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’For generations "man" has been used by scholars as a non-
sexi st, synonynous category for "humanity," "the human race,"
“manki nd, " "humanki nd, " "human beings,"” "nortals,” "wonmen and
men," etc. In this text "man" is enployed in the sanme spirit.
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Bl BLI CAL RELI G ON AS AN ALTERNATI VE
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An Orientation to the Biblical View of Reality

Wth the assunption that reality is found exclusively in the vast,
conpl ex, and wondrous natural order, biblical religion interprets God as a
per sonal agent, a Soneone instead of a sonmething or a phil osophic abstrac-
tion. Contrary to the "super-natural” or "non-physical" dinension of
mystical religion,® biblical religion is grounded in the physical (i.e.,
all that constitutes the visible and invisible) wwth a Creator God who
act s.

Met aphysi cal positions that view total reality within the natura
order are versions of "naturalism"™ Wen a personal God is included,
"theistic naturalisnmt further designates the interpretation. The basic
tenets of theistic naturalism (which appears to be the basic biblical
position) are: (1) the created order [the universe, nature (in the broadest
sense), whatever constitutes the visible and invisible] is the sumtotal of
reality; (2) there is no supernatural, non-natural, non-physical realm
beyond or within nature; (3) physical reality nmay consists of many differ-
ent types or levels of natural realities; (4) if human bei ngs have the
adequate instrunents, records, and nethods, nost phenonena can be under-
stood in terns of natural processes; and (5) the Sovereign Creator is
"conpatible" (a deliberately inprecise category) with his creation
Broadly conceived, naturalismuses scientific nethods, enpirical evidence
(it ncluding historical information), and reason to understand nature.
School s of thought emerge in naturalismas well as in all other metaphysi-
cal positions; thus, we encounter "nechanistic naturalism" "dialectical
materialism" and "humani stic naturalisn as non-theistic versions.?
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An Orientation to the Perennial ° Mystical View of Utinmate Reality

3See D.V. Steere, "Mysticism" in Halverson and Cohen, A
Handbook of Christian Theol ogy (Nashville: Abingdon, 1958), pp.
236-38; and J. R Price, "Mysticism"™ in Misser and Price, A New
Handbook of Christian Theol ogy (Nashville, Abingdon, 1992), pp.
318- 20.

“See the chapter "Naturalisn® in Titus, Smth, and Nol an,
Living Issues In Philosophy, 9th ed. (Belnont, CA: Wadsworth,
1995), pp. 248ff.

Ot her than works cited in footnotes bel ow, essays on "Pe-
renni al Phil osophy” nmay be found in: A Huxley, "Introduction” in
The Song of God: Bhagavad-Gta (New York: Mentor, 1954); N
Smart, "Perennial Philosophy" in The Westm nster Dictionary of
Christian Theol ogy, ed. A Richardson and J. Bowden (Phil adel -



Wth the assunption that ultimate reality is the non-physical (wholly
ot her than whatever constitutes the visible and invisible of the created
order), perennial/nystical worldviews interpret ultimate reality as non-
personal , anal ogically personal, or suprapersonal "Oneness," "Pure Spiritu-
ality," "Godness Beyond God," "Undifferentiated Unity" and sim |l ar catego-
ries. The nost philosophic forns of Asian religions choose such abstrac-
tions, while sone expressions of Judaism Christianity, and |Islam have
i ncorporated nmystical traits. Wth Cherbonnier, we propose that the
i nclusi on of such nystical presuppositions msinterprets religions based on
t he Bible.
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One of the main challenges in the conparison of any two phil osophi cal
systens is to distinguish inconpatible interpretations of commobn i ssues.
Most systens are concerned with simlar topics, such as the nature of
reality (metaphysics), the nature of know edge (epistenology), and the
nature of value (axiology). It is in approaching such issues and giving
thema definitive interpretation that each phil osophy assunes its own
ground rul es and franmeworKk.

phi a: Westm nster, 1983), pp. 439ff.



In the case of classical nysticism(or synonynously "perenni al
phi | osophy"), the approach is based on a fundanmental prem se: the unchang-
ing, nost universal is the nost real. On this cornerstone, nystical/
perenni al phil osophers typically adopt a type of hierarchical structure in
whi ch every conponent of reality is grouped in ascending |levels, until only
one maj or category remains: being/ non-being.® Beyond the natural order is
pure, non-physical Oherness, the nost inclusive reality, an unchangi ng,
Undi fferentiated Unity. The changing natural world is |ess real, even
unreal, and less significant than Being itself; the Platonic "Forns" serve
as a type of blueprint for the vast nultiplicity of objects and ideas that
popul ate the everyday human world. It is possible to say, however, that
things of the natural order are only an illusion. Wat is really real is
bei ng (or non-being) - the One or Oneness, the Absolute, Pure Spirituality,
t he Non-physical : unconsci ous, unchanging, inmobile Reality "beyond" the
actuality of the universe. |Its nature is described only by negative
characteristics: it cannot be in ontological relation to any object
external to itself; it is Wiwolly Qher’ than the visible or invisible of
the created order. |Its sole functionis to be; it is wthout cause,
dependence, or purpose. Fromthis perspective are drawn all forns of
perenni al phil osophy. According to Cherbonnier, its influence on philo-
sophi cal and religious thought has been overwhel mng. Fromthe age of
At heni an phil osophy until the present day, this paradigmor worldview has
col ored and shaped an enornous nunber of attitudes toward the nature of
reality, including nmuch Christian theology. In Huxley' s words:

PHI LOSOPHI A PERENNI S - the phrase was coined by Leibniz; but the

t hi ng--the nmetaphysic that recognizes a divine Reality substantial to
the world of things and lives and m nds; the psychology that finds in

the soul sonething simlar to, or even identical wth, divine

Reality; the ethic that places man's final end in the know edge of the
i mmnent and transcendent G ound of all being--the thing is inmenorial
and universal. Rudinments of Perennial Philosophy may be found anong

® Bei ng" and "Non-Being" are often used synonynously, para-
doxically, and with great inprecision by nystical/perenni al
phi |l osophers. At tines, "being" seens to refer to fundanental
reality in the created order and "non-being" to the ultimte
reality beyond being. At other tines, both categories refer to
t he Oneness "beyond" the created order. The inconsistent uses
are not profound; they are nerely inconsistent uses!

"The terms italicized in this and the preceding sentence
One, Oneness, Absolute, Pure Spirituality, the Non-Physical, and
Whol |y Ot her are synonynous and are used interchangeably through-
out the text. Also equivalents are "Undifferentiated Unity,"
"Godness Beyond God," "Non-Being," and others, as identified with
"“Oneness. "



the traditional lore of primtive peoples in every region of the
world, and in its fully developed forns it has a place in every one of
t he hi gher religions.?

The confusion inherent in conparing perennial philosophy with an
i nconpat i bl e approach is caused by the virtual nonopoly enjoyed by peren-
ni al philosophy. It is alnost a Tradition to regard perennial views as the
norm to use themas a neasuring stick to be placed against rival clains,
to accept themas being true w thout considering other possibilities, to
trivialize other worldviews as unsophi sticated, indeed to "do" all theol ogy
and religious studies within a nystical context. To conclude in this
manner, however, is to run the risk of being totally partisan. There is no
patented solution to the question of reality. Perennial philosophy offers
some powerful arguments to support its position, but it is possible to
of fer equally |ogical and persuasive argunents froman entirely different
perspective. It falls then to critical philosophers to uphold their
responsibility, to weigh the ideas presented to themon their own nerits
and not to prejudge any issue. To nmake this possible, it is our purpose
here to clarify an alternative approach to the question of reality, to
outline a second phil osophical-religious systemin contrast to nystical
ones. This we refer to as "biblical philosophy" or "biblical religion."
("Abrahamc religion" or "Hebraic religion" are also possibilities.)

8Al dous Huxl ey, The Perennial Phil osophy (London: Chattos
and W ndus, 1946), p. 1



THE METHOD
The Bi bl e as Phil osophy

Li ke perenni al phil osophy, the biblical approach is concerned with
understanding the truth about reality. However, whereas perennialismrests
on the foundation of its hierarchy and its conclusion that existence is
either a duality or non-physical, the biblical systemdraws on the world-
view inherent in the Bible. W consider biblical witings as containing by
inplication as valid and | ogical a philosophy as the works of the G eek
thinkers.® This in itself is a radical concept, radical in the sense that
it requires an evaluation of the biblical text not only as it speaks to
human religious or enotional sensitivity, but also as having sonething to
say to human reason. Already the tenptation is to restrict the Bible as a
phi | osophi cal work by placing it into the category of a "purely religious”
(emotional, poetic) docunment; the alnost inmediate reaction is to consider
the Bible as grounded in unreasonable faith, a work of m ndless hearts and
nai ve faith. Consequently, nystical authors becone chanpi ons of the
function of the mnd. This is the first prejudice to overcone. The Bible
is one of the great religious texts in history; as such, its presupposi-
tions and many of its conclusions nmust find acceptance or rejection on the
basis of human faith, but reasonable, infornmed faith. To restrict the
Bible to a single (enotional) approach is to ignore a vast portion of its

phi | osophi cal significance. It is our contention that, regarding core
beliefs, the Bible contains a very rational and consistent thought system
whi ch is equal or even superior to any other philosophy or worldview. In

words commenting upon the viability of a unique biblical philosophy,
Cher bonni er has witten:

...the way to preserve the uniqueness of the Bible is not to deny
its reasonabl eness. Such a denial nerely absolves Christianity's
conpetitors of the responsibility for philosophically substantiating
their own gods as against the God of the Bible. The way to preserve
t he uni queness of the Bible is precisely to denonstrate its superior
reasonabl eness. Not, however, by urging that it agrees with Plato or
Aristotle, but by showing that at points of divergence between their
conceptions of the divine and the Lord of Hosts, it is the latter who
hol ds t he phil osophi cal advantage. *°

%Cherbonnier. "Is There A Biblical Metaphysic," Theol ogy
Today, XV, No. 4 (1959), pp. 454-456.

10Cher bonni er, "Jerusal em and At hens,"

(Cctober, 1954), pp. 252f.

Angl i can Theol ogi cal Revi ew, XXXVI



Bi bl i cal phil osophy concerns not only the nature of God as the focal point
of reality, but essential, core interpretations of human freedom the
finite world, know edge, and the whole network of norality as a consequence
for living. What biblical philosophers ask is that their ideas be given
fair trial, that their views be considered with the sane seriousness as the

assertions made by perennial thinkers. |If this can be done, nmuch of the
confusi on between the two systens can be elimnated, and the result will be
that critics will have not one alternative, but a choice of two, upon one

of which they can base a faith.
A Conmon Origin

Both the nystical and biblical views share a common origin. They each
stand in the finite world | ooking toward the nystery of ultimate reality.
| f those elenents in both systens that can be | abel ed as unquesti onabl e,
i ndi vidual revelations of truth (such as ecstatic and revel atory nonents)
are renoved, then it can be stated that both approaches share human reason
as a vital ingredient. The statenments they make, therefore, nust be judged
on the criteria of their |ogic and consistency. |In its broadest applica-
tion, this can be done by asking the sinple questions, "Does that make
sense?", "lIs this presupposition persuasive?" or "If | accept this as being
true, what follows fromit?" A good exanple of this process is the initial
guestion of logical priority. 1In either system the enbryonic stage of
devel opnment originates in the conviction that the perceived world does not
represent all of reality. It makes sense to both the perennial and
bi blical thinker that some truth is found distinct from the observabl e
worl d. Both approaches begin, therefore, with a given set of variables:
the nature of the world and human existence within the limtations of tine
and space.

It is fromthis basis that perennial thought accepts the principle of
a duality. |Its hierarchy begins with the assunption that the nmultiple
objects of this world are at best only the clay nodels of higher reality
beyond, that their design and exi stence depend on the non-physical. From
this line of reasoning, the pyramd of reality is constructed until it
derives the nature of being, beyond the pyramd, as ultimate reality. This
inplies that there can be only one true reality and that all else was
sinply illusion, sonmehow "less real,” or at least less significant. The
finite realm therefore, was cut off fromthe non-physical Real by defini-
tion; it is inpossible for any second reality to co-exist equally with the
Real since it (the Real) nust contain all of reality in one perfect unity.

Wth this a type of perspective in mnd, one can begin again with the
condition of the world as only a given set of variables, sonething to be
observed, and consider the result if a different approach were taken.

What, for exanple, would be the result of assum ng that the hierarchy did



not exist, that the tangible objects of the natural world were really real,
and not illusory or less real, that whatever serves as ultimate reality was
not the receptacle of existence but its personal architect? What if a
"theistic naturalism is the case? These questions begin to mark the

di fferences between perennial and biblical thought.??

THE NATURE OF GOD

The novenent of perennial logic |eads to the One: a Oneness of Pure
Spirituality, an Undifferentiated Unity. Its inpassive and perfect nature
appears to be the definitive statenent on the nature of ultimate reality.
It is the necessary extension of considering the nature of reality as a
derivative of the maxim"the nost inclusive (universal) is the nost real.."

It neans that Oneness is all of being; it is an abstraction, a state of
perfection, of abstract Otherness. |In the face of this conclusion,
bi bli cal phil osophy offers an entirely different question: "Wat if
ultimate reality is a being, not pure being itself, not Pure Spirituality,
but an awesone, nmmjestic, nysterious, imortal agent - a unique, sovereign,
personal Sonmeone Who Acts?"

The consequences of following this suggestion are entirely different
fromclassical nysticism They introduce the strange subject of reality as
existing within the dom nion of an "ant hroponor phic" being. The term
"strange" applies here because serious suggestions of anthroponorphi sm seen
nai ve and archaic; to consider reality in the hands of a "human-1|ike" god
is the proper subject matter for historians, not philosophers. It seens
that by conmtting ourselves to this idea, we have started up a blind alley
or perhaps a yellow brick road toward a very nortal Wzard of Oz! However
gi ven our assunptions, the discipline of logic and consistency make it a
necessity to do so; in accepting the biblical text as the source for the
system biblical philosophers nmust al so accept that the Bible speaks of God
as a wondrous, anthroponorphic being. darifying terns, Cherbonnier notes:

By ant hroponorphi sm 1 nmean any theol ogy that conceives of God in
terms of those characteristics which are distinctively human: the
capacity for discrimnating judgnent, the exercise of responsible
deci sion and choice, the ability to carry cut |ong-range purposes.

