The following abbreviations are used in this texe:
BCE = before the Common Era (dates before the birth of Jesus)

¢. = circa. Means “approximately.”

CCC = Catechism of the Catholic Church (2nd ed.; Vatican: Libreria
Fditrice Vaticana, 1997)

CDF = Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith

CE = Common Era (dates after the birth of Jesus)

NJBC = R. E. Brown, ]. A. Fitzmyer, and R. E. Murphy, eds., The
New Jerome Biblical Commentary (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice

Hall, 1990}
par. = parailels. In references to the Gospels, this means that the cited

passage has parallels in one or both of the other Synoptic Gospels.

~ PBC = Ponuifical Biblical Commission
SCG = Thomas Aquinas’s Summda conird Gentiles
ST = Thomas Aquinas’s Summa Theologica

Vatican II documents

All references are to Austin Flannery, ed., Vatican Council II, vol. 1,
The Conciliar and Postconciliar Doctiments, rev. ed. (Northport, NY:

Costello Publishing Co., 1992).

DV = Dei Verbum (Dogmatic Constitution on Divine Revelation)

GS = Guudium et Spes (Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Mod-
ern World)

LG = Lumen Gentium (Dogmatic Constitution on the Church)

NA = Nostra Aetate (Declaration on the Relation of the Church ro Non-
Christian Religions)

UR = Unitatis Redincegratio (Decree on Ecumenism)
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Are Reason and Faith
Contradictory? 11

wﬂﬁ title of this book combines two terms that may see
incompatible: reason and faizh. Many people mmmEMm nm.HB
religious beliefs or faith can only be opinions and nom.nwn
tures abour the unknown and unknowable. The ve Wmnm
H_...Em ﬁ.vnnn are so many different religions (often with N&&
differing beliefs and practices) seems to prove that reli momw
beliefs lie simply in the realm of opinion, and are not o Mm ﬁm
reasonable discussion and investigation. e
..ﬂun central aim in this book is to show that reason and
Christian belief are in fact neither contradictory nor mutu-
ally exclusive. In fact, we'll argue that the two are inseparable
Wmmmcm, aided by Christian faith, reveals truths about n?w
universe and about humans that could never have been
Ewnrnm. by reason alone. Conversely, Christian faith needs
reason in order to communicate its beliefs clearly, to arrange
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those beliefs in a more systematic form, to guard it from straying into

fanaticism or errox, and o provide answers o reasonable objections 1o

those beliefs.
Specifically we will be considering Churistian theology—the

reasonable study of the Christian faith. Studies of this type have some-
times been mocked as useless cheoretical debates about such topics as
“how many angels can dance on the head of a pin.” The argument
of this book is that, on the contrary, theology is intensely practical,
because our religious beliefs (or lack of beliefs) profoundly shape the
way in which we understand the world, and thus how we act in the
world. Theology helps us to clarify what our basic religious beliefs are
(or are not}, and how these beliefs influence ail aspects of our daily life
and world.

The third word in ous title, zradition, essentially means “a way of
life” or “customs” that are passed down through the generations. We hear
che word used in many ways: a family has certain holiday traditions;
different nations and peoples have “raditional” music, dances, or food.

In this book tradition will refer to the specific way of thinking
chat is the Roman Catholic theological tradition—a way of combin-
ing reason with religious faich that has been passed down from genera-
tion to generation for two thousand years.

Tn a world full of many different religious and theological tradi-
tions, ismt it rather narrow-minded, or even mm&cm.ﬁ&. to focus on
just the Cacholic cradition? Wouldn't it be better to be more inclusive,
and study a diverse range of theological ideas?

Although we'll discuss the reasons for focusing specifically on the
Catholic tradition in more derail below (sec.s 1.11—1.13), we will here

make three quick observations:

1. Any theological thinking must be thinking within a specific theo-
fogical tradition: it is simply impossible 10 think theologicaily in
general,

5 The Catholic theological tradition has a rich, two-thousand-year-
old intellectuai and spiritual heritage that has profoundly influ-
enced Western culture {and, through Western culture, the rest of
the world): anyone wishing to gain a true understanding of the
broader culture must also consider this heritage.

