A Distillation of �Honest To God


Introduction


Honest to God by John A. T. Robinson, Anglican Bishop of Woolwich (South London) was published by SCM Press in 1963 and caused an immediate uproar. Today, many would probably find it a bit "tame" but it effectively launched the revolution that others (such as Cupitt, Geering and Spong) are currently taking us through. What then did John A. T. Robinson say? 





Preface


He states the issue in these terms: "... it is going to become increasingly difficult to know what the true defence of Christian truth requires." Some see it as the "firm reiteration, in fresh and contemporary language, of 'the faith once delivered to the saints'." But, he feels, "at the same time ... a more radical recasting ... is demanded ... in process of which the most fundamental categories of our theology —  of God, of the supernatural, and of religion itself —  must go into the melting." He finds some merit in the suggestion made by others, that we should give up using the word "God" for a generation. After more than 30 years, we might agree that "what I have to say ... will be seen to have erred in not being nearly radical enough." 





Reluctant Revolution


Up There or Out There?


With our modern worldview we have already taken in our stride the need to translate the notion of God 'up there' to God 'out there'. We have also dealt with the notion of a three-decker universe like this: first it was taken literally, then it was taken as a metaphor, now we have discarded it. But the Bible takes God literally. Is it inevitable that our image of God will follow our image of the universe? 


Some Christian Questioners


In this section, and elsewhere, the following authors "have since proved seminal not only for me but for many of this generation". In this section he gives extensive quotes from: Tillich's sermon The Depth of Existence: "The name of this infinite and inexhaustible depth and ground of being is God. ... he who knows about depth knows about God' Bonhoeffer's  Christianity Without Religion: "Is Christianity to be confined to those who still have this sense of insufficiency, this 'God-shaped blank'?" Bultmann's New Testament and Mythology. The New Testament uses myth to assert the 'trans-historical' character of Jesus of Nazareth. 


Theology and The World


"I have never once doubted the truth of the Christian faith — although I have constantly found myself questioning its expression." He faces up to what he sees to be inevitable, that "we are being called to a 'Copernican Revolution' [that is a change of thinking as radical as moving from an earth-centred to a sun-centred solar system as envisaged by Copernicus]." Robinson regards himself as a "reluctant" revolutionary: "All I can do is try to be honest, honest to God and about God and to follow the argument wherever it leads." 





The End of Theism?


He acknowledges that this is a "destructive" chapter, one that clears the ground for later building. 


Must Christianity Be 'Supranaturalist'?


"Traditional Christian theology has been based on the proofs for God's existence." But God is not a Being which can be shown to exist. Such a being "would merely be a further piece of existence ... ". But, "God is, by definition, ultimate reality. And one cannot argue whether ultimate reality exists. One can only ask what ultimate reality is like ..." (emphasis added). 


The author identifies three views of God: 


�Deist and Supranaturalist: God is "existing in his own right alongside and over against his creation." He quotes Tillich: "He is a being, [but] not being-itself." 


�Theist and Supranaturalist: More like the traditional Judeo-Christian position. "God's relationship to the world is fully and ultimately personal." 


�Naturalist: This view "identifies God ... with what gives meaning and direction to nature." "Naturalism as a philosophy of life is clearly and consciously an attack on Christianity. For it [as Tillich wrote] 'the term "God" become interchangeable with t he term "universe".'." But earlier, the author quotes Tillich (who cites Scotus Erigena and Spinoza) that God "is identical with natura naturans, the creative nature, the creative ground of all natural objects ... " 


Must Christianity Be 'Mythological'?


"The whole world-view of the Bible ... is unashamedly supranaturalistic." It presents "the cosmology of a pre-scientific age" [Bultmann]. The author applauds Bultmann for drawing our attention to the mythological element but does not subscribe to his programme of "de-mythologising". 


Must Christianity Be 'Religious'?