1See al so T. Boman, Hebrew Thought Conpared Wth G eek
(Phi | adel phia: Westm nster, 1960); E. Hatch, The Influence of
Greek ldeas on Christianity (New York: Harper, 1957); E. Hatch
The Influence of Greek |Ideas and Usages Upon the Christian Church
(Hendrickson, 1996); W H. V. Reade, A Christian Challenge To
Phi | osophy (London: SPCK, 1951); C. Tresnontant, A Study of
Hebrew Thought (New York: Desclee, 1960); G E. Wight, The A d
Test ament and Theol ogy (New York, Harper and Row, 1969).
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Such a God is appropriately (and literally) described in the | anguage
of personal pronouns and transitive verbs, such as "possess,"” "love,"
"judge," "promise," "forgive," and the Iike.?*?

In the sanme vein, Kirkpatrick has witten

...God can be partially but truly understood straightforwardly
["literally'] as an Agent whose intentional action brings other agents
and non-agents into being, sustains them affects themin their
situations, and redeens them (I say 'partially' because because
there may be many things about God that are not capabl e of being
"literally' understood, including sone aspects of how God acts. But
| also say 'truly' because there is areal, literal, basic sense in
which God is an Agent, and not just synbolized netaphorically as

2Cher bonni er, "The Logic of Biblical Anthroponorphism"
Harvard Theol ogi cal Review, LV (1962), p. 187.
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one.) !

When the Bible was in its formative stage, the religion of I|srael
could be considered in conpetition with all the traditions and cults then
existing in the Near East. |In general, these rival faiths each contained a
pant heon of divine beings who were thought to be in control of the forces
and events occurring in the natural world. The prayers nade to the gods,
therefore, were often prayers to do sonething, to nake sonethi ng happen.

It was a worship that depended upon results. In sone cases, it was
believed that these results could be forced fromthe god by way of nmagic;
in other instances, the faithful offered up sacrifices in order to induce
the divinity to grant their special request. These gods were individual
bei ngs; they were gods of action. They had the power to affect the
conditions of the natural world and the freedomto either accept or reject
the appeals of their followers. |In this sense, they were personalities;

t hey were ant hroponorphic. One can conclude that what made the early gods
of the Mediterranean world "human-1|ike" was their ability to act. Like
human bei ngs, they were conscious and active; they were superior in

knowl edge and ability, but simlar in their nodes of conduct. Zeus and
Gsiris were free agents in the same fashion humanity is thought of being
free, with the inmportant powers of creation and imortality reserved only
for them

A Uni que Bei ng

BBE. Kirkpatrick, Together Bound: God, History, and the
Rel i gi ous Conmunity (New York: Oxford, 1994), p. 61

12



How did the Lord of Israel differ fromthe pantheons that were
contenporary to the Hebrews in Canaan? The nystical answer is imediate:

the Hebrew God was "wholly other." It is to the credit of the biblica
sages that they perceived the essential differences between God and
nortals, that they considered God as the one, absolute deity. In fact,

there are references to this idea within the Bible that point in the
direction of perennialist opinion: "For I am God and not man, the Holy One
in your mdst" (Hosea 11:9). Perennial philosophy attenpts to nmake the
Hebrew God at | east conplenentary to the nmystic's hierarchy of reality.
However, the God of Israel was never considered ontologically "wholly
other." Like Zeus, he'* was a God of action; he had a personality that was
grounded in the belief that he was a free agent. What separated the "Holy
One" from ot her gods was not that he was sonehow far renoved from human
bei ngs or that he was sonmehow far renoved fromthe world, but that he was
capabl e of sovereign success. The condemmation |evel ed against the idols
of nei ghbori ng peoples by the Hebrew | eaders was not founded on their

ant hr oponorphi c qualities, but that they were powerless, that they could
not fulfill their prom ses, that they were not to be trusted, that they
wer e not ant hr oponor phi ¢ enough because they had fewer abilities than
nortals. Cherbonnier notes:

In this sense of the term the God of the Bible is quite as
ant hroponorphic as any in the G eek and Roman pantheon. Logically, He
has nmore in comon with these Aynpian deities than with Plato's
"Being" or Aristotle's "Unnoved Mover." The difference between Yahweh
and Zeus is not logical or formal, but factual and "existential." The
prophets do not charge the pagan deities with bei ng ant hroponor phic,
but with being insufficiently anthroponorphic. At their best, they
are counterfeit persons. At their worst, they are frankly inperson
a|.15

It isinthis sense that the Bible indicts them "They have nout hs,
but do not speak; eyes, but do not see; they have ears, but do not hear;

M As symbols of God reflecting their cultures, words such
as 'Father' and "He' were used in holy witings and in prayers by
Jews, Christians, and Muslins. Male synbols conveyed a personal
God in | anguage acceptable to those peoples. 'It' or 'She' would
have failed to communicate their experiences of God. The inten-
tion was never to equate God wwth a nortal male or a "man in the
sky."" -- fromTitus, Smth, and Nolan, Living Issues in Philoso-
phy (Bel nont, CA: Wadsworth, 1995), pp. 385f.

In this text we shall use the mascul i ne desi gnation, because
to do otherwise tends to be a distraction fromthe discussion.

5Cher bonni er, "The Logic of Biblical Anthroponorphism" p.
187.
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noses, but do not snell." (Ps. 115: 5,6). It is not that God does not
share the sane qualities, but that he is suprenely a being of action who
can exercise his power in the world and nmake things happen. The Bible,
therefore, is boldly anthroponorphic. Even the passage cited from Hosea
that seens to inply a feeling for the "other worldliness" of God through
t he anal ogy of a nman whose wife has "played the harlot,"” is ascribing to
the Lord a very personal and very human enoti on.

There are, therefore, two distinct images of ultimate reality. In
perenni al systenms, it is an unconscious, inmobile state of spiritual
perfection often enfolding all of existence in one huge cosmc dream In
the biblical systemthe tangible elenments of the finite world are not |ess
real, insignificant, or illusory. Al reality is under the sovereignty of
an active, creative, and free agent who inparts reality to both humanity
and the world by giving themlife. An essential difference can be de-
scribed as a passive state conpared to an active one. \Wereas the peren-
nial universe is only real in the dormant m nd of Being, the biblical world
is in a constant state of notion and change; existing fromthe Wrd of God,
it has direction and purpose.

The Ant hr oponor phi ¢ Chal | enge

It woul d appear to sone that the biblical viewis nuch nore attrac-
tive, but |ess sophisticated. 1In fact, the reason that considerations of
any ant hr oponor phi ¢ bei ng have often been ignored is its seem ng naivete;
to many phil osophers it seens absurd to speak of such a Suprene Being.
That prejudi ce, however, begins to break down when placed in the |ight of
obj ective criticism

Assuming that the biblical inmage of God is valid, what convincing
obj ections can be raised to refute his nature on | ogical grounds? GCener-
ally, such objections have been offered only as bl anket denials, asserting
that such a being is inpossible. There has been a curious |ack of serious
di scussion of its validity. As Cherbonnier notes:

There is no a priori reason why this netaphysical hypothesis
shoul d not receive the sane consideration as any other. The present
witer, however, has made a careful search for a single rationa
refutation of it. His findings are exhausted by a catal ogue of
phrases |ike "subjective,” "projection,” "w shful thinking," "narrow, "
"crude ant hroponorphism"™ "primtive superstition,” "beneath a
phi |l osopher's dignity," "a fog of absurd notions,"” and other simlar
epi thets, none of which contributes a great deal to testing the
Bi bl i cal answer to the netaphysician's question. !

%Cherbonnier, "Is There A Biblical Metaphysic?", p. 459.
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| f | ogical argunents are raised against it, they center on a nmain prem se:
that a single, creative, personal agent as the force behind reality |acks
the power to be in charge of the universe; he is too human, too Oz-like, to
be divine. This, of course, is based on the assunption that what is finite
and what is divine are totally separated, that sone disabling gulf exists
bet ween the two real ns.

In answering this type of objection, however, biblical religion can
mat ch perennialismon the grounds of logic. For exanple, a valid criticism
of the anthroponorphic gods is that they can be controlled; |ike the gods
of ancient times they can be mani pul ated by magi c or sacrifice. Such gods
forfeit clains to divinity, because their real authority is in the hands of
human beings. In neeting this criticism biblical religion first answers
that the indictment is true, insofar as it applies to the early pantheons
of the Near East. Indeed, it was the same conviction that allowed the
Hebrew thinkers to reject the other gods as poor imtations of God. They
could be controlled, but Yahweh could not. To nake this interpretation
cl ear, one can consider a very essential conponent to early Hebraic
t hought: the inportance of nanes.

In the centuries after the Exodus and before the birth of Christ, it
was a common belief anmong the different racial groups around Mesopotam a
that a person's name had special significance.'” Geat care was given to
the selection of a name for a newborn baby, and the bl essing passed on by
the father to his children often involved invoking their nanes. In this
way, having the nane of a god or spirit in one's possession was to have
sonme sort of power over him By calling on his nanme, one could force him
to respond. Divine nanes, therefore, had a certain magic attached to them

Y"Raynond Abba, "Name," in the Interpreter's Dictionary of
the Bible, ed. George A Buttrick (New York-Nashville: Abingdon,
1962), Vol. 3, pp. 500 ff.
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The one exception to this practice was the religion of the Hebrews.

Al t hough ot her peoples used the names of their gods freely, the religious
| eaders of Israel strongly maintained the nystery of their God. The fanous
encounter between Moses and God at the burning bush enbodi es this concept
for Hebrew thought. Wen Mses asked God for his nane, the answer he
received was intentionally evasive; God did not pronounce his nanme to
Moses, for to have done so would seemto have given Mdses sone power over
him In Exodus 3:13-14 God identifies hinself as "YHWH' (rmuch |ater
conveyed as "Yahweh"). Oten translated "I AmWwo | Am" the nane has
received attention fromnodern scholars and is better represented as "It Is
He Wio Creates What Cones Into Existence" or similar active translations.®

In the annotation for Exodus 3:14 of the New Revised Standard Version of
the Bible one reads: "Actually, YHWH is a third person formand nmay nean
'He causes to be.' The name does not indicate God's eternal being but
God's action and presence in historical affairs."!® "He who brings into
bei ng what ever cones into being"” is another rendition faithful to the
living God of the Hebrew experience.?® Elsewhere one reads "'| wll be
what tonorrow demands,' that is, God enphasizes that he is capabl e of
respondi ng to human need."?' Anderson conments succinctly:

It is tenpting, at first glance, to suppose that the narrator
refers to God's changel ess being - that is, he is the God who
eternally is, who is not affected by the flux and flow of tinme. The
anci ent G eeks, who struggl ed philosophically with the problem of the
changi ng and t he changel ess, woul d have favored such a view. But in
|srael's faith the enphasis is upon divine activity, not passive,
eternal being. Just as a person discloses hinself to another through
t hrough his words and deeds, so God reveals hinmself by what he does.
The Hebrew verb has a dynam c neani ng that cannot adequately be

rendered by our verb "to be"; in fact, often it is best translated

"It came to pass" or "it will cone to pass.” The late Jew sh

phi | osopher, Martin Buber, maintained that in the present instance the
verb has the dynamc nmeaning. "I wll be present” - that is, God is
the one who is actively present with his people, even as he had

prom sed Moses "I will be with you" (3:12). Oher scholars construe

8See W F. Al bright, Yahweh and the Gods of Canaan (New
Yor k: Doubl eday, 1968), p. 148.

9The New Oxford Annotated Bible (New York: Oxford, 1991),
p. 72.

20" yahweh" in Gedes MacGregor, Dictionary of Religion and
Phi | osophy (New York: Paragon, 1989), p. 671

’The Torah: A Mddern Commentary (New York: The Union of
Ameri can Hebrew Congregations, 1981), p. 405.
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the enigmatic expression in 3:14 to nmean, "l cause to be what is [or,
what happens” - that is, natural phenonena and historical events have
their originin the will of the God who is Creator and Lord. ?2

Clearly, "Yahweh" was not intended as the unchangi ng, suprapersonal, Pure
Spirituality of classical nysticisnlperennial philosophy. To inpose a
perenni al / nystical context upon any interpretation of Yahweh is to visit an
alien and m sl eadi ng perspective upon the God of Abraham and Jesus.

The God of Israel was not in the hands of his foll owers or any other
human beings. The biblical conviction is that the Sovereign of the
Uni ver se cannot be mani pul ated. He can respond favorably to an appeal if
he chooses to do so, but he can also react in an unexpected fashion.
Unli ke magic, where results are guaranteed by the correct use or a formul a,
God is always uncertain; he is unpredictable. Wat is known about God nust
be know edge after the fact, when the results of his action are visible,
but nothing can be stated with certainty in advance. The nystery of God is
preserved and bi blical philosophy maintains this nystery as an assurance
t hat God cannot be m staken for a Zeus or an Odin.

God |s Persona

An essential difference between the nystical One and the biblical God
is the difference between what is unconsci ous and passive, and an agent who
is conscious and active. It can be stated as well that biblical philosophy
considers God to be personal. This is a direct corollary to his nature as
an ant hroponorphic being. It nmeans that he deals in the personal, that he
has the ability to formjudgnments and act on them to exercise a nental
process in confronting decisions. In short, God is human-like in charac-
ter. God is Soneone, not sonething.

It is necessary to differentiate the term"personal” fromsone of its

associ ated neanings. It is tenpting to say that God is not personal in the
sanme sense that people are personal, but that he is extra-personal, "supra-
personal ." The use of this qualification by perennial thinkers is an

attenpt to mai ntain some ontol ogical division between the natural world and
God's nature. The difficulty is that this already admts to the divine
ant hr oponorphi c condition; it sinply inplies that God is nore human than

nmortals. |If carried to an extrene, this type of qualification process
beconmes absurd; it accepts the central fact of God's personality but is
confused by the question of degrees. It is possible to say, however, that

the influence of perennial philosophy encourages this kind of process,

22Ander son, Understanding the O d Testament, 2nd ed. (Engl e-
wood Cliffs, N J.: Prentice Hall, 1966), p. 39.
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gradual ly transform ng the personal nature of God until it bears no
relationship to the world of humanity. To resist this process, biblical
phi | osophy can call perennial thinkers to account for making God "subper-
sonal." If Deity has no enotions, no reason, no consciousness, then he
nmust be unt hi nki ng, |ess than human, and nore cl osely anal ogous in nature
to a rock or piece of wood; he nust be "subpersonal.” The burden of proof
rests on the critic to disprove the possibility of God's being truly
personal. Supporting the biblical position are two statenments by Cherbon-
nier and another by Dilley that clarify the position that God is a persona
bei ng:

The nost appropriate word for such a God is the word "Person.”
Do not the doctrines of the "imago dei" and of the Incarnation
proclaimfromthe housetops that "veritas" is not "esse," but rather a
Person ("I amthe truth")?%

s God "wholly other" than man? |[|f so, then only negatives may
be applied to him O is he the nost all-enbracing essence? If so, we
must call him"Being-itself,"” the "Absolute.”" O is he a God who
speaks? In that case, tho truest words which can be applied to him
by anal ogy, derive fromthe only other real mof our experience in
whi ch we encounter true speech. Truer than anything el se which m ght
be said about a God who speaks, and certainly truer than saying
nothing at all, is the frankly anthroponorphic conception of God as a
free agent, a self, a Person.?

