Faith and Reason

Gregory Baum

“Ever since the creation of the world, God'sinvisible nature and
eternal power, has been clearly perceived in the things that have
been made.” (Romans 1:20)

Thisfamous verse from Paul’ s Letter to the Romans has been interpreted in
two antithetical ways. Somereadershave argued that Paul hererecognizesthat
people, thanks to the gift of reason they have received, are ableto recognize
that thereisaGod. Even outsideof | srael, thenationsknew thislong beforethe
gospel was preached to them. They recognized that the world had not made
itself; they reasoned, therefore, that it must have been made by anintelligent,
transcendent power. Reason is understood here as a friend of faith.
Intelligence hel ps people to become believers.

Other readers of Romans 1:20 have interpreted this passage quite
differently. They read it in the light of the following verse, Romans 1:21,
whichsays, “Althoughthey knew God, they did not honor him asGod or give
thanksto him; they became futilein their thinking and their senseless minds
were darkened. Claiming to be wise, they becamefools. So they are without
excuse.” According to these readers, the Apostle here claimsthat, abstractly
speaking, human reason could come to the knowledge of God, but that,
concretely speaking, the exercise of reason has been distorted by the sin, the
inherited sin, that marks the whole of human existence. Here reason is
understood as ‘the wisdom of the flesh’ that leads people away from God.
Intelligenceisnot a friend of faith but its competitor or even its enemy.

Both these apparently antithetical interpretations may possibly be
correct: reason may be both a friend and an enemy of faith. This sounds
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paradoxical, but paradoxical discourse is often an appropriate way of
communicating religioustruth.

Does this debate about reason and faith concern us as theologians in the
present age? Doesit deal with questionsraisedintoday’ sworld?When secular
people look at the Solar Temple, the suicide cult that made the news a few
years ago, they find this cult totally irrational. They say these believers must
have been crazy. And what do these secular people see when they look at the
Christian church?What if they say that Christian believersarea soirrational ?
Why might they say this? Because Christians trust in something called God
that may not exist at all. What should we reply to such secular people? Should
wesay, No, no, wearenot likethe Solar Temple: our faithisnot irrational ?Or
should we say instead, Y es, you are quite right, our faith cannot be defended
by rational arguments?

L et me posethese questionsin abroader way. Should Christiansengage
in dialogue with non-believersin a rational search for common values and
cooperation? Or must Christians mistrust the intelligence of non-believers
because they still sit in darkness waiting for the light? Should we cooperate
with theworld on the basis of acommon intelligence? Or should weremain
aloof fromtheworld, blinded asitisby itssin? Theseareimportant theol ogical
guestions. They have been answered by Christians in different ways,
depending —in part at least —on their historical situation.

How did St. Paul deal withthisissueon hisvisitto Athens? In Acts17
:16-32 we find Paul standing on the Areopagus, the forum, in conversation
with Epicurean and Stoic philosophers. They say to him, “Y ou bring some
strangethingsto our ears: wewish to know what thesethingsmean.” Thecult
of aGod who resurrected the man Jesus seemed irrational to them. Thisishow
Paul replied to them: Religious people and many philosophers of your own
cultureacknowledgetheexistence of divinity. They know that thedeity exists,
but they are ignorant of what this God is like. Christians believe that this
incomprehensible Godhead has revealed itself in amazing events that
culminateinthelife, death, and resurrection of Jesus. Accordingto Actssome
of the philosophers mocked Paul’ s explanation, while others said, “We will
hear you again about this.”

Speakingin Athens, the Apostlearguesthat reason, at least inthe Greek
philosophical tradition, is capable of acknowledging the realm of the spirit
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sustained by divinity. In his conversation with the Athenian philosophers,
Paul does not identify human reason with the * wisdom of theflesh’ that leads
us astray and keeps us away from God. Reason, Paul here suggests, isahelp
to belief. Intelligence is a stepping stone or aladder leading up to faith.

Many early Christian theologianswere greatly impressed by the Greek
philosophical tradition. Why? Because its great thinkers offered rational
arguments for the existence of divinity, for the unity of humankind, for the
spiritual nature of the human person, and for theimperativefor avirtuouslife.
The theologians of antiquity praised reason as a friend of faith. For them,
‘Faith and reason are like two wings on which the human spirit rises to the
contemplation of thetruth’ —thisisinfact aquotationfrom Pope John Paul 11’ s
recent circular letter on Faith and Reason.

At the same time, the same theologians of antiquity denounced the
practiceof theancient pagan civilization, itsidol atry, itsoppressive structures,
itsloveof pomp and pleasure, its pride and sense of superiority. Theseancient
theologians held that this unholy practice, guided by a distorted rationality,
stood under God’ sjudgment. At the end of the fourth century, St. Augustine
even foresaw the collapse of the Roman Empire and its civilization.

We notice here a curious paradox reminding us of St. Paul’s double
message. On the one hand, the dominant public culture of antiquity isseen as
shot through with error and evil, but on the other hand, a minority current
within this civilization is regarded as the bearer of great wisdom. Reason
associated with the dominant culture is distorted and leads people astray,
while a deeper form of reason, mediated by a minority trend, is a guide to
wisdom and astepping stonetofaith. Becauseaculturehasmany levels, it can,
at oneand the sametime, mediatetothe public at large both the wisdom of the
flesh’ that leadsto perdition and the ‘ wisdom of thespirit’ that leadstothetrue
and the good.