3. ‘While our study focuses on Roman Catholic thought, it does not
exclude important contributions from non-Catholic thinkers (for
example, C. S. Lewis and Hans-Georg Gadamer).
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Our stady will not be a technical one, explaining in detail what
theology is, or how theology works. Rather, our approach will be
mn_mn,m certain basic theological issues and questions (for example: OmM
God’s existence be proven? Do science and religion nowz.mmmn.ﬁ o
another?) munm study how the Catholic tradition has combined mmmwm
and reason in an attempt to respond to these questions. We will also
no.:».ﬁmw some basic Christian beliefs (for example: that God is
HE:Q. that the Bible is God’s word, that people spend eterni in
either heaven or hell after death) and ask how faith and reaso &M e
in these specific beliefs. nE

Before discussing Christian cheology specifically, however, w
must first explore how reason relates to human H:%ccm Mummmm MM
general. So we begin by trying to gain 2 berrer undersranding of tha
often-strange human activity that we call “religion.” ’ m

Centrality of Religion -

If we have any desire to understand human existence, we must consid
the role of religion in people’s lives. Billions of people throu voaw HMH
world idenrify themselves as members of religious :m%ﬂmowmm the Mz.n
momoina not only of the grear religious eraditions of ?m&mﬂ. Ormm 5
anity, Islam, Hinduism, and Buddhism bur also of countless m,nmm:n o
lesser-known traditions. We have only co watch the news ow mmmmimn”
or to read the newspaper o know that religion and religious mun,mnm
play 2 central role in a variety of national and internationai issues: mrm
conflicts in the Middle East, the discussion on teaching ..n<o_:ao.: in
the public schools, the public pelicy debares on such issues as same o
marriage or abortion. B
Ar the personal, subjective level, the vast majority of humani
seems to experience some sense of the religious. Even if people mmw
not regularly attend religious services or follow an organized nnﬂ io
they A.E: certainly have been confronted with whar we call :aosmmmcswu
questions at some point. For example, when a close friend or famit
member passes away, a natural human response is to wonder :ASSM
rmv.wnwnm to my loved one? Is she in a better place? Wil H. see her
again®” As young people consider which career 1o pursue, or which
Mwm_nm_m major to mroomn. the question may arise (even if somewhat
v %MM%WO&&MWM»; mwwmmmvﬁ%own w,m my life?” or, more specifically,
. plan for my life?” Or perhaps as a couple considers
marriage, each one may wonder, “Is this the person whom I was meant
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to marry?” These questions are “religious” to the extent that they all
imply the existence of a supernatural reality—a reality completely
different from our everyday experience in this world.

People who do not identify themselves as “religious” often still
consider themselves “spiritual”—they believe in 2 “higher power” that
exists beyond the visible and tangible world, and they believe that this
“higher power gives sense and purpose to their lives.!

Erom both these general and individual considerations, it s clear
thar religion is a central dimension of human life, and thus an impor-

tant subject of study-

Religion: Encounter
with the Transcendent 13

We will try now to define the term veligion a little more closely. We
commonly refer to Buddhism, Hinduism, Judaism, Christianity, and
Tslam as religions; we can also refer to Lakota religion, Hopi religion,
or the religious traditions of various indigenous groups throughout
the world. We speak, too, of ancient Greek, Roman, or Babylonian
religions. But it is difficult to identify what it is, exactly, that makes all
these religions. What do they all have in common?

Clearly it is not just a belief in God. While adherents of Juda-
ism, Christianity, and Islam are monotheists (believers in one God),
¢he ancient Grecks were polytheists (believers in many gods), and
other traditions speak not of gods but of spirits or other supernatural
beings. While Buddhism accepts the existence of gods and spirits, the
Buddha himself focused not on these supernatural powers but on the
ability of humans to achieve a state of being known as Nirvana. So
once again we face the quesdion, “Is there a common link that unites
all these various beliefs?”

In his classic study The Idea of the Floby. Rudolf Otro claims to
have found that common link.? Otto identifies the primary source of
all religious feeling in the common fuiman encounter with what he
calls “the numinous.” The Christian writer C. S. Lewis summarizes

Otos conceps well:

Suppose that you were cold that there was a tiget in the next room:
you would know that you wete in danger and would probably feel
fear. But if you were told “There is a ghost in the next room,” and
believed it, you would feel, indeed, what is often called fear, but
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of a different kind. It would not be based on the knowledge of
n_wwmﬁ,. for no one is primarily afraid of what 2 ghost ma Mwo T
him, but of the mere facr that it is 2 ghost. . . . Now M“ .
that you were told simply, “There is a mighty spirit in the HMMMMM
and believed it. Your feeling would then be even less like the m -
fecling of danger; bur the disturbance would be profound Mnn
would feel wonder and 2 cerrain shrinking— a sense of mﬂw%. amo:
to cope with such a visitant and of prostration before it . . AWEMM

feeling may be deseri
escribed as awe, and the obj i
R obiect which excites i
the Numinous.? m e