The categories which cone to the fore in this interpretation of
God's nature are person and the various qualities essential to person
ality, namely netaphysical separation from other persons (yes, God is
a being al ongsi de ot her beings, although their creator), mnd, eno
tions, and the ability to act. God is literally related to his
creation, affecting and being affected by it, is literally involved in
space and tine, literally suffers and literally intervenes in the
hi storical order to bring about the acconplishment of his purposes so
far as he can. God is a free, personal being with various super
powers. ... God has all the essentials which constitute person-
ality.

Z3Cher bonni er, "Biblical Metaphysics and Christian Phil oso-

phy, " Theol ogy Today, |X (1952), p. 368.
24Cher bonni er, "The Theol ogy of the W rd of God," The Jour-
nal of Religion, XXXIll, No. 1 (1953), p. 25.

Frank B. Dilley, "lIs Mth Indispensabl e?", The Mnist, L
(1966), p. 589.
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A darification of God's Nature

In nmystical traditions, the divine was al ways a contradiction.

Because it was the "ground of being," its truth was diffused into every
aspect of existence; it was diluted into equal portions of any contradic-
tory situation. Consequently, the inmages of yin and yang, the |ight and
dark, and, the good and evil, are especially powerful in perennial systens.
It means that what human bei ngs perceive as contradiction is only illusion,
el enents of the dream which ultimtely becone part of the greater Oneness.

It is inpossible, therefore, for nmere wonen and nen to understand the
nature of ultimate reality through reason. They nust sinply accept the
condition of the finite world and hope to receive enlightennment. |f that
expectation is fulfilled, then the nystic solves the nystery by becom ng
one with God; indeed, in the nmonment of ecstasy, he is God. The sole
pur pose of the divine, therefore, is to exist, to keep the dream going and
to permt enlightennent. The Sacred Utinmte of perennial thought is
inactive; it cannot nove by definition; it cannot enter into relationship
or contact with anything external to itself; it cannot violate its infinite
and i nmutabl e nature as the "ground of being." "God," then, is a passive
nmystery that keeps the illusion in notion until the nystic has tinme to
di scover its secret.

Wth this interpretation in mnd, one can conclude that the negative
injunctions found in perenni al philosophy are reversed in the biblical.
Al t hough the nystical One cannot do things, the biblical God has conplete
mobility. As in the biblical text, he is a God of active verbs -- i.e., he
j udges, speaks, acts, and feels. As Cherbonnier states:

As Creator, he exercises his domnion with an authority which is
difficult to ascribe to a nonpersonal deity; as Judge of the nations,
he can cause the mghty to trenble at the day of reckoning. As free,
pur posi ve agent he is forever doing sone new and unpredictable
t hi ng. 26

The natural world is God's creation, his conscious act. It has its own
reality conferred by the Creator. Because it is a product of God's wll,
it stands in a direct relationship to Hm There is a reciprocal activity
passi ng between the finite and God. It is the function of God not just to
exist, but to be active in the care and nmanagenent of his creation. His
ant hroponorphic qualities, therefore, take on new neani ng when seen in the
perspective of a single, active agent.

26Cher bonni er, "The Wrd of God," in The Enpirical Theol ogy
of Henry Nel sen Weman, ed. Robert W Bretall (New York: Macm | -
| an, 1963), p. 269.
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| f God exists as the Bible portrays him and if the finite world is
his creation, then, his actions can be defined on a functional basis. For
exanpl e, although reason is a hinderance to the nystic, it is essential to
t he biblical philosopher. Wereas the silent Oneness or Pure Spirituality
can say nothing to the human condition, God can speak directly to his
situation. The Bible, then, becones a partial record of his words and
actions. Reason for mankind is preserved, because it is not directed
toward the non-personal fromwhich there can be no response. 1In the
bi bli cal sense, the words of God pass directly to the natural world as the
reaction of God to human events. This does not inply that every word
spoken by God is clearly understood or accepted, nor are we advocating a
biblical literalism but it does nean that at the very |least there is the
possibility for trustworthy comuni cati on between the world of humanity and
t he person of God.

A God of Mral Judgnment and Historical Intervention

The contradictions inherent in and acceptable to perennial philosophy
are rejected by biblical standards, because God can judge. Like wonen and
men, he can make qualitative decisions; he can place a val ue on sonethi ng.

Whereas in yin and yang opposite forces ultimately co-exist on equal
terms, the Bible nakes a distinction between that which is good and t hat
which is bad. To make this kind of statement runs the risk of calling up
visions of "Christian" norality, which sone people see as nothing nore than
an arbitrary code of ethical prohibitions. The Bible, however, goes nuch
deeper; it neans that in the chaotic condition of human life, where
i ndi vi dual s appear to be at the nmercy of constant change, there is sone
central core of unchanging values. 1In a strict sense, this would be
i npossi bl e under a perennial systemin which nmurder and conpassi on may be
accorded equal ultinmate value within the enconpassing One. Ethical codes,
therefore, are nore of an amendnent to the perennial approach, while a
sense of the noral is inherent in biblical religion; norality is a consis-
tent extension of interpreting God as a being capabl e of maki ng val ue
judgnments. The necessity for recognizing this attribute of God is part of
seeing his full personhood.

The questions remain: Howis it possible to assune that God' s judg-
ments are correct? Is it not an arbitrary decision on the part of biblical
religion to elevate a noral God over an imuoral God? |If God is anthropo-
nmor phi c, can he be evil rather than good? These appear to be pointless
guestions, but they are inportant within the framework of |ogic and
consistency. In the nystical systemno real distinction can be drawn
between ulti mte good and evil. That the biblical God comuni cat es,
however, renoves man fromthe unstable state where one god is as good as
another. The nystery of God is preserved in the biblical approach; nothing
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can be known about himin advance, through human neditations or ponderi ngs,
only after the fact, a posteriori.

Wthin biblical categories, then, humanity has enpirical evidence for
the nature of God. This "evidence," however, is not absolute; it is not a
way to know fully and hence to control God, but only a nethod by which man
can conme to understand the intentions of God. The Bible records (within
nmyt hs, | egends, and providentially interpreted history) wrds and deeds God
has done in the world. Fromthis information nman begins to draw concl u-
si ons about the workings of God. The Lord of Creation does not disclose
all of hinself or set down magic fornulas by which he can be conjured; he
continues to affect the course of history, to cause things to happen to
fulfill his purpose (wthout overriding human freedom

I n perennial thought everything has a particular kind of static
certainty. One knows that the world is an illusion; one knows that mankind
is trapped in the endless cycles of tinme and change; and one knows that,
because Oneness is constant, things will continue as they have been ad
infinitur. Mn, therefore, has no real freedomin nystical religion. He
cannot alter the course of events; he cannot enter into conmmunication with
the divine except in a nonment of ecstasy when, losing his individuality, he
merges with Pure Spirituality, the Absolute. The patterns in perennialism
are fixed. Wat is known is known in the beginning a priori, wthout
regard to enpirical events.

In sharp contrast, the hallmark of biblical religion is that God
confers significant degrees of freedom upon human beings. The novenent of
God' s hand through history is not heavy; it does not mani pul ate or control
human events |i ke pieces on a chess board (hence God's acts are often
difficult to detect and subject to outside criticisns). This is true
because of human freedom Biblical texts, especially those of the proph-

ets, are full of the conflicts between God and nan. It is possible for
human beings to choose a course of action that is directly contrary to the
will of God. History, therefore, is a chronicle of the interaction between

two sources of personal decision: Cod and human beings. Both are active
and free agents; that God allows man to operate with significant autonony
means that his relationship to the world is not grounded in an inpersonal
process, but in the personal. History becones much nore difficult to
predict; no decision is automatic or predetermned. Inplied is that the
course of events is left open, that things can happen to alter devel opi ng
situations. Moreover, it nmeans that mankind has a unique partnership with
God in working out the future; and this is a partnership of two distinct
personalities. This partnership and personal interchange contrasts
sharply, as Cherbonnier explains, with theol ogies that praise human or

di vine sel f-sufficiency:
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The Bible, by contrast, regards self-sufficient isolation as
destructive and the desire for it as one of the nmeans by which sin
perpetuates itself. The pursuit of salvation in terns of independence
or "unrel atedness” is sonmething to be delivered from Salvation
consists precisely in a special quality of relation between nmen and
bet ween man and God. The structure of human freedom which entails a
rel ati on beyond the self, is thus neither destroyed nor "transcended,"
but fulfilled. Even God hinself, as triune, finds his own beatitude,
not in self-sufficiency, but in |ove.?

There is no way for a human being to "become" or, |osing individual-
ity, to be absorbed into God. Nevertheless, the novenent between the
finite and the divine is an active interchange, a dial ogue, an activity
that is either conplenentary or in opposition. 1In the end, any attenpt to
understand the intention of God is placed in the field of the personal. It
is an attenpt to understand notivation, to discover what God is trying to
do. This is difficult, because God refuses to nmake all decisions for
manki nd. By | eaving roomfor freedom he also | eaves room for confusion,
doubt, rejection, and m sunderstanding. These are the necessary conse-
guences of a free and open rel ationship between any two persons. Conse-
guently, there are nonents when everything seens perfectly clear, and other
ti mes when things appear confusing or unacceptable. Utimtely, biblical
religion asserts that God is known only through his acts.

It is not sufficient to isolate a few events fromthe biblica
narratives and hold themup as final proofs. Seeing the destruction of
Jericho as proof of CGod's alleged blind anger is like citing a single
i nstance when a person lies and then concluding that the person is essen-
tially a chronic liar; a single instance remains an exanple and not a
conclusion. In this context, it is inportant to interpret the biblical God
as Soneone; his words and actions are interpreted as aspects of a vastly
conplex life. That the Bible alludes to the enotions of God underscores
his "personhood.” It neans that the personal, anthroponorphic God has
feeling as well as reason.

God's actions and words indicate that his nature is directed consis-
tently toward the betternent of mankind. He does not glorify strife,
demand human sacrifice, or condenn people for being |less than perfect. He
has given freedomto humanity; he allows individuals and peoples to reject
him retaining his sovereignty, he offers themfellowship. It is difficult
to avoi d nmaki ng I ong pronouncenents on God's nature or essence; such an
understanding of God is ultimately a personal matter and, consequently,
there are many different views of his essential nature. \What can be

2'Cher bonni er, Hardness of Heart (New York: Doubl eday,
1955), p. 127.
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generally stated for biblical religion is twfold: First, comng to
understand God is a discovery; it is an individual exploration into the
narrative of the Bible, a journey to neet the Wrd beneath the words.

Mystical versus Biblica

In establishing the perfection of ultimate reality, a perennial
phi | osophy may speak of it as being Unknowable. It is comon to both
bi bli cal and nystical approaches to speak of God as a nystery. |In peren-
ni al phil osophy, however, the One is a nystery because it is far renoved
fromthe natural world; it is otherworldly, out of reach for mankind.
However, it is not a perfect nystery; |like sonme buried treasure, Oneness
remains silently inits realmuntil discovered by the nystic. Wen this
occurs, the nystery and the nystic dissolve into a single state of unitive
know edge; the perennial "God" falls into the hands of the seeker. In
sharp contrast to this position, biblical religion understands the nystery
of God as by choice, not condition. Through his personhood, God exercises
freedomto hold sonething back fromhumanity; he does not choose to reveal
everything at one time. This inplies that the initiative rests wth God;
there is no way that he can be found out by human scrutiny, unless he
freely decides to reveal H nself. The nystery, therefore, remains, so |ong
as God intends it. Comrenting on this issue, Cherbonnier states:

For the Bible, nystery is correlative with freedom Though free
to withhold hinself, God can al so make Hi nsel f known. The nystery
resides in the fact that what He will say or do remains absolutely
unpredi ctable. The small voice that spoke to Elijah continues to
confound human expect ations. %

The perennial Wiolly O her is thought of as a conplete unity; it is
therefore unlimted by definition. The essential point, however, is that
the One nust remain inactive. |If it attenpts to enter into any action, it
admts the existence of sonething outside itself and forfeits its defini-
tion of perfection. The biblical God is unlimted not in ontol ogical
definition, but in action. As soveriegn Lord, there is nothing he cannot
do, including the act of creation. This nmeans that God shares reality with
those things he creates, but preserves his ability to act on them

Anot her contrast between perennial and biblical systens centers on the

term"Infinite." |In a broad sense, this category can enconpass nost of the
characteristics already discussed; but used in a nore specific way, it
means "tineless” or "wi thout change.” This definition fits in neatly with

t he perennial phil osophy; any concept of tinme inplies change, tenporality,

28Cher bonni er, "The Logic of Biblical Anthroponorphism" p.
204.
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and is, therefore, a direct contradiction to the One. The influence of
perenni al thinking can be clearly seen in reference to God as eternal and
unchangi ng. The perspective of the biblical narrative, however, is
different. It is true that passages do refer to God's imortality, that he
can outlive his creatures, but they also carry another inportant quality
beyond a question of life-span. For the biblical thinker, to be alive is to
change, and to be active is to affect that change; God does this. Wat is
"changel ess” about God is his devotion and | ove. God can be trusted;

unli ke the gods of Adynpus, he is steadfast and reliable. Supporting this
contention, Cherbonnier stated:

Were the deities of paganismare fluid, fickle, schizophrenic,
Yahweh i s steadfast, constant of purpose, a definite, determ nate
personality. It has been said that of all the graphic portraits in the
Bi ble, the nost vivid and concrete is that of God himsel f.?°

This kind of trust is inpossible, then, for both the fickle O ynpian gods
and for the static, |ifeless Absol ute.