"Man has learned to cope with all questions of importance without recourse to God as a working hypothesis" [Bultmann] In science, in politics, in ethics the need is no longer there for a stop-gap or long-stop; [God] is not required in order to guarantee anything, to solve anything, or in any way to come to the rescue." [Robinson] "Operationally, God is beginning to resemble ... the last fading smile of a cosmic Cheshire Cat." [Julian Huxley]. "Bonhoeffer's answer is that we should boldly discard 'the religious premise', as St Paul had the courage to jettison circumcision ... [Robinson] "God is teaching us that we must live as men [!] who can get along very well without him. [Bonhoeffer] 


The reader needs to be aware that Robinson uses the word "religious" (and later, "irreligious") in an unusual way and that the answer to the question posed in the title of this section is "no". Most current readers would probably say that what Robinson proposes to put in place of "religion" is a much improved kind of religion: one that is sincere and personal over against the system of tired metaphors that Bonhoeffer rejects. Hence the move away from theism which involves "up there" or "out there" and towards "depth" and "transcendence". 


This discussion is continued in the section "Worldy Holiness”.


Transcendence For Modern Man


Robinson agrees with Tillich who wrote that "the protest of atheism against such a 'highest person' [view of God] is correct". He quotes Julian Huxley's enormous "sense of spiritual relief which come from rejecting the idea of God as a supernatural being...". Feuerbach and Neitzche wrote that such a God should be killed for enslaving mankind. 


He quotes John Wren-Lewis "a very large proportion of what passes for religion in our society is exactly the sort of neurotic illness that Freud describes ... [furthermore] ... it is not enough to describe such beliefs as childish or primitive, for this implies that the truth is something like them ... whereas in reality nothing like the 'God' and 'Christ" I was brought up to believe in can be true." While Robinson thinks that this is an exaggeration he also believes that it does point to "the greatest obstacle to intelligent faith ..." 


So we need a replacement (or a least a substitute) for theism: "our task is to validate the idea of transcendence for modern man", avoiding "objectivized", mythological terms. 





The Ground Of Our Being


A Depth At The Centre Of Life


Adopting a theistic viewpoint, whether God is "up there" or "out there" is merely a difference in spatial metaphors: God is still over and against the world. And height can also suggest aloof indifference. But change the image to "depth" and we are able to suggest more useful ideas: profundity; the unconscious; "the 'Beyond' in the midst of our life [Bonhoeffer]"; "a deeper immersion in existence [Kierkegaard]." This is a long way from the personal God of t heism. "Belief in God is the trust ... that to give ourselves to the uttermost in love is not to be confounded but to be 'accepted', that Love is the ground of our being, to which we ultimately 'come home'." 


Man And God


Feuerbach (who wanted to change 'theology' to 'anthropology') "was concerned to restore the divine attributes from heaven to earth, whence ... they had been filched and projected on to a perfect Being, an imaginary Subject before whom impovershed man falls in worship. ... 'The true atheist', he wrote, 'is the man for whom the attributes of divinity, such as love, wisdom and justice, are nothing.' " Robinson takes issue with both Feuerbach and John MacMurray who both want to dilute the religious experience to a merely human experience. "Theological statements are indeed", he writes, "affirmations about human existence — but they are affirmations about the ultimate ground and depth of that existence." He sides with St John and against Feuerbach that the equation "God is love" runs only one way — he will not have it that "love is God". And so Jesus Christ is "the humanity of God" rather than "the divinity — of Man." 


While "the naturalist critique of supranaturalism is valid" and we should "push beyond naturalism and supranaturalism" we are still left with the numinous and transcendental that even Freud (no friend of religion) acknowledged. Robinson writes: "The necessity for the name "God" lies in the fact that our being has depths which naturalism, whether evolutionary, mechanistic, dialectical or humanistic, cannot or will not recognize." He quotes Tillich: "these things cannot be excluded. If we try to expel them in their divine images, they re-emerge in daemonic images." 


The question then is, not whether God is or is not portrayed in mythological or anthropmorphic terms but "whether this depth of being [to which the notion "God" points] is a reality or an illusion ..." "Belief in God is a matter of 'what you take seriously without any reservation', of what for you is ultimate reality." 


He applauds what he takes to be Tillich's "great contribution to theology — the reinterpretation of transcendence in a way which preserves its reality which detaching it from the projection of supranaturalism". Tillich expressed it thus: "To call God transcendent ... does not mean that one must establish a 'superworld' of divine objects. It does mean that, within itself, the finite world points beyond itself. In other words, it is self-trancendent." 


