f  he continues implicitly to endorse them, then he is effectively 
taking part in a charade and declining to be honest and open with people 
who respect and look up to him. As a philosopher, he cannot do this 
and remain true to himself. The  Grand Inquisitor did this and justified 
his position to the Jesus figure on the grounds that the Church  had taken 
the decision to distort the truth in the interests of the mass of humani ty  
who could not cope with it. I suggest that this is a patronizing and 
manipulative attitude which would make his continued membership of  a 
religious order questionable (at least so far as he himself was concerned). 
You may gather from this that I do not think that Don Cupitt  should 
continue to be an Anglican priest! 

I obviously do not have space to develop these arguments  fully here 
and have merely tried to indicate some of  the grounds for a possible 
attack on the new position. I do sincerely believe that its importance and 
the strength of its arguments  must  not be underestimated. Christians 
need to recognize that there is a 'Great  Divide'  between the traditional 
view of God as a loving, personal spirit apart  from yet interactive with 
the universe he has made, and the idea or concept of God which exists 
within religious language (but not outside it) or which affirms a particular 
way of approaching the world. 

Unless a strong counter-attack on the 'modern  view' can be developed 
which takes seriously the weaknesses in the traditional theological position 
and yet affirms the central tenets of Christianity (which I would maintain 
includes the view of  God stated above), then more and more people will 
find the new approach compelling. Perhaps, some may say, this is right 
and these philosophers are pointing the way forward to the future of 
Christianity. Certainly they should force holders of the traditional view 
to become clearer on what they mean by ' G o d '  and his 'existence' and 
to be aware of the consequences of the new approach. This, at least, is 
something to be welcomed. 

Soren Kierkegaard writing in his journal  in 1851 in a different context 
could sum up the position: 'The  very way in which modern  philosophy 
speaks of existence shows that it does not believe in the immortality of  
the individual: it does not believe it at all: it comprehends only the 
eternity of concepts ' .  This could well be applied to the new position. 
Kierkegaard would have had none of it, but  at least he recognized the 
challenge! 

Peter Vardy 
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God, Jesus and belief (Blackwell, 1984). 
Atheism and the rejection of God (Blackwell, 1977). 
Holding fast to God (SPCK, 1982). 
Investigations (Blackwell, 1958). 
Lectures on religion and aesthetics (Blackwell). 