In an effort to el evate Oneness beyond the reach of the finite, the

mystic may refer to it as "transcendent.” This inplies that Pure Spiritu-
ality is outside the context of space and tinme; it exists in an entirely
different realmof its owm. It also neans that Oneness is sonehow diffused

t hroughout exi stence. By being transcendent, it can defy the natural |aws
of matter and space and filter into every elenent of the |ower realm
therefore, nysticismspeaks of God as being everywhere at once. This

adm xture of transcendence and pantheismis contradicted by the biblical
use of the term God is considered transcendent in ternms of his sover-
eignty and authority. He is not, however, alien to the conditions of space
and time. God can nove within their perinmeters, but he is never restricted
by themas are nortals. Unlike the diffused character of Pure Spiritual -
ity, God is "immanent" in the world through history. He does not sonehow
inhabit all the finite world, but exercises his influence over it as its
desi gner and caretaker. This makes his relationship to the world much | ess
a matter of cold necessity and nore of a free, personal involvenent.

Cher bonni er summari zes this point by noting:

The God of the Bible is neither transcendent nor inmmanent in the
mystical sense. Being anthroponorphic, He is quite conpatible with
spatio-tenporal existence. |If he can be called "transcendent” at all,
it isonly in the sense that he is sovereign over his entire creation.
Havi ng conferred existence upon all things, He can also take it away.
Having granted freedomto nen, He can also overrule them He is Lord

*Cherbonni er, "A. J. Heschel and the Phil osophy of the
Bi ble,” Commentary, XXVII (1959), p. 25.
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and Master. 3

30Cher bonni er,
201.

"The Logic of Biblical

Ant hr oponor phi sm " p.
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The Trinity3!

A devel oped trinitarian doctrine does not appear in the Bible. Trinity
was first used by Theophilus of Antioch about 180 AD. The doctrine of the
Trinity has been worded in many ways, sone excluded as inadequate by
hi storic Church Councils. Each rendition tries to systematize the diverse
references to God, Jesus, and the Spirit found in the New Testanment. Sone
accepted interpretations influenced by ancient G eek (perennial/mnystical)
phi | osophy are theol ogically conplex and puzzling. |In |anguage harnoni ous
with biblical thought, one mght reflect on the Trinity in this way: God is
Fat her (loving creator of the universe), Son (reveal er of New Covenant
Life), and, Holy Spirit (provider of strength, confort, healing and
inspiration). This reflection deliberately |eaves unresolved the |ikeness
bet ween Jesus and the Son.

Summary of the Biblical God' s Nature

Taking all of these factors into consideration, it should be possible
to gain an insight into the kind of God that biblical religion upholds. On
the traditions and chronicles of the Bible, it draws out those el enents of
t hought, both explicit and inplicit, as they pertain to the nature and
function of God. |In doing so, the biblical worldview nakes a radica
departure fromthe various versions of perennial philosophy.

Al t hough not a crude projection of a nere nortal, God is self-dis-
cl osed and experienced in clearly anthroponorphic ways. He is the awesone,
maj estic, nysterious, immortal Soneone: the unique, personal, sovereign
creative intelligence who fashions reality and reveals his purpose for
humani ty t hrough chosen agents and events. A criticismof mystical views
of the biblical God is that they contort the nature of God to fit their
own, preconceived context, one radically different fromthe Bible's. Their
notion that the biblical vision is intellectually naive and nust be
enhanced by sone formof classical nysticismis sheer prejudice.

By followng the original vision of ultimate reality found anong the
early narratives of the Bible, biblical thinkers have discovered an
essential truth about God in the form of personal freedom They propose
that God nust be a free and conscious agent. The state of existence,
therefore, is not split into a duality with one real mdi stant and abstract
and the lower world illusory - or sonehow a "l esser" order of reality - and
trapped into an endless cycle. Rather it is the active relationship
bet ween the Creator and his creatures, between two kinds of personalities,

31Two sernmons on The Trinity are on pages 40-45 of this
t ext.
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and between Creator and the rest of his creation. Therefore, the nature
and purpose of God are to be discovered in history. It is a working out of
an intention in the world of humanity. |In this process, nothing is set
down as an inevitable absolute for human beings; they are free to act on
their owm, to accept or reject the will of God and to interpret their
destiny as they see it. What is certain, however, is that God renains
steadf ast and constant. He will not betray any trust that is placed in
him Wat he offers wonen and nen is a chance to nmake changes within tine
and space, to | eave the endpoint of human history open for devel opnent. To
this end, he reveals hinself to nmankind w thout overwhel m ng people; he
supplies themw th encouragenent and direction. Utimtely, the result of
this effort lies not just with God or humanki nd, but w th both working
together to make God's vision cone to fruition
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STATUS OF THE EVERYDAY WORLD

Finite Reality

I n perennial philosophy, the existence of the finite world is inexpli-
cable. It is a direct contradiction to the supposed unity and perfection
of the higher realm It is inpossible for nystical systens to supply any
reason or purpose for the existence of the finite realm to justify this
lower realm it is seen as an illusion, a dream a reflection, or a |east
real emanation of the Oneness. |In each of these cases, perennial philoso-
phy inplicitly denies significant reality to the natural world. The thrust
of its logic has given the perfect state of Pure Spirituality a nonopoly on
reality and abandoned the rest of existence to a type of existential |inbo.

Creation nmay thus be seen as flawed, even as sin - alienation fromreal
reality.

Recogni zing God as an active agent, biblical religion asserts that the
finite world is real. Though it is nmeasured by tine and renmai ns inperna-
nent, while it exists it is as real as God Hinself. It has reality by
virtue of its formation as an act of God. Wth the intention to create,
God designed the human environnent. By the power of his action, God gave
that intention substance, reality, form and goodness. Creation, there-
fore, is no contradiction to the existence of God. Cherbonnier notes:

Throughout the Bible there rung a single criterion of both truth
and goodness, equally applicable "on earth as it is in heaven." This
is the philosophical significance of the concept of God as Creator.

It contradicts the tragic notion that the relation of God to the world
is properly expressed as that of the infinite to the finite, the
absolute to the relative, or the tineless to the tenporal. Wereas
tragedy regards this present world as the negation of the "divine,"
the Bible asserts that there is no necessary inconpatibility between
it and the very nature of God hinself.?3?

To make this point nore clear, the attitude held by each systemtoward
the nature of life in the finite world can be contrasted. In the perennial
vi ew, human existence is either a dimnished state or an unfortunate evil

Humans are trapped by their environnent, held down by their physical
bodi es. For many nystics, to attain enlightennent, one nust mnimze or
sever all contact with finite existence. Human bei ngs nust suppress al
urges to encounter the novenents and issues around them In this way, they

32Cherbonnier, "Biblical Faith and the Idea of Tragedy," in The Tr agl ¢ Vision

and the Christian Faith, ed. Nathan A Scott (New York:
Associ ation, 1957), p. 40.
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affirmthe illusion or insignificance of the world and open thensel ves up
to the only true reality, the spiritual state of the One. This approach is
t he necessary extension of perennial duality that nakes it inpossible to
accept the common reality of the finite and the infinite.

The recognition of the world as a product of God's intention, inherent
in the biblical system generates an al nost conplete reversal of the
perenni al attitude. Rather than escaping fromthe world, human existence
is a natural part of it. Moreover, humanity has a direct stake in the
events that affect the environnent, because they mark the passage of
history toward its fulfillment. |If those events inpede the intention of
God, then that fulfillment is set back, but if man can act to hel p God work
out his intention, then the tine when history will reach fruition is
brought closer. The primary quality of this state is cooperation; both God
and man share a conmon interest in the condition of human life. The
universe is not split into two halves, but remains a single reality in
whi ch the divine and the finite share a nutual concern and interaction.

Creation

The justification of biblical religion in maintaining its approach to
the rel ationship between God and man is inherent in the biblical view of
creation. The inportance of creation as a phil osophical concept should not
be underestimated. It marks a significant difference between the perennial
and biblical systenms. As Cherbonnier explains:

For the Bible, the relation of God to the world is that of
Creator to creation. That is, he is related to the world as an agent
is related to his act. Because his act is free, you can never deduce
it fromthe "essence"” of the agent (which is possibly one reason why
this solution has not occurred to the Platonist). But once the act is
given, it is perfectly reasonable to account for it as an expression
of the agent's will. The fanmous problem of "the one and the many" is
thus only a problemfor a netaphysic fromwhich free agents are
excluded. In the Biblical netaphysic, for which free agents are
central, the Creator is related to his creation by an act of wll.?3

Cl assi cal nysticismnakes a pronounced distinction between the
Absol ute and the everyday world. The relationship is indirect; the finite
realmis a "subset,” an included elenent, in the larger context of ultimte
reality. Consequently, there is no conscious, purposeful connection
between the two realns. The natural world is nore of an afterthought, an
acci dental happening. In the biblical system on the other hand, there is

33Cherbonnier, "lIs There A Biblical Mtaphysic?", pp. 462f.
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a direct relationship between the status of the everyday world and the
intentions of God. This idea is enbodied in the Hebrew concept of a God
who is involved in history. Unlike the cyclical patterns of tine in
perenni alism the Hebrew notion of time is linear; it noves froma point of
origin, the creation, to sone goal: the Kingdomof God. This neans that
creation is the introduction of God into history; it is, in a real sense,

t he begi nning of history. Mankind, therefore, is not trapped by tine; even
t hough he is a finite creature, man has the ability to act, to cause things
to happen, and by his actions to change events, to alter the course of

hi story. The differences between God and hunanity becone nore a question
of degree rather than a rigid barrier between tw nutually exclusive
realms. God and the finite are conpatible; their relationship is properly
seen as that of the Creator to his good work. Consequently, there is an
inmplicit understanding in biblical religion of the interdependence of
reality that is lacking in the duality of perennial thought. Regarding
this point, Cherbonnier states:

In the Bible, God certainly is conceived as "a being besides
ot her beings." To the conplaint that this inplies that God is rel ated,
and therefore conditioned, the answer is that of course God is
rel ated. The doctrine of creation can nean very little if it does not
at |east mean that the world and man are distinct fromthe Creator.
And from cover to cover the Bible testifies that God is i ndeed cond
tioned, in the sense of "influenced,"” by what man does--never of
necessity, of course, but voluntarily.3

The Order of Exi stence

34Cher bonni er, "Biblical Metaphysics and Christian Phil osophy," p. 363.
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Once these two views of the relationship between the finite and the
infinite have been clarified, then it becones possible to draw ot her
conpari sons between the two systens. For exanple, there is the question of
order. What orders the universe?®® What holds it in balance and neasures
t he passage of tine? These are valid phil osophical questions that each
system nmust answer. The answers given are dependent on the nature of the
phi | osophy as a whole; the criteria of consistency and logic play a
significant role in maintaining perspective. |In nystical religionit is
possi ble to diagramthe order of existence by reference to the hierarchy.
Each el ement of reality is linked to its position by necessity; it includes
sone other elenents and is, in turn, included by others. This is order by
definition. It inplies that reality is arranged into categories; the
bl ocks are set one upon another until the whole structure of the universe
is conplete. Consequently, to renmove one of these blocks or to alter it
changes the entire nature of reality. The ultimte part of existence, the
Wholly Other, is the key part of this system It nust remain true to its
definition; it nust remain static, for any change in its condition would
send vibrations all the way down the hierarchy. Perennial philosophy,
therefore, nust be very careful in handling the nature of the One; it nust
affirmthe One's absolute status, but nmaintained in a kind of suspended
animation. In this way, the larger body of its phil osophy remains consis-
tent and answers questions concerning order by reference to the hierarchy.

The bi blical approach is much nore fluid. The nature of God as an
active agent, and his relationship to the finite world as the Creator,
makes the question of order a matter of intention, not definition. In
speaki ng of God's character, biblical religion insists upon anthroponorphic
qualities: God speaks, acts, judges, etc. Utinmate reality, then, is
conscious. It lies in the mnd of God, and what gives the diverse elenents
of reality their order and position is his plan. He wills order. Like an
architect, God places those objects he has designed into bal ance; he

®pifferent fromboth nystical and biblical views, atheistic
evol utionary naturalismdismsses the notion of order. As
reported on page A20 in the Chronicle of Hi gher Education, XLII
Nunber 36 (May 17, 1996), "M . Dawkins, the evolutionary biolo-
gist at Oxford, takes this tack (against religion) in River Qut
of Eden: A Darwinian View of Life (BasicBooks, 1995). Evol ution,
he believes, is a digital river of DNA, a program enbedded in the
wor |l d, which exists wi thout having been designed. And it can
explain everything. ... 'The universe we observe has precisely
the properties we should expect if there is, at bottom no
desi gn, no purpose, no evil and no good, nothing but blind,
pitiless indifference.... DNA neither knows nor cares. DNA just
is. And we dance to its nusic.'" Nonethel ess, Dawkins' convic-
tions about the bottomline ("no design,” etc.) is conpatible
wi th some nystical tenets.
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arranges them and he does so with two very inportant conditions: reality
and human freedom The order of the universe is nmaintained by the natural
| aws that govern its function as a tangible, real substance. It is not
illusory, insignificant, or "less real;" it is only finite. Tinme, there-
fore, is the thread of order laid down by God to shape the reality of the
finite. Decidedly open-ended, the finite world orders itself through its
exerci se of freedom As Cherbonnier notes:

Bi blical categories are "unique" and "distinctive," not as
conpared to the "naive" |anguage of ordinary nen, but in contrast to
the esoteric tendencies of nost other philosophies. If freedomwere
established at the center of netaphysics, then the key words at the
heart of the biblical thinking, words as close to everyday living as
they are foreign to nost metaphysics woul d beconme decisive for
phi | osophy itself.3°

In biblical terns, when man is given "dom nion" over the earth, he is
given his freedomto act within the limts of tinme and space. Conse-
guently, man shares in the responsibility of ordering existence by his
actions in the world. Human beings are God's guests and stewards of their
surroundi ngs. Nonet hel ess, the patterns can be broken. |f God's intention
is the framework upon which reality is placed, then human freedomis its
regul ator. The unity and order of existence are dynamc; it is active.
Reality, therefore, is not seen as a static arrangenent of blocks in a
hi erarchy, but as sonething that is grow ng, sonething in notion, in
process.