But can the Bible support this? 


God In The Bible


Read literally, Psalm 139 represents God a "a sort of celestial Big Brother". However, Robinson accepts Tillich's reappraisal of God therein as the "Ground of Our Being", that the allusions to omniscience and omnipresence in the Psalm can be read as "our mystery is manifest" and "our privacy is public", respectively. 


Similarly St Paul's opposition of 'Spirit' and 'Flesh' becomes updated to "that level of being and perception where the divine depths are to be known" over against "life in its shallowness and superficiality". "God is not outside us, yet he is profoundly transcendent." 


Building on Jeremiah 22:15 the author writes that we can know God only in human relationships: "God, the unconditional, is to be found only in, with and under the conditional relationships of this life: for he is their depth and ultimate significance." 


Several New Testament examples add to this. 


Amos 5:21-25 leads to "A right relationship to God depended on nothing religious: in fact religion could be a real barrier to it." 


The Way Of The Irreligious


"Our contention has been that God is to be met not by a 'religious' turning away from the world but in unconditional concern for 'the other' seen through its ultimate depths, that God is ... the 'personal ground of all that we experience [MacMurray]." Prayer and the mystical path are valid, though not all have the talent for them. 





The Man For Others


Christmas and Truth


Just as, in thinking about God, we need to go beyond naturalism and supranaturalism, so it is that in thinking about Christ, his Incarnation and Divinity need reinterpretation. 


Popular beliefs about Jesus are "docetic": that is he only appeared to be human but was really God in disguise. But this, of course, depends upon a supranaturalist view of things. 


The statement that purports to reconcile the divinity and the humanity of Christ is the Definition of Chalcedon, drawn up in the year 451. It is now largely regarded, "not [as] a solution but [as] a statement of the problem." 


Naturalism has been kinder of Christology than it has been on Theology although the New Testament presupposes a supranaturalist viewpoint. "As the supranaturalist scheme of things became incredible, a naturalistic theology [rather "christology"] was all that stood between an entire generation and abandoning the spirit and the power of Jesus altogether." 


But we are still left with Bonhoeffer's question: "How can Christ become the Lord even of those with no religion?" 


The Claim Of The New Testament


While the New Testament says that Jesus was the Word of God or the Son of God it does not say that Jesus was God. Even the opening paragraphs of John's gospel do not say this: it steers between, on the one hand, equality with God and on the other Jesus asa 'divine' man. "Here was more than a man: here was a window into God at work." 


"There is a paradox running through all the Gospels that Jesus makes no claims for himself in his own right and at the same time makes the most tremendous claims about what God is doing through him and uniquely through him." [This observation would need to be qualified by the recent work of The Jesus Seminar which assigns a generally lower degree of authenticity to the reported words of Jesus than Robinson implicitly accepts.] "This paradox is the point from which our reinterpretation of Christology must start." 


Robinson is persuaded by the kenotic ("self- emptying") theory of Christology: "It is in Jesus, and Jesus alone, that there is nothing of self to be seen, but solely the ultimate, unconditional love of God." [emphasis added]. But he adds that "the fatal weakness of this theory as it is stated in supranaturalist terms is that it represents Christ as stripping himself of those attributes of transcendence [especially omnipotence and omniscience] which make him the revelation of God." 


What Is Christ For Us Today?


The author is attracted to a sketched Christology by Bonhoeffer which he did not live to expand on. In it there appears: " ... Jesus as one whose only concern is for others"; " ... transcendence consists not in tasks beyond our scope and power, but in the nearest Thou at hand"; "God in human form, ... not animal ... nor ... abstract ... nor divine-human ... but man existing for others, and hence Crucified". He goes on to summarise this as "perfect man and perfect God — not as a mixture of oil and water, of natural and supernatural — but as the embodiment through obedience of 'the beyond in our midst', of the transcendence of love." 


Robinson quickly and sharply dismisses the Atonement as expressed in the formula 'full, perfect and sufficient sacrifice, oblation, and satisfaction for the sins of the whole world'. "At no [other] point", he writes, does the supranaturalist scheme appearless compelling." 


But the usual alternative, the naturalist view, is "shallow and discredited in its estimate of what is wrong with the world and of what is required to put it right." 