Otto himself uses the Latin phrase mysterium tremendum et fasci
MM mwame his Ew.&naﬁmn%mm of the numinous. Mysterium RmthMM
: MB.‘M MM.JN oHrMn : somerhing we experience as completely different
inary human knowledge and experience. Temendum ref
to the overwhelming power of the numinous presence: people b ne
mnﬁo&.\ aware of their human limirations and can oswm _.mmnm b M.Mm.ﬁm ‘
o their knees in worship. Otto Hllustrazes this term with %owvmu_wwmm
M.Eﬁmynm When Moses encounters God in the burning bush, “Mos
id his face, for he was afraid to look at God” (Exod 3:6), Afeer Jesus
wwn_ mﬁ.mondmm a miracle, Simon Perer “fell ar the wmnn.u H.um umﬁ. .FEM
said, ‘Depart from me, Lord, for | am a sinful man™ {Luke m.Mwam -
o mrM:n the mvsummco:m is also %&E.xwxhln it attracts a person in spite
persons fear and dread. This double reaction can be illu
MMMMQM_.WMM Hnnmnn.ﬂ that s‘moﬁ @Qmw_w, even while experiencing moaﬂ
; cted to, and even fascinat i
www.mso.nﬁm_ accounts. At more mnémowmm _NWQWWHMWMMMMM%MWG?Q
anx“ in the Christian’s desire for the beatific vision of God ( m.w.nm?
God “face-to-face”™) and in the Buddhist’s desire for Nirvana mnmwnm
state of pure peace and biiss that is beyond all human lan e and
£ven conception.- Bunge and
” MWMOHWQ scholar of ﬁchﬂ Hmmmmosm, Mircea Eliade, agrees that all
H.mmmﬁ Mm m_. M.MM Moﬁn%%s anwm in a realm of otherworldly, numinous
e calls the sacred”), one that is distiner from the
. . .
M%WWMMrmﬂwmmwmub”hww”w@wwmw.AAw,n_wmwoam use this distincrion to
e {such as
places in nature where the numinous may VMnMﬂM”:NWHMW MMMmoBm
m.wum space (all other places of ordinary human activiry); the &M.HM-
time into sacred time (such as special times of year Emmﬁ_m muwm,nﬁw”mm

and religious rituals) and prof: i i
g B profane time (all other times of ordinary

5
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As a general term 10 cover both Otto's concept of the numinous
and Bliade’s concept of the sacred, we chall use the word transcendent
to refer to a reality that transcends natural, everyday human experi-
ence. The belief in the transcendent is at the heart of all religions.

3

The ._._.msmnmsmm:ﬂ Horizon
of Human Nature

The Catholic theologian Karl Rahner argues that the experience
of transcendence is found not only in special encounters with the
numinous, but also in the very structufe of the human person
himself.5 In every human experience, we are aware not only of our
own human limitations but, at the same time, of the possibility of
rranscending those limitations. Our basic human experiences point
ond themselves to a “rranscendent horizon.” Let’s consider a

bey
hypothetical example.
Jeff claims to be a complete skeptic: he denies that any absolute,

objective truth exists. “Tpuch” is really only based on people’s percep-
tions. Every society, he insists, has had its own subjective opinions
abour truth, and the stronger of MOre ruthless sociery usually imposes
its own version of truth on the weaker.

But notice the logical problem in Jeff’s analysis: if Jeffs state-
meat, “There is no such thing as orut » is true, then there is at least
one statement (Jeff’s) that is in face true. But if Jeff’s starement is true,
then Jeff’s claim (“there is no trus ") makes no sense. By the very act
of denying truth, Jeff in fact shows that absolute truth must exist.

As humans, we realize that our own thinking and opinions will
always be limited (whether because of our prejudices, lack of knowl-
edge, or limited experiences). But at the same time, we are also aware
chat it is necessary for this absolute cruth to exist, or we would never
be able to think at all. How else would we know that our grasp of
truth is limited, unless we tad a sense of an absclute crath? With

this intimation, this glimpse into absolute truth, a person transcends
himself— he knows that there is an absolute horizon of truth that is
infinitely beyond his (or any other humar’s) knowledge and control.
He becomes aware of the transcendent.