The Nature of History

A good working nodel to use in clarifying the biblical viewis the
notion of history. That God's intention is the primary ordering factor in
exi stence inplies that God wills the reality of the finite; he supplies it
with both formand neaning. If God is capable of doing this, he nust
necessarily be a free agent, i.e., anthroponorphic. 1In biblical religion,
this interpretation is underscored by the nature of human life. In his
capacity as the Creator, God inparts freedomto humanity. He nakes man "in
his image." 1In essence, this nmeans that wonen and nen have the sane node
of action, though to a | esser degree, as does God. Consequently, human
freedomis a corollary to God's freedom Cherbonnier states, regarding
this issue:

| f the events of human history are at all neaningful, they nust
be performed by free agents. Conversely, if there is no such thing as

36Cher bonni er, "Jerusal em and Athens," P. 270.

32



the freedomto act voluntarily and responsi bly according to chosen
purposes, then life is indeed a shadow play, and the entire biblical
met aphysic a delusion. In addition to the reality and metaphysi cal

i nportance of this world, then, the biblical netaphysic al so assunes
the freedom of God and man. *’

When the two forces work in conjunction, when God and man share the
sanme intention, then events are altered. Wen God and nman are drawn into a
unity of purpose and action, history is brought closer to realization.
Hi story, therefore, has a goal. It is not cyclical, but linear. This
shifts fromthe enphasis found in perennial philosophy. It inplies that
the true quality of life, the goal of living, is not to sever the ties
which join man to his environnent, but to inprove them The inpassive,
nmystical state of indifference is replaced with a concern for the nature
and character of an active participation in the events of the world. Man
beconmes part of history; he noves it in a definite direction. This can
either be in a positive direction, toward communion with God, or in a
negative direction, inpeding that fell owship. Consequently, matters of
daily life and questions of what constitutes noral conduct becone extrenely
inmportant in biblical religion, because they have a direct bearing on the
hi story of the world. The |ines of conmunication drawn between the divine
and the finite are of the utnost inportance; the manner in which nen
conduct their lives is crucial.

3'Cherbonni er, "Mstical vs. Biblical Symbolism" The Chris-
tian Scholar, XXXI X (March, 1956) p. 37.
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HUVAN NATURE
Humanity In The Bi bl e3®

There are certain inherent understandi ngs about human nature in the
bi blical view (l) each person is a unique individual - he has the power to
act under his owmn initiative; (2) as a whole, mankind is a good creation of
God, firmy tied to the finite world, but with the inportant qualifications
of dom nion and stewardship, a freedomto nove within the limts of tine
and space, and to affect the course of history; (3) the real criteria for
the exercise of that freedomis its correspondence to the will and inten-
tion of God - there are right and wong nodes of conduct. In substance,
t hese consi derations make one aspect about mankind central to biblical
religion: by design, human beings are in relation. They are in relation to
their environnment, to God, to their neighbors, and to the | arger human
community. This is a natural consequence of each person's status as a
personal being. Wnen and nen enter into contact wth events, objects, and
characters surrounding them Moreover, as noted by Wight, "The central
fact about the place of man in creation according to the A d Testanent is
the dignity and honor accorded himby God."3 Elsewhere it has been noted:

[In the Bible] the individual is in a special relationship to the
Creator. Human uni queness lies not chiefly in our reason or in our
relationship to nature. Instead, each person is a worthwhile, unique
i ndi vidual created by God. ...Human beings are regarded...as nade "in
the image of God"; that is, the Creator has endowed us with unique
attributes of a free agent capable of |ove, characteristics anal ogous
to God's own self-expression.*

The Human Soul

It is inmportant to distinguish between the classical nysticismand
biblical religion's contrasting value of human activity. A key premse is
that mystical religion encourages an escape from (or downplay of) this
worl d, while the biblical recognizes a vibrant involvenment with it. A
significant factor that supports this notif relates to the concept of the
human soul .

38A sernon on persons as unique children of God is found
begi nni ng on page 46.

%G Ernest Wight, "The Faith of Israel," The Interpreter's
Bi bl e (New York: Abingdon, 1952), |, p. 367.

°H H Titus, M S. Snmith and R T. Nolan, Living |ssues in
Phi | osophy, 9th ed. (Belnont, CA: Wadsworth, 1995), pp. 30f.
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The i mage of the soul projected by perennial philosophy is of a
"di vine spark" trapped within the human body. |In this sense, everyone
carries within hinmself a share of ultinmate reality, of the Wiwolly O her.
Thus, one can refer to the "God within," or in the extrene, "I am God." An
i mplication, however, is that there is no real human claimon the soul; it
is strictly a trace of the Absolute, which at death automatically escapes
t he body and eventually returns to its point of origin. |In human nature,
there is a "higher self,"” the soul or spirit, which aspires to the perfec-
tion of Pure Spirituality; there is also the "lower" state that is associ-
ated with all physical needs and desires. Perennialism therefore, is
consistent in its approach to human nature, because ultimately it divides
individuals into two realns, one part that is a trace of the "wholly other"
and another part that is finite. The primary notivation is to pull these
two realns even further apart, to mnimze, deny or renounce the body and
the finite, so that the One can retrieve that small "portion" of itself
which is trapped in the natural world.

The biblical imge of the human soul is distinctly different: it is
God's gift. God has nmade man as inherently good, in God's own inage, i.e.,
with the ability to act, to nake decisions, and enter into relation. The
| ogi cal extension of this interpretation is that the human soul, through an
act of God's grace, renmains uniquely human, though not necessarily nortal.

According to biblical religion, "The soul is not an entity with a separate
nature fromthe flesh and possessing or capable of a life of its own.

Rather it is the life animating the flesh."* By way of el aborati on,

ot hers have not ed:

Nephesh nmeans primarily "breath.” ... (It) is often used al so
with the neaning "living being," human or otherwise. 1In Gen. 2:7 the
first man became a |iving nephesh when Yahweh's breath (a different
word) was breathed into his nostrils. ... Frequently the best transl a-
tion of the ... word is "person.” ... Cearly the word "soul" in the
Bi bl e has a nuch broader meaning than in current use now. *?

One might also say that a human being is a "breather.™

Man is a living soul. This sentence, which corresponds easily to
Gen. 2:7, says three things: It says first of all that man becane a
living soul and nowis a living soul. It does not say that man has

“1Janmes Hastings, ed., Dictionary of the Bible (New York:
Scribner's, 1963), p. 932.

M1 lar Burrows, An Qutline of Biblical Theol ogy (Phil adel -
phi a: Westm nster, 1956), pp. 135ff.
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a living soul. Soul is the nature of man, not his possession.

The second thing that the sentence says is that man is a soul. Wre
man only flesh made fromthe dust he would be only body. Wre nman
only spirit wthout body, he would be forniess.*

The third inplication, according to Kohler, is that nman has a body, for
"Formis essential to the soul."*

The fanbus verse in Cenesis (2:7) does not say, as is often
supposed, that man consists of body and soul; it says that Yahweh
shaped man, earth fromthe ground, and then proceeded to aninmate the
inert figure with living breath blown into his nostrils, so that man
becane a living being, which is all that nephesh here neans.
the inportant thing here is the conception of man as body, not as
soul or spirit. The Hebrew idea of human personality is an

3L, Kohler, Ad Testanent Theol ogy (Phil adel phia: Westmi n-
ster, 1957), p. 142

*| bi d.



ani mat ed body, not an incarnated soul .®

The soul, therefore, is a functioning, integrated aspect of human
nature and of behavior. It represents that part of human consci ousness
whi ch noves toward fellowship with God. This is not, however, a union of
like parts, of the fragnent returning to the whole, but rather two individ-
ual identities joining together in positive relation, in comunion. The
soul can then be spoken of as being active, not as the prisoner of the
body, but as its animating conscience. It enters into human activity,
directing that action by offering up possibilities which correspond to the
will of Cod.

Human Freedom and Grace

An essential feature of human nature is freedom It is the ability to
form judgnents and then to act accordingly. As Cherbonnier states:

all human endeavor presupposes freedom including the
enterprise of philosophy itself. For the phil osopher depends upon the
distinction of true fromfalse--that is, on the freedomto distinguish
true fromfal se. Take away freedom and you thereby preclude all think
ing. 46

Acting fromthis position of freedomputs man either with or against God's
i ntentions.

Qobviously, the biblical interpretation seens nuch |ess certain than
the perennial. It appears that the idea of a divine spark nmakes an
i ndividuals's union with God nmuch nore likely. Two points of clarification
follow. first, union is not dependent on any condition of human nature; at
death, the divine spark inevitably returns to Pure Spirituality (in sone
versions, after a series of reincarnations), like a drop of water nerging
into an ocean. Second, the nethod by which that union is achieved is a
type of spiritual suicide; the nystic, recognizing the duality of human
nature, represses the natural tendencies of the body to enter into relation
with the finite. Thereby the divine within his own being can | eave hi mand
return to Oneness; that divinity, however, is unconscious by definition--it
has nothing to do with a personal, human nature. Utimtely, no part of
t he human bei ng ever cones into relation, comunion, with Oneness, because

“°*H. W Robi nson, "The Psychol ogy and Metaphysics of ' Thus
Saith Yahweh'," Zeitschrift fur die Alttestanentliche Wssen-
schaft XLI (1923), p. 2 of a m neographed edition provided by
Theodor M Mauch, Th. D

“®Cher bonni er, "Jerusal em and Athens," p. 265.
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Pure Spirituality cannot be related to anything external to itself; it is
Wholly Other. As noted el sewhere about this biblical notif:

In Judai smand Christianity we have the capacity to act under our
own initiative; we have the freedomto nove within the limts of tine
and space. W can alter the paths of history, but not God's ultimte
sovereignty or the final outcone of the historical process. ...because
we have the freedomto make choices, we can choose to di sobey and
rebel against the Creator; a choice of false gods is one cause of an
i ndi vi dual 's separation fromthe true God.*

The Bi bl e does not address the limtations on sone individuals'
freedomto choose - due to psychol ogical conditioning, chemcally caused
i nhi bitions, and physiol ogi cal constructions (e.g., the "wiring" of their
brains). Degrees of freedomto choose is a discovery renaining inprecise,
but significant. It may be fair to assune that each person is free to nake
significant choices, unless conpelling evidence to the contrary is pro-
vi ded. However, though undevel oped as a doctrine in the Bible, the New
Testanent especially recognizes that, for whatever reasons, individuals
need God's grace to live in harnony with the Creator's purposes. 1In
Cher bonni er's words, which do not include "grace,"

The gift of a transfornmed heart frees men at last to cone into
their ow; to inherit the high destiny originally prepared for them
to exult wth a joyous conpany in the glorious liberty of the sons of
GOd 48

| nstead of grace, Cherbonnier uses agape as the transform ng agent. The
witer of this text is also reluctant to use "grace" too often, because the
term seens to be used in several fuzzy, even sloppy, ways. Not inconpati-
ble with Cherbonnier's coments on agape, an English theol ogian offers

t hese hel pful comments:

We begin by repudiating all notions of grace which think of it
as a sonething given by God to work nechanically, after the manner
of a nedicine given by a doctor to be taken three tinmes a day after
meal s. We think of God' s grace after the anal ogy of that help
whi ch one (individual) can give to another in personal relationships,
hel p whi ch does not set aside or supersede a man's own freedom but
enables himto be nore truly hinself and nore fully free: the sort
of help which |eads himto say with gratitude, "I could never have
been what | am but for X "4°

“Titus, Smith, and Nolan, op. cit., p. 31.

“8Cher bonni er, Hardness of Heart, p. 188.
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4" Christian Doctrine - Lecture Sumaries," p. 54. [possibly
by an English theol ogian, a Bishop Wnd, while a visiting profes-
sor at the Berkeley Divinity School, New Haven, in the m d-1950s.

The witer has had a copy of the unpublished, 58 page, m neo-
gr aphed docunent since his 1959-60 academ c year of study at
Ber kel ey. ]
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We propose here that biblically speaking, grace is synonynous with
| ove. Because of human limtations, individuals are unable to establish
truly personal, faithful relationships with God solely by their own
efforts. God's active love, his grace, is extended to nortals that they
m ght beconme nore aligned with God's purpose. Coupled with human wlli ng-
ness and initiatives, grace enables wonen and nmen to process toward a
fuller communion with God and each other. This is not unlike a quite
limted infant being |loved by a parent, who reaches out to the child with
af fectionate support and nurture. Such parental |ove, like God s grace,
nei ther coerces nor controls nor bargains with the child; instead, freely
given, it enables, strengthens, and enpowers. The recipient of such
| ove/ grace remains free to respond or not.

Human Desti ny

In contrast to the perennial, the (later) biblical view of human
destiny (of personal survival after death) nakes the eventual fellowship
bet ween God and nan a possibility, but only a possibility. It is not
automati c and cannot be brought about through the exercise of nystical
disciplines or practices; there is no formula or nethod that can make it
happen. A person's relationship with God is grounded in the individual's

choice of a course of life. It can be in direct opposition to God or
toward harnony with him the nature of a person's decision determnes his
destiny. If man's soul or spirit enters into fuller comunion with God, it

does so with two inportant qualifications: first, it does so not according
to necessity, but by the quality of human nature--man can decide his own
course of action; second, the soul retains the personal essence of the
person hinself--it is not an unconscious elenent in human nature, but is a
vital, active part of the human character. The spiritual reunion between
God and man is not the vision of the piece returning to the whole, but of
"persons” comng into a relationship. Biblical philosophy, therefore,
al l ows human beings to be nortal, to have a range of action, alternatives
and options. Anong these choices is the ability to cone into an everl ast -
ing, nmutual relation with God, a concept that is logically inpossible for
nmystical religion. One commentary on this topic follows:

Beliefs about life after death as it relates to human nature are
found in two fornms in the Hebraic traditions. First, the ancient
Hebrew view as a community rather than as achi eving an individual,
personal |ife beyond the grave. Because there is not detachabl e soul,
deat h brings about the individual's dem se. The ongoi ng peopl e of
God, including a person's |egacy of children and deeds, continues. In
a rat her undevel oped form sone Hebrew people held to a vague notion
that the dead Iingered on in a region outside or under the earth, not
in God's presence. Not particularly attractive terns designate this
spot: "Ditch,” "Pit," "Realmof Death,"” and "Sheol." Preventing a
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future of total extinction and giving sharp focus to this life, such
a secondary religious tenet does suggest the continuance of a con-
ponent, however m nor, of human nature. The precise nature of this
el enent was sinply not of concern. Just before the New Testanent
period, Hebrew civilization pictured a different |ife after death,
whi ch included a restored communion with God. As was the case in
earlier times, philosophical specul ati ons about the nature of
existence in the life hereafter were secondary. *°

The second general form of Hebraic views of life after death posits
that by acts of God, deserving® persons may be resurrected or transfigured
to everlasting life. Transforned persons may continue their self-aware
life in the greater presence of God. Notions of purgatory, hell, and hell-
as-anni hilation along with ideas of continued life at the nonent of death
or at a final judgnment are anong the specul ations dotting the biblical
literature and communities.