And so "the case for pushing beyond them to a third alternative is very urgent." 


Building on Tillich he construes it as "a coming home, or rather a being received home, to everything we are created to be. It is what the New Testament can only call grace." He gives an extensive quote from Tillich's The Shaking of the Foundations in which the following excerpts appear: "It happens; or it does not happen. And it certainly does not happen if we try to force it upon ourselves ... Sometimes at the moment a wave of light breaks into our darkness, and it is as though a voice were saying: 'Youare accepted'. ... Do not seek for anything; do not perform anything; do not intend anything. Simply accept the fact that you are accepted!" 


He ends this section by quoting Bonhoeffer: "It is not some religious act which makes a Christian what he[!] is, but participation in the suffering of God in the life of the world." 





Worldly Holiness


The Holy In The Common


Persisting with an unusual definition of "religion" (at one point he contrasts 'religion' and 'life'. See also "Must Christianity Be Religious" above) Robinson asks Bonhoeffer's question "What is the place of worship and prayer in an entire absence of religion?" He then distinguishes between a "religious" movie and a "Christian" one but uses the words to point to the content of the movies rather than to their quality. For instance, today we might credit a movie with having a "religious quality" if it deals with the interactions between people according to the way in which the interactions affirm or deny the "humanness" of the participants, or if it treats life's "big themes" such as birth, death, loss, joy, transcendence and so on, with care and reverence???even in the absence of any specific traditional "religious" words. 


In a footnote on page 86 Robinson quotes Tillich with approval: "Religion is not a special function of man's spiritial life, but it is the dimension of depth in all its functions." This is consistent with today's usage and with the sort of depth-based spiritual life that Robinson has so far been recommending but "I have preferred to retain the customary usage [religion = the tradition Christian form] in order to bring out the point of Bonhoeffer's critique." 


So, for modern ears, Bonhoeffer's question might be rephrased as "What is the place of worship and prayer in the non-traditional mileu of privatised religion?" 


Robinson rejects the notion, held by some traditionalists, that the purpose of Holy Communion is to fence off such an activity as a withdrawal from the world. Better, he says to regard it as "the 'beyond' in the midst of our life, the holy in the common." 


He contrasts the Jewish idea of the holy as "that which has to be taken from the temple in order to sanctify the common" with the Christian (properly understood) that "the holy is [already present as] the 'depth' of the common ... ". Of the Christian he says "Anything that fails to do this in not Christian worship, be it ever so 'religious'. 


Because of this, the liturgy "is not for the Christian a 'religious' rite but the proclamation ... of the holy in, with and under the common". He contrasts the priest at the Communion service standing with his back to the congregation ("focussing attention upon a point ... 'out there') and facing the congregation thereby focussing attention on the communion table: the 'beyond' as "the vertical of the inconditioned cutting into and across the limitations of the merely human fellowship ...". Whether this distinction would be felt as strongly today is an interesting question. 


Engagement and Disengagement


"Our traditional forms of spirituality have been adapted from the monasteries [as places of withdrawal from the world] for the [members of the everyday world:] the millions." While not wanting to undervalue prayer for those who are proficient at it, he wants to assure those who are not that they should not despair because such a life of prayer is more appropriate to the medieval 'religious' than to the modern person. Note that 'religious' here is a noun and carries yet another usage. 


In a colourful quotation from George MacLeod we learn that, in response to Constantine's secularization, the spiritually minded "introduced the Via Negativa: the way of interior denial. Unfortunately the Via Negativa cuts dead across the Emmaus Road [to discovery of Christ]." But the via negativa has coloured the Church's approach to prayer ever since, denying the benefit of prayer to many. 


Robinson observes that, instead of "going away and praying about it", he has found greater success in joining others in a focussed dialogue about the matter in hand, and observes that this "would seem to be prayer." 


A 'Non-Religious' Understanding of Prayer


"[Properly understood] prayer is openness to the ground of our being; and in it 'the readiness is all'. This means ... that it is impossible to compile a prayer manual comparable with the old guides to 'the spiritual life'. He looks to a more spontaneoususe of prayer�occasioned by the circumstance rather than by the clock. 