Ler’s consider another example. In Clara’s studies of social sciences
such as psychology or sociology, she becomes aware of the great influ-
ence that outside forces have on human personality. Psychology, for

ok
&,
o
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MMMMMMMW Mwwim her WMQ %_..omocm&% a childhood trauma may affect an
. riences and choices. She learns from sociologi

momﬁm..m studies that a child’s capacity to learn Bmwowwowmm JM“MWHMNW
the child is raised in an impoverished or insecure owinosmpwmn e

. Clara herself was raised in a poor neighborhood pia .c d b

crime and violence, and she suffered childhood traumas vmwm M 4
wgmﬁ ﬂrwmm Mﬁmmmsﬁmm have influenced her deeply—yet .mn %ﬁ MMHMM
ime, she knows that these facrors, and an i

do not define her. The very fzct that WWSwn“w“wmmmwmwmmmnﬁw?
experiences, analyze them, and leasn from them shows thar she an
transcended them. Despite the very real difficulties, she is free to se
zbove these limitations. In Rahner’s terms, she WSW realized meH_, p”

her fre
edom to respond to these traumatic events, her life is ope
a transcendent horizon. pen e

Meaning and Transcendence 15

The - .
B Nﬂ.mom&‘ religious questions that we mentioned in section
H. —"“What is the purpose of my life?” or, “Is this the person whom
was m " i
L eant ﬁontunQ. —are questions about meaning, and they are
: y transcendent questions. They presume that life has a meanin
eyond itself. #
Man i
) _H»nmnmuﬁ common, m<owvw~nmm% expressions also presuppose that [ife has
ent meaning, A common res
. . ponse o an unpleasant
2 ; . or even
o mwﬁ event may be, “Everything happens for a reason.” An often
pear response to a disappointment is, “T guess it wasn meant to be.”
p it is true that a certain event “wast’t meant to be,” it can only be r .
it some ki i : s
kind of transcendent plan exists that shapes whethe
occur or not. L
Am doe g N TT
p o ore philosophically inclined individual might ask if life itself
s a1 nmm:sm, a purpose, or is human life simply a random collec
n o i i
fo mvzwm s, zmwzmw mwm organs that, through blind chance, evolved
to think about itself? (We will di
? (We will i ion |
chapier £ discuss this question in
e GEM @:nmﬁomm mwvocm meaning is an essential human charac
ic, and a central function of igi ;
any religious tradition i i
to provide believers wi it
s with a sense of meani
ing. Thus the h
© pre \ : : person who
e nters the numinous is not left with only fear and terror, bur
n " . - - ?
o m mmm.m.gnm an orientation and a mission that help to make sense
aily life. To return to Oto’s examples, after Moses’ encounter with
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God, Moses is sent to free his people from Egypt; after his encounter
with Jesus, Peter is sent out as an apostle. Eliade describes how sacred
space and time give structure and meaning to the basic worldview of
a religious people. The discovery of a sacred space, for example, can

@e

be conceived as the fixed reference point that “is equivalent to the

creation of the world.”®

All societies have asked questions about the basic meaning of life;
countless millions have asked and continue to ask questions abour the
meaning of their individual fives. The question is a rranscendent one,
since it is oriented toward ultimate meaning, 2 meaning transcending
the meaning any individual person or group can give to human life.
For the religious person, this rranscendent realm gives everyday life

its meaning.

Right, Wrong, and Transcendence =

The first past of C. S. Lewis’s book Mere Christianity is entitied, “Right
and Wrong as 2 Clue to the Meaning of the Universe.”” Lewis points
out that all humans of every culture have the same basic sense of right
and wrong. Of course some details vary, but all cultures share the basic
sense that such things as lying, stealing, and committing adulrery are
rruly wrong, not just wrong in the opinion of some people. Even when
people do lie or steal, they almost always try @ rationalize or justify
their behavior— thus proving that they accept the common standards
of right and wrong, bur are simply arguing that their particular behav-
ior qualifies as an exception. Lewis calls this common set of ethical
standards the “Moral Law.”

What is the ultimate source of this Moral Law? Lewis shows that
individual societies could not simply have invented it—or else how
could we explain why the basic ethical standards of the ancient Egyp-
tians, ancient Chinese, medieval Europeans, and modern Americans
are essentially the same? Nor can the Moral Law simply be based on
instinct, because our natural instincts are often contradictory. When
another person is in danger, for example, we have 2 natural instinct 1o
help a fellow human being, but we also have a namral instinct for self-
preservation that functions to prevent us from helping, Some would

argue that the rules of the Moral Law were simply invented in order
to prevent chaos in society. Bur if this was so, why would anyone fol-
low themn, unless they happened to benefic that individual personally?
Why should the individual care about society as a whole?
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Mrn Moral Law, Lewis concludes, can only come from a tran
scen i i i !
ent source. We did nor invent it, but we feel obligated 1o obey it

mcﬁ“: srmmw We Tnﬂm&ﬂ M..:ﬂ H\Ng wWe mﬂm@ AVMLMMM £ [0 rat wn:wmwuw\ﬂ Of :m.ﬁm*w\
3
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Experiences of Transcendence

WF
Nmammmum.m_\os have stood ourside in the evening, watching a sunser. The
air i i i .