0 pid., p. 400.

*lover the centuries many adherents of biblical religion
have proposed many contrasting and conflicting standards for
gual i fying as a person "deserving"” life after death in the
presence of God.
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RELI G QUS KNOW.EDGE

Under st andi ng God' s Pur pose

The patterns set in notion by biblical religion mke the question of

religious know edge of the utnobst inportance. |In essence, man has been
brought into a state of potential. Everything has been prinmed in advance:
he can col |l aborate with God, to match his actions with God's intention. It

is possible to feel the momentum of this idea building; in the biblical
out | ook individuals can nmake the decision to let their wills act in unison
with that of God, they can stand ready to live in accordance with the whole
pur pose of history. But how do they do so? How does they know if their
actions are correct? How do they know what God's intentions are?

In trying to answer these questions, the biblical approach begins with
a word of caution: no one is ever able to know God conpletely. No norta
can "become God" in the sane sense as can the nystic. No one can claim "I

am God." At best, a hunman being can only gather information about God,
collect insights into the workings of God in history, and on this basis
construct what he believes to be a close approximation to God's will. But

there is always roomfor error. Man is a finite being; he can nake honest
m st akes, he can m sjudge. There are, however, two things working in his
favor: God's steadfast nature and desire to have that fellowship brought
about. There is no nmethod that guarantees perfect religious know edge; man
must act on trust. Consequently, the first step to such know edge is the
sincere desire and decision to understand God, no matter how i nperfect that
under st andi ng may be.

Rati onal and Enotional Understandi ng

The quality of know edge of God is both rational and enotional. It is
a full response on the part of man to the character and person of God. The
mystic nust reject reason as a reliable approach to religious know edge.
He asserts that his personal revelation into the nysteries of ultinate
reality transcend rational nodes of thought; they cannot be described or
expl ai ned. Enlightennent, therefore, remains a singular experience.

In biblical religion, however, there is roomfor a rational approach
to God, because man cannot know God except through the information he
gathers. Nothing can be known about God in advance. In discussing this
i ssue, Cherbonni er expl ains:

Know edge of such a God, |ike know edge of any other person,
woul d depend upon what he said and did. It would thus satisfy the
requirenent (that) it would be radically enpirical, even experinental.
For know edge of a person's words and deeds is obtained, not by
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abstract deduction, but altogether "a posteriori.">?

God is personal, a Soneone, not a sonething; he is anthroponorphic.
And, just as with nortals, his personality is evident in action. It is
pi eced together by the observer on the basis of what he does. To clarify
this point further, one mght imagine that two strangers are brought into a
room One person has no know edge of the other; he can only observe his
actions and guess about his nature. The second, however, knows a great
deal about the first. He has been fully briefed on his habits, background,
beliefs, and personality. Such is the case with man and God in biblical
phil osophy. God has an intention; the conplete nature of that intention is
unknown, since God chooses to not be fully known; but there are clues. One
can assune that God has placed trust in mankind by virtue of his creating
persons with the freedomto act.

52Cher bonni er, "The Wrd of God," p. 272.
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Any concl usi ons one can nmake about God are products of observation and
intuition. They are based on know edge after the fact (a posteriori).
Consequent |y, human reason becones an inportant device in hel pi ng humans
sift through the evidence to understand God. Moreover, the biblical
narratives are a long chronicle of God's activities in history; the Bible
pays so nmuch attention to history because it is the record of God's acts in
this world that give humanity sone clues about his nature. It is not
surprising, therefore, that the Bible is essentially an historical docu-
ment.*® By piecing together the actions of God in time, one can begin to
interpret his intentions. The relationship, therefore, between history as
a series of events and know edge about God is a significant aspect of
bi bl i cal phil osophy. Cherbonnier makes this point very explicit when he
states:

Know edge of persons, of course, can never be attained by the
nmet hods of science and phil osophy alone. 1In fact, if the person
chooses to "clamup,” it can be attained by no nethod at all. It is
al ways dependent upon his own initiative. And this is all that is
meant by revel ation; one free agent voluntarily discloses sonething of
hi msel f to another by his words and deeds; that is, through particu
lar, historical events. To say that the Bible is the revel ation of
God is sinmply to say that it records the words and m ghty acts by
whi ch he nade hinmself known to a particular people at tinmes and pl aces
of his own choosi ng. >

Drawi ng Judgnent

*This is not to propose that every word in the Bible re-
ports an historical event. Truth-bearing nyth and | egend are
anong the literary fornms in the Bible.

54Cherbonnier, "ls There A Biblical Mtaphysic?", p. 465.
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The biblical view admttedly uses human reason as the groundwork for
gaining religious know edge. It also accepts know edge based on inforned
faith. Because human understanding of God is inconplete, man cannot make
finalized assertions about his character or intention. After the process
of observing God's actions in history, however, certain key ideas and
patterns appear. God acts with consistency; he does not betray nankind or
work to negate human freedom He does not take back what he has given,
even if it appears to be misused.> Fromthis evidence, persons can make
tentative judgnments about God. Like a jury, individuals nust conme to terns
with God; they nust make a decision. It is inpossible to know with
absol ute objectivity what occurred, although there are w tnesses and
testinmony and information. To preserve human freedom God never acts in
overwhel m ng ways that conpel belief. Mreover, because God is personal,
there is always a dynamic quality that prevents one from saying, "Yes,

know hi mconpletely.” In nmaking a decision, therefore, one enters into
what can be called (infornmed) faith. It is a difference between "I think"
and "1 believe." That distinction is often subtle and refined. It is

certainly difficult; but in allowing roomfor both, biblical religion
mai ntains the position that the essence of human life is in relation:
relation to oneself, to others, and to Cod.

In using the image of a jury, the inportance of decision-making is
brought into focus as a part of religious know edge. |In the biblical view,
it is inpossible for a person touched by God's acts to abstain fromthe
balloting. Abstention is judgnment by default. Although biblical religion
is open to questions of interpretation, it asserts that religi ous know edge
can only be gained through active, conscious effort. It is possible, of
course, for people to ignore God' s disclosures willingly, to block them out
or let themremain dormant. Hence, the biblical references to those "who
have ears but do not hear, and eyes but do not see.”

Know edge Means Action

There is a strong enphasis in biblical thought to actualize what is
potential, to act on what has been seen or heard. A connection therefore
exi sts between the information available in religious know edge and how
that information is used in practice. The two nust be taken together. The
nature of understanding God's intention is so constructed that it forces
peopl e into action; sone response, even a negative one, is required by

>Dr . Cherbonnier once said in a class that God's greatest
gift to humanity is the capacity to sin; that is, God has endowed

nortals with the freedomto choose, and God will never override
human freedom even if is enployed in utter opposition to God's
will. Thus, the Htlers nmake their denonic choices al ongside the

Schwei t zer s.

45



understanding God's role in history. Unlike the perennial system where
spiritual disciplines precede unitive know edge, biblical religion calls
for the one unified novenent of know edge and action. It makes the search
for truth practical. Whatever one understands to be God's intention, one
must try to fulfill that purpose in one's own life. The recognition of
God' s purpose, therefore, involves mankind. |Instead of forcing human

bei ngs out of the finite world, God's purpose increases their interaction
withit.

The Word

The uni que image of God found in biblical religion has a direct
bearing on the idea of religious know edge. As previously noted, biblical

religious know edge is a posteriori. However, in accepting God as Soneone,
bi bl i cal phil osophy allows one inportant factor: conmunication. The
evidence left by God in history is intentional. It directs mankind toward

fulfilling the |l arger purpose which God wlls.

God is able, then, to interject his Wrd directly into the flow of
time; he is not silent or inpassive. The figure of the prophets is
therefore built around the Wrd of God. They are the agents through which
God discloses directly to people. Comrunication passes from God to chosen
persons, and fromthemto others. This inplies that there is a system of
checks and bal ances that prevents individuals fromacting out of ignorance,
and it makes it even nore difficult to avoid an encounter with God. The
i mge of the Hebrew prophet is of one who stands over and agai nst the
i dol atrous novenent of history, one who declares that human freedom has
been m sused, that the wong choice has been made. Biblical religion
recogni zes that wong judgnments can be corrected, and that God can inter-
cede to help people shift direction.

Interpreting the Wrd

Al t hough God nmanifests hinself in both actions and words that do not
fully reveal God's conplex nature, they do provide a clear indication of
his purpose. There are elenents in perennial philosophy that assert that
t he know edge of God can be broken down into two categories: God as he is
reveal ed, and God as he is in hinmself. Biblical philosophy rejects this
notion. It is another way of dividing reality into two realns, to propose
one god-figure for this world, and maintain the reality of God for the
hi gher realm This shifts God's nature to fit the definitions inposed by
t he perennial concept of the Absolute. It does, however, raise an issue
which is pertinent to religious know edge. |If it is accepted that one--
toone contact between man and God is not |ikely, then any comunication is
secondary. This inplies that religious know edge is primarily a matter of
interpretation. For exanple, if two nmen are watching a third person go
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t hrough sone action, they m ght each "see" the action differently. It is
possi bl e, then, for know edge of God to be distorted through this process.

Biblical religion posits that there is a constant truth in which God
operates; human interpretation of that truth may vary, but the real truth
remai ns unchanged. The same claimcan be nade by perennial philosophers.
The difference, however, is that while truth can be di scovered by the
mystic, it always renmains external to the finite world. The static truth
of perennial philosophy may go m sunderstood, since it has no power to
speak for itself; the only source of real information is the nystic who
clains to have experienced it. But if two nystics disagree, the whole
process becones even nore subjective and inpossible to resolve.

It is much nore probable that the biblical God's truth will be
reveal ed to man, because the lines of conmunication are already estab-
lished. It can be stated that the goal of the biblical philosopher is to
clarify and help mature that process, to sort through the evidence, both in
word and act, and then to bring human interpretation into harnony with the
will of God.

CONSEQUENCES FOR LI VI NG

Human Responsibility

Fundanment al human nature in the biblical viewis such that each person
isinrelation, that everyone lives in a real and changing world, that
everyone has a significant capacity to make genui ne deci sions, and that
i ndi vidual s are responsible for their actions. No one is the inpotent
victimof time; each can nmake a range of choices and act on them w t hout
God's control. Decision inplies standards by which choices are nmade al ong
with responsibility and accountability, hence ethics®® or norality. The
values inherent in biblical norality is set against the backdrop of
hi story: because individuals are created as free agents, they have power -
with grace - to influence the conditions of the natural world; they can
nmove history. But history is not endless or unconscious; it is the product
of God's will, an intentional act with a definite purpose. Cherbonnier
expl ains the significance of the biblical conception of tine:

The Bi bl e has sinply never heard that tinme, as distinct from nmany
of the things that happen "in" time, is sonmething to be redeened
"from" When it speaks of ultimate fulfillment, it uses definitely
tenporal terns: "Life everlasting,"” "world without end." The phrase
"eternally" neans, in the original Geek, not a tineless state, but

*"Et hics" and "nmorality" (and their variations) are used
i nterchangeably in this text.
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"the life of the age to come."®’

Consequently, it is the responsibility of human beings as caretakers
of history to discover what God intends for humanity and to nold human
action to match that purpose. Morality as an abstraction, then, involves a
j udgnent on how well that responsibility has been net. Biblical religion
hol ds that individuals and comrunities of people can be held accountabl e
for their chosen behaviors. Biblically speaking, the noral person is open
to the truth, hears the truth, conmes to grips with it, and then acts
consistently to "do the truth.”

Many faithful individuals and communities have turned to the words of
the Bible for noral solutions, the consequences for truly living their
faith. However, nunerous val ue-|aden issues facing post-biblical humanity
are not even known to the biblical witers - for exanple, ought to do and
ought not to do problens resulting fromnodern science and technol ogy.

Mor eover, consistency on ethical issues anong biblical authors is sinply
not available. As one schol ar notes:

Bi blical ethics is unyieldingly diverse. The Bible contains many
books, and nore traditions, each addressed in a specific cultural and
social context to a particular community facing concrete questions of
noral conduct and character. Biblical ethics does not provide an
aut ononmous and tinel ess and coherent set of rules; it provides an
account of the work and wll of the one God, and it evokes the
creative and faithful response of those who woul d be God' s peopl e.

The one God of scripture assures the unity of biblical ethics, but
there is no sinple (italics ours) unitive understandi ng even of that
one God or of that one God's will. To force biblical ethics into a

57Cher bonni er, Har dness of Heart, P. 80.
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timel ess, systematic unity is to inpoverish it.>®

I ntegrating Life Forces

The word "religion" appears nowhere in the Hebrew Scriptures. There
is no such word in biblical Hebrew. 1In the New Testanent the G eek word
often translated "religion" is used only about a dozen tinmes and refers
rather narrowy to patterns of worship, duties to God, or to allegiance to
the Faith. Wiy is there little or no "religion" in the Bible? One
bi bl i cal schol ar has coment ed:

The infrequent use of "religion" in the Bible is due to the fact
that the concept of "religion" is itself alien to the core of biblical
t hought. The basic neaning of faith to the Hebrew is the concrete
response of the whole [person] to God's call and obedi ence to [ CGod' s]
command, not intellectual acceptance of a body of truth or even
correct observance of [ritual] practice.>®

Each nmonent of daily living in a covenant relationship with the
sovereign of creation was the plan for the Hebrew people. Their conmit-
ments to God and to each other included every involvenent at hone, at work,
and in the community, all unified by private prayer or corporate worship.

A, D. Verhey, "Biblical Ethics," The Oxford Conpani on To
The Bible, ed. by B. M Mtzger and M D. Coogan (New York:
Oxford, 1993), p. 202.

F, D. Gealy, "Religion," The Interpreter's Dictionary of
the Bible, Vol. R-Z, p. 32
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Thus, one of the key elenents of biblical philosophy is the inportance
of action, verbal and physical. It is the framework for gathering know -
edge of God, understanding his actions in the world, and hearing his word.