'The New Morality'


The Revolution In Ethics


Robinson locates the subject matter for Christian ethics in two statements: "Prayer and ethics are simply the inside and outside of the same thing." and "Assertions about God are ... assertions about Love — about the ultimate ground and meaning of personal relationships." 


He also characterises 'the old morality' as the "equivalent in the ethical field of the supranaturalist way of thinking." It derives from the view that morality has been given to us and is enshrined, as especially in the case of Roman Catholic moral theology, in a systematic corpus of pronouncements. 


Robinson deals with the indissolubility of marriage and shows that the matter is informed by a supernaturalistic point of view, as is several medieval concepts such as the divine right of kings. "It is simply the metaphysics of a pre-scientific age." Fewer people are attracted to such viewpoints today and, in any case, it is unlikely that Jesus taught anything at all like this. 


The Teaching of Jesus


"The moral precepts of Jesus are not to be understood ... as pronouncing certain courses of action universally right ... [or] ... wrong. They are not legislation ... they are illustrations of what love may at any moment require of anyone." Starting with Tillich's use of the word "theonomy" (the state of being governed by God), the author takes us beyond both supranaturalism and naturalism to where the transcendant is encountered "in, with and under the Thou of all finite relationships as their ultimate depth and ground and meaning. In ethics this means accepting as the basis of moral judgements the actual concrete relationship in all its particularity ..." And love "has its own built-in moral compass, enabling it to home intuitively upon the deepest need of the other ..." 


Nothing Prescribed — Except Love


This section draws on a paper by Joseph Fletcher which was, three years later, to be expanded into his book Situation Ethics. The central thesis is that ethical behaviour should not be bound by a web of rules but, instead, should serve only one law: Love."It is of course, a highly dangerous ethic ... yet I believe it is the only ethic for 'man come of age'. This approach was banned by the Roman Catholic church in 1956. Situation Ethics, as it later came to be called, avoids saying that anything other than 'lack of love' is intrinsically wrong. "What 'love's casuistry' requires, makes ... the most searching demands upon the depth and integrity of one's concern for the other ..." 





Recasting The Mould


The Images Which Can Be Discarded


Foreshadowing John Spong's Why Christianity Must Change Or Die Robinson writes that without change, Christianity "will come to be abandoned ... because it is moulded ... by a cast of thought that belongs to a past age ... which ... Bultman describes as ' mythological', Tillich as 'supranaturalist', and Bonhoeffer as 'religious'." To repair this situation "we have to be prepared for everything to go into the melting — even our most cherished religious categories and moral absolutes. And the first thing we must be ready to let go is our image of God himself." 


This will meet opposition, but "every new religious truth [he cites Socrates, Jesus and St Paul] comes as a destroyer of some other god, as an attack upon that which men[!] hold most sacred." 


As soon as an image of God becomes a substitute for God, it must be discarded. In the pagan world it was ... a matter of metal images ... for us ... mental images ... [emphasis added]. 


Christianity and Naturalism


Robinson agrees with Julian Huxley in discarding a supranaturalist framework but cannot agree with his Evolutionary Humanism. He spells out his disagreemnt in terms of the distinction between 'God is love' and 'love is God'. "For the humanist, to believein a 'religion of love' is to affirm the conviction that love ought to be the last word about life ... [while for the Christian] ... despite all appearances, it is." Furthermore, "Christianity stands or falls by revelation, by Christ as disclosure of thefinal truth, not merely about human nature ... but about all nature and all reality. The Christian's faith cannot rest in the capacities of man[kind]. ... the Christian's faith is in Christ as the revelation ... of the very heart and being of ultimate reality." 


Christianity and Supranaturalism


To move from the error of regarding God as a separate being, exposes us to another error: pantheism. But it can be avoided. 


Our relationship to ultimate reality is an I to Thou relationship ... and with freedom. All of this is understood in various examples of images which become "dangerous only when they cease to mediate the reality and indeed become barriers to it [and substitutes for it?]." 


Consequences For The Church


Robinson agrees with remarks that Bonhoeffer left in a sketch for a book that he did not live to write. The remarks mapped out a minimal structure and substance for the church. 





Noel Cheer, February 1999  