L et me now turn to our own civilization. One obviousway in which modern
thought differsfromthe philosophy of antiquity and themiddle agesistheloss
of metaphysical confidence. In moderntimes, reason hasincreasingly focused
on the empirical world and assumed its incompetence in matters spiritual .
Modern thinkers often distinguish between science, which provides certain
knowledge, and philosophical thought, which offers only opinions. Modern
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thought here deviates from the classical tradition which, as we just saw,
provided certain knowledge of the existence of a spiritual world.

The concentration of modern thinkers on the material world has also
affected their understanding of ethics. Many philosophers, especialy in the
British tradition, regard human beings as oriented by nature toward the
struggle for survival and the enhancement of their material conditions. This
view differsradically fromthethought of theclassical Greek philosophersfor
whom humans were, by their very nature, oriented towards the true and the
good. For the modern thinkers, people are essentially self-seeking, and to be
ethical, under these circumstances, meansto seek one' sadvantageinthemost
rational manner. Thisis called enlightened self-interest. Instead of aiming at
short-range benefits, the enlightened person opts for what is of advantageto
him or herinthelong run. Thisutilitarian ethicsis, infact, thedominant moral
philosophy of modern society. It goes hand in hand with the modern practice
of the self-promotion of individual sand hencewith the competition of all with
al. The image or symbol of human living is here no longer the pacified
community but the competitive market.

Thepurposeof offering thisanalysisisto shed light on the suspicion of
reason entertained by the original L utherans and Mennonitesin the sixteenth
century. They had a keen sense of the direction taken by the emerging
modernity: self-centeredness and self-promotion. This modern project was
guided by a rationality that did not deserve to be respected. Since modern
reason blessed individualism and materialism, it could not betrusted, eveniif
it claimed to demonstrate the existence of God. Luther put it rather crudely:
reason, hesaid, acted likeawhore: it went to bed with any manwho paid well.

Y et the paradoxical situation we found in the writings of Paul and in
Christian antiquity may also be true of modern civilization. The dominant
cultureand in it, the dominant form of reason, isindeed blind to the spiritual
world. Maodern techno-scientific rationality is not open to God. The type of
reasoning that rules the world militates against Christian faith. Mennonites
and Protestantswere quite right when they were suspiciousof thisreason. Y et
a the same time — and this is the paradox — there also exists in modern
civilization a deeper cultural current, a minority tradition, sustained by
religiousthinkersand philosopherswho have awider understanding of reason
and offer rational arguments for the existence of a spiritual world. For them
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intelligenceisa friend of faith. Herereason servesasastepping stoneor ladder
leading up to faithin God' s Word.

Let me say a few words about modern thinkers who think that
intelligencesupports Christian faith. They represent aminority trend. Typical
of most of them isthat they focus on peopl€e’ sinner experiences. They have
sympathy for St. Augustineg’ sadvice: “ Do not wander far and wide but return
into yourself. Deep within the human heart, there dwells the truth.” The
modern thinkers of whom | speak recognize that despite the awful things
people do to one another, many retain amoral conscience, acommitment to
love and solidarity, and ayearning for ajust and peaceful world. They carry a
utopiawithin their hearts. Some maodern thinkers marvel at this. What, they
ask, istheorigin of thismoral experience?How isit that inaworld dominated
by the lust for power and wealth, people arrive at such profound ethical
convictions, convictionsthat are morereal to them thantheknowledgederived
from science? This can only be explained if, in their conscience, people hear
a spiritual call, a transcendent summons, a divine imperative. Rational
reflection on this ethical experience assures these modern thinkers of the
reality of aspiritual realm. Reason applied to ethical experienceopensthedoor
to metaphysics. Intelligenceis here afriend of faith.

| wish to give one example of atwentieth-century secular thinker, the
German philosopher Max Horkheimer, who shared this intense ethical
conviction and who almost cameto believein God. Philosophers of antiquity
and the middle ages thought that human wisdom began with astonishment
over the beauty and wonders of the universe. They marvelled at the harmony
of the spheres. By contrast, Horkheimer was incapable of marvelling at the
world. All hislife he was deeply troubled by the injusticesin the world, the
suffering inflicted upon innocent people, and the death-dealing mal-
distribution of wealthand power intheglobal society. Hisentire philosophical
work dealt with the irrationality of the world. He did not marvel at the
universe, but sorrowed over the human situation in which the strong are
victorious over the weak. For him, the beginning of thought was not wonder
but outrage. He lamented that modern scientific reason was intelligence
disconnected from love. By bracketing the ethical dimension, he argued,
modern reason exercisesadehumani zing impact on society. Horkheimer was
not areligious man. Y et when he grew older, he began to marvel —not at the
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world—but at the power of hisethical conviction, the utopiathat haunted him
and so many other people, educated and uneducated. Horkheimer was
astonished that sunk into hisown being wasadesirefor thetrue and the good.
Thebook inwhich he offershisreflectionsonthismoral experienceisentitled
Die Sehnsucht nach demganz Anderen (The Y earning for the Totally Other).
Horkheimer did not become abeliever. He remained at the threshold. But he
argued that intelligence grounded in love is open to the possibility of God.

Some modern thinkers go further. They argue that theimpossibility of
being reconciled to an unjust society and the suffering of the innocent is an
experiential sign and expression of divine transcendence. Here reason is a
friend of faith. Reason, as St. Paul so clearly saw, has many faces. While the
dominant reason of his society wasinimical to divine revelation, at another
level, the reason of the wise —a minority trend — affirmed the existence of
divinity.