&mwnwc mmmm cool, the light on the distant horizon is streaked with a
@r ma% soft colors. A feeling of infinite peace comes over you. But
w e nw ing only lasts a moment—a child asks you a question, you
H Mmm the mmmzr& of m_ﬂ airpiane overhead, you recall a bill you forgot

pay, and the spell is broken. B
. Bur you have had an experi
e P xperience of
: M transcendent—a sense of peace and beauty that does not seem to

e om% 10 everyday reality, but rather seems to point beyond it
e r wmwﬂ%m you have held your newborn baby in your arms for the
: M..Bmw.. s you first gaze upon his little face, you are overwhelmed
sw. w_.wn ﬁmmm of unlimited love and a sense of responsibility for this

mE 1] - ’
e _um M. course you are familiar with the biological facts of how

is baby was conceived and bor i

n, and yer biology canno i
. : t describe or
eve i
nw.m WMWE to explain the experience of first seeing and holding your
: ild. You MR overcome with the wonder of a new life thar you did

ot i

&nmnmﬂwwm@ ut mrmn was w:&: 0 you as a gift. Babies are commonly
ribed as “small miracles”—an ex i is si
. pression that is simply one wa
i of
uying ro define realities that touch on the transcendent, beyo &%
normai reality. e
At i
. m:ﬂnm the Mxmumzmsnn of the transcendent can take the form of
atisfaction with this world, re i
, restiessness, a longing fo i
disa . ging for somethin
mr , momﬁn%u:.m better. We are often frustrared with our lack of &umm

%., M noﬂfgmmmnmﬁn with others, to find meaning in our schooling or
ork, to find peace in our family i

amily life. Nor does this dissatisfacei

. is dissatisfaction

come only when we are fru X

strated or unhappy. It al i

. It also comes precisel

when we are content, when life i Foments

,» when life is good. It is af
. Tt is afeer those m

o ‘ oments

en M& experience the best of whar life can offer us—love, beauty,
eac oy~ _ :

mmmn M, eep joy that we often find ourselves longing for more. These
€x] i .
priet Wn%nmnmm of happiness seem to awaken within us a desire
mething on a completely diff
erent scale: perfect i ;
perfect, eternal peace. d  faeting loves

- The great Christian theologian Augustine (354-430) describes

experience of longing and desire with these words, “Our hearts
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. same drive is apparent in our experience of an ethical law demanding
right behavior, and in cur restless desire for deep, lasting peace and
perfect joy.

How can we explain this universal thirst for the transcendent?
Various sociological or psychological reasons have been suggested.
Karl Marx (1818-1883) believed that religion was a man-made
illusion that functioned to keep the oppressed working classes in a

- passive state: religion, said Marx, was “the opium of the people.”®
Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) argued that religious beliefs arose as
civilizarions projected their need for a protective father-figure onto
the supernatural realm.”

Bur such explanations are far wo simplistic. Neither Marx nor
Freud addressed a basic question: why do huwmans insistently seck meaning
beyond the boundaries of this world? We can agree with Marx that humans
can become alienated because of oppressive economic conditions, but
why would they seck escape from these conditions in 2 transcendent
realm? We can agree with Freud that humans have a deep desire for
security, but why seek thar security in an unseen transcendent realm?

Commenting on the unquenchsble desire for the transcendent,
Lewis concludes, “Creatures are not born with desires unless sarisfac-
tion for those desires exists. A baby feels hunger: well, there is such a
thing as food. A duckling wants ro swim: well, there is such a thing as
water. Men feel sexual desire: well, there is such a thing as sex. If I find
in myself a desire which no experience in this world can satisfy, the
most probable explanation is that T was made for another world "

We have good reason, then, to take the world of the franscendent
seriously as an object of study.

An- elderly man. viskes up ‘suddenly  oceasio
i the rriddie of the night; thinkir
abgut an old frignd with s._no he
K¢ lost contact. He canniot g agk. -
fo sfaep, 5o he redids some magazine
géts a diink, arid finally -gog Back
to: bied ~all the while still<thinking
o His. friénd: and-vionidering how he
" isd :@.__.j..H.Wmﬂ.&u.ﬁmmmw &' calls his -
{iaiids dsters TS0 glad yourcalled,
jfn; “Johin just passed dway

ial-explanati
‘séngible response |

Warid War Il; a-worrian lost thiee
wiio were serving as soldiers. On

eadl

i i » (Confessions 1.1.1). Even the
ce restiess until they rest in thee, O Lor { . c
Mﬂramﬁ philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900) knew this long

- 149 B
ing; in his most famous work, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, the line .Em joy
i - -
wants eternity~—wants deep, deep eternity” is repeated several times.