The sane condition is true for persons; it is a pattern of integrated life
that is vital to the biblical approach. Nothing is splintered or held
apart.® Know edge, action, and norality work together in human existence;
they each play a role in bringing man to fellowship with God. Wat defines
norality for biblical religion, therefore, is not so nuch the isol ated
codes on any given action, but how well one bal ances off the variables in
life and keeps themworking in harnmony in particular circunstances. To
clarify this, one can say that for a person to hear the word of God and
then not to act is imoral. It cannot be justified purely on the basis of
abstract acceptance, because such a justification is inconplete. The
wei ght of biblical norality requires that each person and community nmake
the transition fromthe theoretical to the practical, that religious
know edge be brought to bear on everyday life, and that everyone give it
the strength and vitality of their own actions. This is what is neant by
an integration of life forces, and it is a consistent thenme in biblical
religion to keep concerns of God and humanity grounded firmy in the
reality of this world.

Man in Rel ati on

A cardinal virtue in biblical philosophy is that each person ought to
mai ntain the trust of God and of his fellow nmen. The fabric of biblical
norality is strongly tied to the ideal of truth. The gift of freedon was
an act of trust by God, and this is indicative of the repeated references
to himas a God of |ove and conpassion. |In essence, it inplies that the
biblical viewis a blend of the practical and the enotional. It does not
requi re that anyone deny his passions, as the perennial nystic nust, or
that he mnimze or sever all his contacts wth other persons. On the
contrary, biblical religion adheres to the ideal of comrunity in which each
person not only fulfills his individual responsibility, but acts to help
ot hers neet their own demands. At the very least, the biblical view
requi res people to be conscious of the condition of those around them and
to take into account the others' needs; everyone is always a person in
relation to others as well as to God.

Community, then, is built on the principle that reality is personal
that each living thing is joined to the next not by a hierarchy, but by
personal mutual relations, by equal regard. Each person is a nenber of the
world community. No one can be justifiably excluded, and it is the
responsibility of those within the community to nmake certain that everyone

®A sermon on this theme is found beginning on page 49.
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is given the opportunity to be included. The idea of fellowship, there-
fore, is an integral part of the biblical world view Utimtely, the

Bi ble calls everyone to respond with | ove (agape) toward their fellows and
toward God. As noted by Cherbonnier:

For the Bible, creation is good because of who created it. The
wat er shed whi ch separates this view from pessi m stic phil osophies and
religions reflects the difference between their respective gods. Wen
know edge, conceived in terns of imedi ate or denonstrable certainty,
is deified, the derogation of the world follows. For the Bible, on
the contrary, know edge, though a very great good, is not an end in
itself, and indeed is only nade perfect when devoted to the right end,
the service of "agape." Wthout love, it runs anuck. ®

The Problemof Sin

51 pid., p. 83.
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The idea of such a caring comunity is the ideal. Having confronted
hi s personal duty, one nust also be aware that what is called evil and sin
continues to exist inthe world. In the Bible sinis idolatry, the choice
of a false god (e.g., power, wealth, a nation, oneself, Zeus) and the
val ues and rel ationships that flow from such an all egiance. 1dol atrous
choi ces betray God and his intentions for humanity. One m ght concl ude
that all instances of sin involve a betrayal of God and probably of other
persons. The contract that binds people together and mankind with God is
founded in trust; when anyone chooses to disregard that contract he acts
agai nst both humanki nd and God; he becores idolatrous.® This is a general
prem se of biblical religion. Cherbonnier is careful to note the unique-
ness of the biblical concept of sin:

It is sonetinmes inmagined that the idea of sin is peculiar to the
Bi ble. Actually, nearly every philosophy and religion has its own
definition of sin. They differ in their respective conceptions of
what "constitutes" sin--hybris, as tragedy would have it, or m splaced
al | egi ance, as the Bible maintains. ®

In its broad sense, then, sin is breaking the bond of trust between the

reality of men and of God. It seenms strange to think that such an action
could tenpt the "good man" - i.e., the person who maintains the ideal of
truth. It is not, however, the action itself that is tenpting, but the
removal of responsibility. It is nore confortable for a man to feel no

obligation to anyone at any tine; the burden of norality nmakes us feel

i nvol ved, concerned, responsible. This idea of involvenent and responsi -
bility is a myjor thrust of biblical religion. A real tenptation is to put
aside the trust of nmen and God and set up a private universe in which there
are no responsibilities. It is a confort short-lived, for it denmands the
price of losing personal relations. |If a nman breaks his ties with others,
if he loses their trust, he sacrifices the personal relation that bound
themtogether. Biblical religion contends that this process of destroying

relations is responsible for sin and tenptation. It neans that an act of
sin is inhuman because it denies its perpetrator the right to fulfill God's
will. The logic of biblical thought underscores this concept by relating it

to the ideas concerning human nature and religi ous know edge.
The Aim of Biblical Philosophy

The ultimate aimof biblical philosophy is to increase the flow of
personal affection anmong human beings. It relies on the ideals of friend-

62Cherbonnier, “ldolatry.” in A Handbook of Christian Theol ogy, pp
176- 183.

63Cherbonnier, "Biblical Faith and the |dea of Tragedy," p. 51.
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ship, mutual trust, and comon incentive to weld nmen into a community. In
contrast to nystical systens, the biblical approach not only allows the
finite world its reality, but also considers this world to be a joy, filled
with opportunity. This life is the ultimate gift of God; it is not only to
be taken seriously, but also enjoyed. Wereas the nystic has the inclina-
tion to refuse pleasure, the biblical view ains at refining pleasure to

mat ch God's intention as life's architect. As noted by Cherbonnier:

The Bible ... is never content to side-step an obstacle. It wll
settle for nothing |l ess than conplete victory. |Its God wants, not the
anni hilation of unruly passions, but their conversion, for the
greatest powers for evil nay also be transforned into even greater
forces for good. %

A thenme of biblical thought, then, is external. It noves across the
I ines of conmmuni cation anong people in relation, and it attenpts to cenent
them together, to strengthen human contact and understanding. Utimately,
this is designed not only to benefit the conmunity of nen, but to draw the
i ndi vidual, free human being into relationship with God, to nake the human
and the divine enter a tine of harnony and devel opnment. The end of
hi story, therefore, has always been | ooked forward to as the begi nning of a
new age, a time when word and action becone synonynous and nmutual trust is
commonpl ace. This, too, is an ideal, but it favors biblical philosophy
with a feeling of hope and expectancy that is distinctive anong world
religious traditions.

®4Cher bonni er, Hardness of Heart, p. 82.
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Trinity Sunday [June 14, 1992] Canon R chard T. Nol an

You are at a reunion of friends; in the course of rem niscing, one of
t hem says, "Describe your parents for me." How would you answer? Wuld
you report their physical appearances? Wuld you offer a detail ed biogra-
phy? Woul d your |anguage be conplex? O, would you try to convey sone of
their outstanding qualities nore poetically than technically?

You are at hone; a child asks, "Wat is God |ike?" How would you
answer? Today we celebrate a way in which the Christian Church tal ks about

God, and how the child's question nay be answered. "Father, Son, and Holy
Spirit" - the Trinity - does not describe the Creator's ingredients or
appearance. Instead, poetic |anguage hel ps us to understand the historic

bi bli cal comunities' experiences of Cod.

To be sure, classical, nedieval theol ogi es befuddl e the nodern m nd.
Wil e some schol ars understand their intricacies, so-called orthodox
expressions of the Trinity, such as inplied in the N cene Creed, nake
little sense today. Those ancient mnds were very different fromJesus and
fromyou and nme. Nonetheless, the question remains: "Wat is God |ike?"

Sonme peopl e believe that God created the universe, set the |aws of
nature in place, and then went away; there is no point to prayer, because
god isn't around to listen; noreover, the Bible is totally a human inven-
tion, because the Creator never reveal ed anything to anyone. The nost one
can say about God is to liken the Creator to a disinterested architect.

Still others believe that God is spiritual inwardness - silent,
unknowabl e, beyond bei ng "Soneone" - |like a sacred m st dwelling within
each of us.

Science fiction sonetinmes depicts the Creator as pure energy. Charac-
ters inthe film"Star Wars" frequently offered a prayer of sorts, "My the
Force be with you!"

For many individuals, past and present, God is the G and Puppeteer
pulling the strings of all wonen, nen, and children. This god directly
controls all events in the universe, including all human behavi or.

Many ot her responsi bl e persons propose that God, all gods, are
fanci ful human inventions; God is like a child s imaginary friend.

Quite differently, the Jewish, Christian, and Muslim experiences of
God share the experience and conviction that in some profound, nysterious,
and holy way, the Creator of the universe and giver of life is Soneone |ike
a wonderful, caring parent. 1In ancient times the word "Father" - used
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poetically - was valuable; this inmage renmains cherished by Christians al
over our planet; however, today the word "Mdther" m ght convey God's
parenting |ikeness, too. Either "Father" or "Mther" can point with
reverence to an aspect of our experience of the Divine Mjesty.

A few years ago in Kansas City a dog wandered onto a baseball field;
he | oped around and eventually sat on third base. The fans began to yell a
vari ety of commands at him but the dog didn't nove; finally he had to be
carried away. Later a sportswiter commented that the dog was confused by
t he many overwhel m ng voi ces, none dom nant enough for himto hear and
obey.

There are many voi ces shouting at you and nme to accept them as our own
lord and naster. The New Testanent proclainms that God, awesonely active in
Jesus the Christ, is THE Voice to respond to. Christ is the very Wrd of
God made nortal flesh in Jesus, a Voice understandable by all humanity, the
only perfect Image of the Father, the One who shows us that God | oves
personal |y and dynami cally, the co-eternal Son. Mre anbi guous netaphor,
to be sure, yet words of power and neani ng!

A nephew bat hed and soothed the deteriorating body of his sick uncle,
all but abandoned by other famly nenbers. "I wouldn't do that for a
mllion dollars,” remarked a relative. "Neither would I," the nephew
replied. Many of us have experienced occasions when, if we had known ahead
what we woul d be called upon to do, we would have run in the opposite
direction, certain that we were not capable of helping. Yet, if we are at
all wlling and open, we discover a quiet, new strength to serve. That
refreshing power is God's Holy Spirit energizing us individually and as the
church to mnister, even in situations fromwhich, left to ourselves, we
woul d shy away.

In our liturgy of healing today, we are assured of God's Holy Spirit,
enabling us to cope with our enotional, spiritual, and physical struggles
and infirmties; through our heartfelt, prayerful affirmation of who we are
- beloved children of God - the Gver of life continually restores us to
i nner whol eness.

When | was ordai ned a deacon (nearly 30 years ago) the processional
hymm was the one we sang this norning. "l bind unto nyself today the
strong Name of the Trinity...." Although the nusic as we have it is about
a hundred years old, the words are attributed to the 4th and 5th century
Saint Patrick of Ireland, one of the holiest and nost significant saints (I
say, without bias). Legend has it that the hymm was desi gned to protect
St. Patrick and his nonks fromtheir enem es, both human and denonic.

Al though it is long and not sinply sung, its verses profess the majesty and
glory of God's self-disclosure, especially in Christ. For any occasion of
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Christian worship - baptism confirmation, ordination, Trinity or any other
Sunday, indeed, in every nonent of our daily lives, what could be nore
appropriately proclainmed by each of us?

Li kewi se, our other hymms and prayers, the readings from Scripture,
our entire Liturgy is in praise of and thanksgiving to God as Holy Trinity
- not limted to the Nicene or any other Creeds' phrasings, or to ny
understanding or yours. You and |I do not worship today or any other day a
particul ar doctrine, an absent Creator, spiritual inwardness, forces, a
puppeteer, or an inmaginary friend! Instead, "with Angels and Archangel s
and with the faithful of every generation, we lift our voices with al
creation as we sing: Holy, holy, holy Lord, God of power and mght...."

If I were to describe ny parents or any other person | love, | would
not use precise, quantitative | anguage. | would choose terns of endearnent
to point to ny experience of their love in ny life. The expression
"Trinity" points to God's graceful love in our lives as Creator, Wrd, and
Spirit - an inprecise termof profound, cosm c endearnent; yet nore than a
term- the confession of our experience of and true faith in the "Father,
who with the Son and the Holy Spirit live and reign, one God, for ever and
ever. Anen."
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Trinity Sunday [June 6, 1993] Canon R chard T. Nol an

On a worl dwi de basis fromthe nost ancient to contenporary peoples a
search for "sonething el se" has been commonpl ace. A sense of a "Sacred"
sur passi ng hunman experience has | ed generations to seek a relationship with
what ever or whonever is holy, worthy of reverence, wondrous, and spiritu-
ally distinct fromhuman initiatives.

For some individuals the Sacred is regarded as purely inmaginary,
i ndi cative of imuature nmen and wonen unable to cope with the realities of
an accidental universe. Ohers confine their vision of the Sacred to the
many godl i ke heroes we create anong the rich and fanbus, or to excessive
pursuits of achievenents, or to undue reverence for golf, baseball, and the
like. Al very different fromthe Christian experience of the Sacred!

In anticipation of Trinity Sunday |I've been on the |ookout for public
references to the Sacred or God! In a newspaper | read about a Mddle
Eastern sect that believes God is basically kind, but inactive; this good
God sinply doesn't do anything. Consequently, the sect's rituals aimto
pacify a very active, evil Satan and his angel. Very different fromthe
active God we worship here!

| also read of another "god" which brought back a 1970s nenory of a
weepi ng col |l ege student. She was going through a difficult tinme personally
and had net a character known as "Brother Julius."” She told ne how
wonder ful he seened, that he professed to be "god." She asked what |
t hought; should she join his group where |ife would be so nmuch easier?
suggested that she check out his claim "How?" she asked. | told her to
invite himto ny next class and that he and I woul d converse in biblical
Hebrew, certainly that would be a first step in checking out his creden-
tials as God. As | anticipated, he did not show up. She was spared his
deceit, and we persuaded her to neet with a college counselor to work
t hrough her problens. [Incidentally, nmy Hebrewis limted to "Shal ont -
but the bluff worked!] As the Hartford Courant reported this week about
Julius, "A dedicated corps of 200 devoted followers has dw ndl ed to perhaps
50 or fewer. Many who have quit tell stories of sexual and financi al
exploitation, and say Brother Julius is acting in an increasingly bizarre
and abusive way." Very different fromthe God we worship here!

This past week | heard on a news broadcast that the Suprene Court
continues to allow the pledge of allegiance to include the words "under
God." The national nmotto "In God W Trust™ is on our currency. On our
dollar bills we find the G eat Seal of the United States including the eye
of a watchful God; nearby Latin words note "He has favored our under-
takings.” |'mnot sure which God we are supposed to be under, trust or has
favored our undertakings. A long lasting belief of several of our nation's
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Founding Fathers is that the Creator permts the universe to function

wi thout God's care or participation in any way. Deists, as they're called,
view the Bible only as a human invention and prayer only as a psychol ogi cal
venting. Any neaning of "God" in the Pledge or on our noney is designed to
be sweepi ng and vague. Very inconplete conpared to the God of Abraham
Moses, and Jesus to whom we sang "Holy, Holy, Holy!"

