The Difficulty of Christianity

Jesus says ‘Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest.’  

I wonder if, like me, when you hear the Archbishop of Canterbury speak, the last thing that comes into your mind is rest, an end to weariness, and the lifting of heavy burdens.  I expect most of us who think that, after a moment or two, go on to think: “Well, that’s the terrible strain of being Archbishop of Canterbury”.  But I think the heavy and wearying style of Dr Williams is nothing to do with being Archbishop – and everything to do with being a modern theologian.

Recently I came across the following description of theology, by the American theologian David Bentley Hart, in the journal “First Things”:

“Theology is actually a pitilessly demanding discipline... The properly trained Christian theologian should be a proficient linguist, with a mastery of several ancient and modern tongues, should have formation in the subtleties of the whole Christian dogmatic tradition, should possess a considerable knowledge of the liturgies, texts, and arguments produced in every period of the Church, should be a good historian, should have a thorough philosophical training, should possess considerable knowledge of the fine arts, should have an intelligent interest in such areas as law or economics, and so on. This is not to say that one cannot practice theology without all these attainments, but such an education remains the scholarly ideal of the guild.”

The scholarly ideal of the guild!  What pride!  What machismo is in this statement – “pitilessly demanding”!  Surely for a Christian theologian, the “ideal” of the guild would be what Jesus promises in today’s gospel reading: peace through wisdom, rest through the knowledge of God.  But it’s difficult to see how, in Professor Hart’s description, any rest could take place.  He maps out a rather heavy, intense and slightly omniscient existence.  Why should one have to be like God in order to theologize?

I think the explanation is aptly described by David Ford, Regius Professor of Divinity at Cambridge:

"In the middle decades of the 20th century, a drastically reductionist way of thinking became the bottom line against which everything was measured. In the present 'grandparent generation' of theologians, those who ignored the challenge were easily written off, while those who tried to meet it risked being intimidated into reductive or at least very apologetic and defensive forms of Christian theology. In the face of aggressive, confident and often brilliant critiques (key figures included Bertrand Russell, the early Wittgenstein, G. Moore and A. Ayer), it was easy to lose theological nerve, become wary of exposure, and be tempted to withdraw into safe havens of academic respectability. The grandparents had an extraordinarily difficult task, and their achievement in sustaining and developing a university environment where theology could still flourish has been remarkable. Yet the effects of the trauma persist, directly and indirectly."

All of that seems to me exactly right.  I don’t want to say much here about that “reductionist challenge” – carried to theologians in our own day by Richard Dawkins and Anthony Grayling – except to say that for me the reduction of truth to what can be backed-up by one sort of evidence only seems deeply unconvincing, set against personal human experience.  Nevertheless, I have to accept that a large number of my colleagues find that sort of reductionism as clever as I find it stupid; and I have to accept that in the wider world – the world of sound-bites, tweets and punch-lines, where stand-up comedians are the public intellectuals – this reductionism will triumph in my lifetime.  

Because of that eventual triumph, some theologians feel that they have to be, as David Bentley Hart suggests, all things to all people.  Hart knows that against the reductionist challenges of modern atheism, theologians must present an abundance of talent: they must able to counter every charge.  A theologian today is like the last soldier in a castle under siege: with great invention, perhaps he can keep the attackers at bay.  But he will need to create the illusion that the castle is still fully manned.  So he must fire the cannons, light torches, manipulate cardboard figures by the parapet, cook meals so the smoke wafts out beyond the walls, and make animal noises through the night...  all the time whistling a happy tune to show he’s not afraid.

Hart clearly wants to make a virtue of this multi-tasking.  But it can only be a virtue if it succeeds.  Success would be the besieging army retreating.  It sometimes seems to me that, in fact, the besieging army, those who present what David Ford calls “The Reductionist Challenge” have simply got bored and gone elsewhere.  They’ve declared victory and left us to rot.  The theologian, rather like Uncle Toby in Tristram Shandy, is simply playing imaginary battles with out of date equipment.  Hart’s list of the ideal attainments of the theologian is impressive.  But he has left one out: the ability, not just to have all this knowledge in so many fields, but to communicate it as well.  And the neglect of this ability – the ability to engage – is a crime.  Now, I think a story can be told about how that crime came to be committed: and it’s a story, you’ll be pleased to know, set in Cambridge.

Cambridge is where the response to reductionism began: and it began with a commitment to engaging the enemy.  Take, as an example, the volume “Soundings”, edited by Alec Vidler in 1962, a collection of theological essays from Cambridge University.  There, one finds a certain humility in the face of challenge.  The introduction begins:

“The Authors of this volume of essays cannot persuade themselves that the time is ripe for major works of theological construction or reconstruction.  It is a time for ploughing not reaping; or, to use the metaphor we have chosen for our title, it is a time for making soundings, not charts or maps.”

That was how 1960s liberal theology began: engaging with the reductionist challenge, conceding some points, suggesting only tentative ways forward.  But gradually, that approach of “ploughing, not reaping” fell into disrepute.  Sometimes, it could be less careful – in fact, the ploughing would be recklessly destructive and shallow.  There would be a chumminess with the yah-boo reductionists – we’re all intelligent chaps here – that came to seem arrogant.  I find this sometimes in the work of John Robinson (another Cambridge theologian) who in 1963 wrote “Honest to God”.  And eventually, it reached a crisis in the non-realist theology of Don Cupitt – conceding the reductionist case entirely, and encouraging “Taking Leave of God”.