Religious m_ﬁc%mm and Theology 1.0
The Reality of the Transcendent 18 .

Let’s review our discussion so far. All recorded societies have vnmmﬁ& .#D
the reality of a transcendent realm. They have described chis H&Bw in
different ways: as Nirvana, heaven, the gods of Mount Olympus. Buc
ave agreed that a realm beyonrd everyday,

. ries b
in every case, these societies : 4
visible, rangible realicy does exist, and that this transcendent realm

absolutely crucial for giving everyday rmn. its meaning. dene
We have identified that same drive toward the anmn@ww ;
in
in our experiences of truth and freedom, beauty and mc4w, mﬂ.ﬁr
periences that defy rational explanation. 1hat

We may identify two general approaches to the study of the transcen-
dent or of beliefs in the transcendent. The first approach has many
labels: history of religions, philosophy of religions, comparative religions,
or simply refigious studies (the term we will use), The religious studies
scholar focuses on the human religious experience as a specific field
of academic study. A common procedure is to gather data on as many
religions as possible throughout history and the world and then study
and interpret this dara, focusing especially on beliefs and practices
shared by all religious traditions. Eliade’s The Sacred and the Profane

is a classic work in this discipline: from his studies of a variery of
certain mysterious ex
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religions, Eliade identifies common beliefs (such as the division of the
world into the sacred and profane) and common practices (such as
rituals marking sacred times) that provide us with great insight info
the nature of religion as a human activity.

In religious studies, however, the question of the truth or the real-
ity of the transcendent is generally not allowed to arise. The religious
studies scholar may either (explicitly or implicidy) deny the reality
of the transcendent realm, or may simply “bracket out” the question
of its existence as irrelevant. In general it would be understood as 2
serious fault if religious studies scholars were to let personal convic-
tions intrude into their work: the goal of the discipline is to describe
religious phenomena as objectively as possible.”!

The theologian, however, takes seriously the reality of the tran-
scendens—we have already discussed some of the reasons for doing
so. From the theological poine of view, persons who study the nature
of reality in general, or of human nature in particular, while denying
or ignoring the transcendent dimension can achieve only a very lim-
ited, if not distorted, view of reality and humanity. The vast majority
of humanity has believed that a grasp of the transcendent dimension
of reality is essential for correct understanding.

Persons who ke the theological approach, however, obviously
must operate from within 2 specific faith tadidon. We have already
pointed out that different religions conceive of the transcendent realm
differently: the realm of the gods, the spirits, of the one God, of
Nirvana, By definition, then, a particular theologian must work
within the belief system of one of the tradicions.

The Role of Reason in Theology 140

1t would be  serious error, however, conclude from our comparison
that the religious studies scholar is working in an objective academic
discipline, while the theologian is working with subjecsive religious
beliefs and opinions. The theologian insists that in taking seriously the
cruth of the transcendent realm he is working with 2 broader and truer
vision of reality than those who deny or ignore this realm.

The very word theology gives us further insight into the task of this
discipline. In Greek, theos means God or a god; the related adjective
theios refers to divine things. The root word logos means essentially a
“study” or “disciplined use of reason.” This sense should be familiar
from such English words as biology: the study of life.
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Thus theology is the reasonable, or rational, study of the divi
As an academic discipline, theology insists on the disciplined, rigo "
use of reason. The essential difference berween it and other wommm e
disciplines thus lies not so much in its methodology as in it MH.En
marter. Theology insists on the reasonable examination of 2/ m Ma i
both this-worldly and transcendent, T

Access to the transcendent, however, cannot come directl
nrmommr reason. It can come only through faith, but through a mﬁﬂw
that is reasonable. Clarifying just what faith is, and showin ﬂo faith
is refared to reason, are two topics central to our book. s