Al so, | thought about the God proposed by phil osophers: the First
Cause, perfect Being, the Grand Designer. | renenbered the gods of G eece
and Rone: poorly behavi ng, undependable, and admttedly concocted by human
i mgi nations. | reflected on those psychot herapists who feel that god is
no nore or less than our inner feelings. | considered again the venerable
Hindu tradition of the Sacred experienced as nonpersonal spirituality; |
t hought of Hinduism's 330 mIlion nmythol ogical gods, which one respectful
Hindu calls "educational toys" pointing to pure Spirit. M mnd turned to
t he sophi sticated Buddhist tradition concerned with |iberation fromattach-
ments instead of a relationship with a personal God. Al very different
fromthe Sacred Sonmeone to whom we sang "Holy God we praise thy nane!"”

| recalled the words of Professor John Miiti, an African, Anglican
priest, who proposes that the God described in the Bible is none other than
the God who is already known in the framework of traditional African
religion. 1In addition, | reflected respectfully on the Geat Spirit of
Native Americans, people who rem nd us about the proper use of God's
creation. Simlar to the God we worship here!

Clearly, the vast mgjority of human beings share a conmon desire for
the Sacred, the Holy, the Mysterious OQther. However, we differ profoundly
about who or what the Sacred is. W also disagree significantly as to what
constitutes genui ne experiences of the Sacred. W vary further on the
dai |y consequences and inplications of dissimlar Sacredness. In ny world
religions courses so many students want all religions to be the sane, all
gods indi stinguishable, all basic religious experiences alike, with al
inpacting life conpatibly. To be sure, when we listen to infornmed spokes-
persons of the great global traditions, we hear clearly the collective
human need for the Sacred; however, we do not hear the same convictions and
experi ences.

The Semitic Christians of the first century were concerned, not with
what the Sacred is, but with what God has done, is doing, and will continue
to do in human history. Wth Abraham Mses, and Jesus they knew and
trusted the one God whose acts include the Father creating and | oving, the
Son reveal ing divine purposes and enbracing us in the New Covenant, and the
Holy Spirit conforting, healing, strengthening, and inspiring. Later
specul ati ons about God's substance and inner life led to inperfect,
needl essly conplex fornulations; it is a relief that we worship God, not
doctrines about God! Wth no arrogant judgnents about the faithful of
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other religions, you and I affirmour trust in the Sacred, Wi is the
everlasting Trinity, in whose inmage we are all nade.

The nonth of June is very special inny life. 1In the Nanme of the Holy
Trinity | was baptized (in 1937), confirnmed (too young, in 1949), nade a
deacon (in 1963) and ordained a priest (in 1965). The nost inportant of
t hese events is ny baptismwhich defines nost profoundly who I am 56
years ago | was bound to the strong nanme of the Trinity, and | choose to
remain so bound. My life continues to be fashioned by these past sacranen-
tal occasions, nurtured by the ongoing sharing of consecrated bread and
wine. | believe firmy that no other gods, ultimate realities or religious
experiences are neani ngful, graceful, beneficial or trustworthy.

You and | with our new di ocesan bishop-elect are joined together in
our confession of a true faith in the Holy Trinity, in our comobn baptism
in our eucharistic celebrations, and in our mssion to invite all people to
this life. On Trinity Sundays and always we join Christians across the
centuries singing, "Gory to you, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit; we wll
prai se you and highly exalt you for ever." Aen.
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Pent ecost XXIl (Proper 27) [ Novenber 8, 1992] Canon Richard T. Nol an

Did you ever have anyone ask you, "What are you going to be when you
grow up?" That's an awful question which seens to inply that you're a
nobody until you've grown up. It suggests that you're only a "sonebody"
when you have a job, preferably one with status.

There's another problemwi th this inquiry. Disappointing answers are
often given. Wwen | was in the early years of elenentary school, | wanted
to be the man who cranked the gates up and down at railroad crossings! I|I'nm
sure that ny parents woul d have preferred nore prestigious inclinations.
Even during high school, when | was gravitating toward ordained mnistry, |
was warned that 1'd only be able to afford to eat spaghetti for the rest of
my life (which incidentally was not a drawback for ne). At about the sane
ti me anot her adult remarked condescendi ngly that although I'd never be
financially successful, I'd have an easy |ife wi thout businesslike conpeti -
tion.

When adults gather as strangers at social events, what is it they want
to know right after nanmes are exchanged? Yes, what we do! Sonetines that
is a useful way to begin a conversation. However, too often people want to
know whet her you're anyone worth tal king to, whether you' re "anybody."

Personally, | dread those nonments. Wth my conposite career, what
should | answer? I|'mcertainly not ashamed of what |'ve done, but nost
people try to relate to me according to their values and their inpressions
of what | do. When | have answered "teacher," they want to know what ki nd.
If | say "college professor,” I'mlikely to becone nore worth tal king to.
| f pressed further, | respond "in state higher education institutions." At
that, sone elitists think |ess of ne.

Do | say "witer"” and nost |ikely disappoint - even alienate - them
that nost of my books are coll ege phil osophy texts instead of a great
novel ? Should I announce "priest"” and conjure up inages ranging from St.
Francis to Pat Robertson - neither of whom | want to be identified wth.
Should I mention serving as an honorary canon of Christ Church Cathedral
and, except for know edgeabl e Epi scopalians, create a polite yet puzzled
pause; in any case, in their eyes |I'm probably nore worthwhile than when
mnistered to a small, rural congregation. O, should |I say "President of
The Litchfield Institute,”™ which no one recogni zes but sounds a bit classy?

These days | amtenpted to announce, "I'mretired.” Does this
informati on make nme less worthwhile? To sone, it will inply that |I'm not
productive enough to justify ny existence. Mist you and | be fundanental |y
known and val ued according to what we do? Are we to be entonbed in our
jobs? Last nonth in an issue of the Hartford Courant's "Busi ness Wekly" a
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feature article on older workers and retirees included these words:
"...self-esteem status, identity and recognition...also are tied into a
job. It's hard to lose all that [when you retire]." A sad comrentary!

Over the years |'ve been associated with many educators for whomthere
is no life beyond their jobs. Although nmany students do benefit fromtheir
constant availability, such educators seem addicted to their work. The
comunity praises such workaholics for their so-called selfless dedication
and yet these addicts are entonbed in partial realities, twlight zones
removed fromtrue human fulfillnment. Furthernore, they are often negl ect-
ful of thenselves, their famlies, and their friends.

In today's Collect we prayed "O God, whose bl essed Son cane into the

world that he mght...nmke us children of God and heirs of eternal life..."
And, in the Gospel we heard "...he is God not of the dead, but of the
living..."

As a younger person, | thought that the older I grew, the nore | would

beconme concerned with [ife after death, hopefully my own resurrection; in
preparation, during ny mature years | woul d behave better and becone nore
pi ous. Actually, as ny age becones nore and nore actuarially om nous, |
seemto behave no better; piety continues to elude nme, and ny own eventual
resurrection has becone one of ny quieter hopes. |'mnot worrying about
"getting into heaven" - or elsewhere. Wien | die, | trust the Creator
totally to provide - in love, nmercy and justice - whatever is best for ne.

In the neantine, | aminterested in living the LIFE God has given us
here and now Moreover, by "life" | do not nmean one centered on ny
vocational tasks or acconplishnents, but the living out who I am who we
are, by our conmon Baptism Each of us is graced with the fundament al
identity of being a unique child of God - each different genetically and
psychol ogi cally, each of us with a distinctive history. You and | are so
much nore than our jobs, whether we serve as presidents, priests, |aborers,
or honenmekers. |Indeed, we are nore than a random devel opnent in God's
evol ving universe. You and | are intended to be first and forenost children
of God, adopted by the Creator, and baptized in the Nane of the Father, and
of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit! As such, we have received the Cre-
ator's legacy, the Wwrd of God in Christ; and, that Wrd, God' s purpose for
us, is not buried in our jobs, or for that matter in our possessions, in
our everyday responsibilities, or in our struggles. Qur Baptismis an
i mge and a power that chall enges the workplace's sense of reality.
| nstead, our identity as Christian persons is the |ife-giving context for
our occupations, our belongings, our obligations - even our races, ethnic
heritages and genders.
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Chri st has made us children of God and heirs of eternal life now, we
don't have to wait for |life after death! Today's resurrected Iife is one
saved from superficial identities based on our various doings and their
i magi ned nerits; our justification, our significance, is acconplished by
the wider vision of faithful journeying wthin our baptismal covenant, the
i beration fromthe bondage of |esser - sonetinmes deadly - nmeasures of who
we are.

Qur need for this healing resurrection is rooted in human nature; the
reality of this resurrection is revealed in the Christian experience of
ongoi ng, genuine life! By the Holy Conmuni on about to be cel ebrated, you
and | are nurtured in the nost profound source and neani ng of authentic
life: the Holy Baptismwe share, the baptismal identity that affirns us,
justifies us, declares our worthiness, and calls us all to mnistry. (For
sone of us the laying-on-of hands for healing is another sacred event
uphol ding our well-being.) Fromthe fellowship and grace present in the
Liturgy at this hour, we receive power to live a daily resurrected life as
children of God, all baptized in the Nanme of the Father, and of the Son,
and of the Holy Spirit. Thanks be to the one, true God of the living!
Amen.
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Pentecost XX [COct. 17, 1993] Canon Richard T. Nol an

In the United States, and no doubt el sewhere, religion has becone one
of many distinct, optional activities. There are occasi ons when we want
"religion" to provide a divine approval of what we're doing at the nonent:
at weddi ngs and funerals, for graduations and dedications of buildings and
the like. Some individuals hope that religion will solve their problens
easily. Ohers ook for an aura of unworldliness. Mny others sinply want
to "get sonething out of" religion, perhaps to feel good for a while.

Actually, the word "religion" appears nowhere in Jesus' Bible! There
is no such word in biblical Hebrew. In the New Testanent the G eek word
often translated "religion" is used only about a dozen tinmes and refers
rather narrowy to patterns of worship, duties to God, or to our allegiance
to the Christian faith. Wiy is there little or no "religion” in the Bible?
One biblical scholar has an explanation for us:

The infrequent use of "religion" in the Bible is due to the fact
that the concept of "religion" is itself alien to the core of biblical
t hought. The basic neaning of faith to the Hebrew is the concrete
response of the whole [person] to God's call and obedi ence to [ CGod' s]
command, not intellectual acceptance of a body of truth or even
correct observance of [ritual] practice.

(See "Religion" in the Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible.)

Each nmonent of daily living in a covenant relationship with the
Sovereign of creation was the plan for the Hebrew people. Their commt-
ments to God and to each other included every involvenent at hone, at work,
and in the community, all unified by private prayer or corporate worship.
Typically and regrettably, the nore bureaucratic participants over-regu-
| ated the Jewi sh comunity with too many rul es and procedures.

Reflecting the ultimate beliefs of his heritage, the faith of Jesus
was not a distinct activity of any sort; in that sense he did not have what
is conmmonly called a religion. Mreover, his |[ife was not unworldly, and
he did not mnister with the intention of just making people feel good for
a while. Jesus' legacy is neither a conpartnentalized religion nor an
over-regulated life. Hs primary mandate affecting the totality of

everyone's life was and is: "You shall love the Lord your God with all your
heart, with all your soul, and with all your mnd. This is the first and
great commandnment. And the second is like it: You shall |ove your nei ghbor
as yourself." For Christ, for you and ne, everything depends on this

"Sunmary of the Law. "

Why, then, according to today's Gospel reading, did Jesus seemto
violate the unified Iife of the covenant community? |If the Chosen People

64



were to live in conplete fellowship wwth the Lord of Creation, on what
basis could Jesus say, "G ve therefore to the enperor the things that are
the enperor's and to God the things that are God' s?" Doesn't everything
bel ong to God? Should any tribute whatsoever be paid to the non-believing
Roman enperor ruling the Holy Land?

The question whether it is lawful for a faithful Jew to pay taxes to
the enperor was an attenpt by two opposing Jew sh groups (the Pharisees and
Her odi ans) to cause problens for Jesus. Because of regional circunstances,
any specific reply would result in serious difficulties. However, his
answer was a surprising evasion of the trap. Jesus did not try to spel
out what is the enperor's and what is God's. Instead, he issued a chal -

Il enge to the commtnents and responses to various worldly clainms on
everyone's life. He left it to each person's conscience to determ ne what
is God's and what is the state's.

Anot her inplication of this Reading is frequently overl ooked. A
perfectionist would claimthat Jesus, you, and | should al ways nmake the
i deal choice, as if we were living entirely in God's community. W ought
always to refuse to pay tribute to any secular official, especially to a
pagan sovereign, and take the consequences. However, in Jesus' world, and
our own, faithful people are not citizens of ideal communities truly "under
God." We are nost likely to live with conflicting loyalties: to the
secular state as well as to God. In the particular incident of this Gospel
Readi ng, not intended as a nodel for all circunstances, Jesus conprom sed
skillfully. The inperfect setting in which he found hinself, one not fully
"under God," called for a less than ideal, evasive response. W l|earn fron
Christ's reply that following the will of God entails nore than sinplistic
obedi ence to regul ations of the Torah or clear-cut, ready idealism
Rat her, in the words of a biblical theol ogian, "D scipleship is not
attachnment to an ideal, but walking in the |ight and being |led by the
Spirit."

(See Childs, Biblical Theology of the Od and New Testanents, p. 693.)

The Bible consistently inplies that we should purge fromour |ives
any distinct activity called "religion!" The issues for the people of the
A d and New Testanents include all matters of human living. Regarding the
specific concerns of today's Gospel, Christ challenges us to discern
bet ween the necessary obligations to our secul ar government and faithful

relationships with God. In addition, you and | are rem nded that Christian
di scipleship is neither a safe haven nor a clear-cut systemof rigid, noral
solutions. Instead, we are individuals and comunities |iving sinulta-

neously in the City of God and in the Gty of Man, often with conflicting
comm tnents in anbiguous situations. The Good News of Christ includes the
freedom responsibility, challenge and grace for each of us to nake
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consci enti ous choi ces,
the Spirit. Anmen.

as we wal k boldly in the |ight,

| ed gracefully by
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