After “The Myth of God Incarnate”, a 1977 collection of liberal essays to which Don Cupitt contributed, the backlash in Cambridge began.  Theology accepting the secularist’s terms was out.  Instead, the reductionist challenge was rebuffed like Prufrock’s advances: “That is not what I meant at all / That is not it at all.”  Theologians like Nicholas Lash, Richard Roberts and Rowan Williams (then a young lecturer at Westcott House) began expanding the range of reference.   Williams has complained about the “awful insularity” of Anglophone theology in the 70s; and about turning to Vladimir Lossky, to Hans Urs Von Balthasar and Paul Ricoeur in response to the “rational revisionism” of liberal theology generally.  A great deal of Karl Barth and Thomas Aquinas was read.  But, as any cameraman knows, widening the shot can blur the focus.  And the writing-style of these evasive theologians did not, and does not engage.  What people criticize as “wooliness” in the Archbishop now is, I believe, a studied evasiveness he learnt in response to reductionism in the 1970s.  All those sentences that have the form of “not quite x and not y either”; “rather a, b, c, than z”; “something less like a broadening of p than an opening up of q” – all these things that, in short, make him difficult to tie down – these are a dazzling series of side-steps intended to question and rebut the reductionist challenge.

Somewhere along the line, however, that studied evasiveness stopped being agonized, and became rather proud of itself.  One of Williams’ pupils at Westcott, and subsequently a Fellow of Peterhouse, Cambridge, was John Milbank.  And it’s in Milbank’s generation of Cambridge theologians that the “Soundings”-style of liberal concession was finally overthrown.  Milbank published, in 1992, his great work “Theology and Social Theory”.  No “soundings” here, no “ploughing”: this was an immense construction taking on practically the whole of modern academia.  Milbank’s claim was that social theory (and by extension most post-enlightenment thought) was really a horribly distorted version of theology – a sort of theology that denies the transcendent.  Milbank argued that the distortion took place in the late mediaeval period (particularly with Duns Scotus and his doctrine of the Univocity of Being – a rejection of analogy which, he claimed, leads God to be discussed in the same class as his creatures – and thereforec opens the way for an atheistical rejection of God).  And the distortion continues today, ending up with the narrowness of analytical philosophy, or the dead end of postmodernism.  The work of theology now should be to get rid of the distortions – so that a true, full, complex theology will emerge which can once again be Queen of the Sciences.  Anything else from a theologian would be a claim of “false humility”.  In a later work, Milbank wrote that: 

“Uncertain as to where today to locate true Christian practice – the theologian feels almost that the entire ecclesial task falls on his own head.” 

That high valuation of the theologian’s task was shared by the (largely Cambridge) contributors to a volume of essays in 1999, entitled “Radical Orthodoxy: A New Theology”.  Almost a condemnation of the approach of “Soundings” 37 years earlier, Radical Orthodoxy’s introduction is strikingly different.  Boldly it refuses to accept the legitimacy of the reductionist challenge: “the logic of secular truth is imploding.”  Secular truth has simply turned to nihilism.  In the face of this demise, Radical Orthodoxy will “reconfigure theological truth”.  That looks like a complicated task: theological truth -

“...may indeed hover close to nihilism, since it also refuses a reduction of the indeterminate.  Yet what finally distances it from nihilism is its proposal of the rational possibility, and the faithfully perceived actuality, of an indeterminacy that is not impersonal chaos but infinite interpersonal harmonious order, in which time participates.”

There is the “Williams” style – the Prufrockian style – beefed up by vanity: a desire to boast about and triumph in complexity.  Where Williams is agonized in his difficulty, Milbank and his cohorts revel in it.

So – given this sketch of theology over the last half-century – where has it left those words of Jesus about “rest” from “labour”?  As theology grows away from the simplicity of meeting, and at least partly conceding, the reductionist challenge, it has got more and more complicated, and less and less engaging.  The reductionist challenge is getting bolder and bolder.  Thanks to the “war on terror”, to arguments over stem-cell research and euthanasia, arguments over “faith schools” and faith representation, it seems to me that secular logic has not imploded.  It has gathered in strength and determination.  It has not got any easier to be a Christian theologian: it has got more and more complicated.  One can revel in that complexity, or one can be exhausted by it.  But how can it “give us rest”?

I think the answer is – disappointingly, for many – a return to “Soundings”.  Theologians have to refuse the “entire ecclesial task”, however much they might feel that it falls on their heads.  They need to listen widely and to write specifically.  The reductionist challenge has not gone away – and it is, as I say, in my opinion, misguided: but it will not be defeated by the approach of Radical Orthodoxy, which sometimes reminds me of the Black Knight in “Monty Python and the Holy Grail” who refuses to accept that all his limbs are chopped off, saying “’Tis but a scratch”.  Alec Vidler suggested that a time might come when theology might be able to be fully constructive: but it was in the future.  I don’t think that time has yet come.  And I agree with Vidler that “we can best serve the cause of truth and of the Church by candidly confessing where our perplexities lie, and not by making claims, which, so far as we can see, theologians are not at present in a position to justify.”  That strikes me as the true humility of the incarnation: the humility which we find in Jesus, and which if we follow it as his disciples will give us rest.  Amen.