Thinking within a Faith Tradition kil

Is nn:.mmosm studies a more objective and scientific discipline than theol
ogy, since theology limits itself to one particular faith eradition éWM-
religious studies seeks to include all religious traditions in its mﬁz.m 2 )
In his book Truth and Method, the philosopher Hans-Geor Mma-
amer argues that while the scientific method (observation Eﬁmnﬁam
%.o_.mgmao? testing) is appropriate for understanding and mﬂ,&mmu truth
in the nawral sciences, truth and understanding are artained mbm fu
damentally different way in fields of study such as art, histo om MM..
WOmowE‘.u.m Gadamer insists that real truth and true :uwnmﬂmhwms ; w .
just omu.mm_oa@ could be artained in these latter fields— it simply nowmmm
be mﬁmﬁm& by employing methods appropriate to the natural sciences
Let’s consider the discipline of history, for example. A historic w
event, by definition, cannot be replicated in the laboratory and ien
tifically tested by the historian. We can know about a Emwwmin& MQQT
only through the testimony of eyewitnesses, written monaﬁnmﬂa&nﬂ
perhaps through archacological evidence. But even these res rces
cannot be understood directly. They can only be inter m.mﬁmM E.QM
interpretations are not privatized, but are based on a Wﬁ&&w mnm
“annmwm:mmnm. MNMT nation, each social group, has developed nm“mwum
ys of understanding hi i
ways of undersrandin M ’ “M”Mmm.rmﬁ shape the understanding of each
: H.WM same type om. understanding applies also to philosophical
exts. The Western philosophical tradirion, for example, shapes the
MMQ ém%.ﬁwmﬂ Mnommn within Western cultures think mwoaun 9@@%9.&.
: mﬂ.w way in éwpnr. Westerners think about good and evil, cause wmm
mnr and even science and religion have been shaped by thinkers such
as Plato, Aristotle, Thomas Aquinas, or Descartes. When people study -
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a philesophical text, for example, they cannot pretend to be scientifi-
cally objective and neutral observers. They mast be aware of the fact
chat the way in which they perceive and understand reality has already
been fundamentally shaped by a particular cradition.

Let us use a hypothetical example to show how Gadamer’s insights
mighrt apply o understanding wichin the Christian theological tradi-
tion. Jane, a college freshman, comes from a Christian background,
but she ist't a churchgoer and does not consider herself to be particu-
larly religious. One Friday night she receives a phone call teiling her
that her best friend Maureen has been illed in a car crash. A thousand
thoughts and emotions begin 1o race through Jane’s mind: shock, dis-
belief, confusion, anges, perhaps guilt. Some of her thoughts take a
theological turn: Where was God when the accident happened? How
could God take Maureen’s life when she was still so young? Why does
God allow such terrible things t¢ happen? She is angry with God, but
at the same time feels guilty about her anger. She feels that she should
pray, but can’t think what o say.

~Iane’s questions and emotions are complex—-but the first point

o notice is that simply by asking these questions, Jane already takes
for granted several fundamental theological beliefs. She assames, first
of all, that there is one God, rather than many gods or other spiricual
powers. Further, she assumes some knowledge about this God’s char-
acteristics. When she wonders why God did not prevens the accident,
she seems to assume that God s all powerful, that God can control ali
events in the world.

Jane also seems 10 assume that God is generally kind and caring
roward humans, because some of her confusion and anger arises from
the apparent contradiction berween God’s goodness and the fact that
a tragic event oceurred in a world she assumes is controlied by 2 good,
all-powerful God.

Where do Jane’s assumptions originate? As we said, Jane does not
atrend chusch regularly and does not have a formal religious educa-
tion. She may have received some religious ideas from her parents or
other close family members. As she grew older, she was also no doubt
influenced by ideas she picked up in school, from her own reading, or
simply from everyday interactions with friends and other peers.

Bur where did her family, peers, and ceachers pick up their reli-
gious ideas? The short answer is: from the Christian tradition, ot
more precisely, the Judeo-Christian rradition.!? Through thousands of
years of history, Jewish and Christian theological ideas have spread in
myriad ways through many nations in the world and have shaped the
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nrmu.wm:mu directly or indirectly, of billions of people, includin y
family, peers, teachers, community, culture—and &ﬁwm Jane ?nw Hm,;am
If Jane had been raised in a different tradition, she SocmMnr.
m.ucsm different answers; in fact, she would have mwme differen .
tions. If she had been raised in a Buddhist tradition, for exam MM M@M;
would not have raised the same questions and assum mmosw mmu .
the :”La of the one God in the accident. Of course mrw.&oui vozm
experienced the same basic human emotions of shock and sadness Mcn
the way in which she reflected on her friend’s death would hav W -
shaped by such traditional Buddhist conceprs as reincarnati i mM:
idea of rebirth into another life) and Nirvana. won (the
Our conclusion, then, is that all thinking in fields such as theol
ogy must be guided by a particular tradition—Jane cannort, at M.‘
same time, accept the Christian belief that Maureen is in rnm.w : M
the Buddhist belief that Maureen will be reborn in 2,5% :.nw o
according to her ievel of karma. o ffeform
Gadamer of course realizes thar individuals are not shaped
pletely E\. a tradition burt also have the freedem to ngmwwnw:moﬂ-
abourt their own tradition. Based on their personal experiences mmm .
wsoémmn_mw from cutside 2 particular tradition, individuals mighs CM :
tion certain aspects of the particular tradition that shaped mvmma w_ .
.mom. nxmw.bm_nv might question the traditional view that God is u: mmM
in the light of her friend’s seemingly senseless death. In this mnmwmwo
Om&wmﬂnh speaks of a “fusion of horizons”— Jane allows the view, i
(horizon) of the traditional views to interact with the msamaﬁwm&moSM
her own horizon (her own personal point of view), Deeper and e
understanding arises through the merging of the ro.anomw e
But Gadamer’s point is that even in questionin m.. traditi
person should be aware thar the very questions and ﬂrm way in MMm M
mwmnmm mcnmaowm are asked have already been deeply mnmmmsnwm by ﬂmw_nmﬂ
M_mm MMMP W%Maow simply cannot ﬁu_unom.nv the basic questions of the
g of life except by means of a particular tradition.

Christian Tradition
in a Pluralistic World sy
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only way to understand that realm i i
e e m is to approach it through a specific
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Thus the study of any religious tradition—especially the study
of the major religious traditions (like Judaism, Islam, or Hinduaism)
that have influenced and shaped the thoughts and actions of countless
millions of people—would be of enormous benefit for enlarging our
understanding of the human being and indeed of realiry irself.

Why then choose the Christian theologital tradition? The reasons
are many. The tradition itself is two thousand years old (not counting
its deep roots in the Jewish tradition) and has produced, and con-
rinues to produce, a rich theological reflection on the franscendent.
Christian theological ideas have deeply influenced every aspect of
Western culture, and many non-Western cultures as well. Because the
Christian tradition is closely relaced, historically and theologically. to
the Jewish and Muslim tradicions, the study of Christian theology can
shed light on these other traditions as well.

Catholic Christian Tradition 133

Vet the Christian tradition includes within irself a vast variety of more
specific traditions. There are various Orthodox tradicions, the Roman
Carholic tradition, traditions arising from the Protestant Reforma-
tion, and many more. Gadamer’s point abour tradition applies here
as well: on many basic theological questions, it is not possible to think
theologically in a generically Christian way. Theologians, in the ques-
tions they ask and in the way they ask them, will always be shaped by
a particular Christian cradition. This book, then, looks at Christian
theology primarily through the lens of the Roman Catholic tradition,
since that is the tradition of the author. Of course Roman Catholic
theology itseif is varied and vast, and I am painfully aware of my own
limitations of knowledge and understanding in trying to present even
an outline of it. My best hope is chat this book will encourage readers
to their own decper study of the tradidon.

The book, however, is not limited to the specifically Roman
Catholic theological cradition—already in this chapter we have
referred several rimes to C. S. Lewis, an Anglican. In this sense, the
booK's approach is also “catholic” (note the lowercase ¢)—taking the
word catholic in its basic sense of describing what is “general” or “uni-
versal” in the Christian tradition.

Since it is impossible to cover the entire Catholic Christian eradi-
dion, T have chosen to focus on a central theme of the tradition: the
relationship between reason and faith. I hope to show that serious study
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of the relationship berween faith and reason within the Catholic (and
ero.m& tradition leads not to poindess pseudoknowledge about an Mm
nmm.:n_wm on pins, but 1 a deeper, truer, more beauriful, and more mmm&ma
fying view of the world than can be obtained through reason alone.

Questions about the Text

1. Whart is meant by mranscendens?

2. How can religion be understood as the human encounter with
the rranscendent?

3. What is meant by theology?

4. How does the academic discipline of religious studies differ from
the academic discipline of theology?

. 3
5. Describe Otto’s concept of the numinous and Eliade’s concept of
the sacred.

m. ﬁ&.ﬂ &OGM Hﬂwwﬂﬁmn mean ~vw Hmwﬂ tra _Mﬁﬂm:mﬂ 131 _—:u zon AL u— iman
b

7. &S.&.M monm Lewis mean by the “Moral Law,” and why does he sa
that it is a signal of the transcendens? ’

8. Explain how the universal experience of transcendence in human

culture and in human nature suggests the actual existence of a
transcendent realm.

9. Explain Gadamer’s claim that truth in artistic, historical, philo-

momur_nwr or religious experience can only be attained by followin
a certain tradition. s

Discussion Qtuestions

IR R

1. Have you had a personal experience of the rranscendent?

2. Do you think that alf igi i
people ask religious (or spiritual i
at some point in their lives? ¢ pirieaal) questions

W UO %OC a ir i v 1 & Eransc
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4, isti
What are some characteristics that all religions seem to share?
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