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

This famous verse from Paul’s Letter to the Romans has been interpreted in
two antithetical ways. Some readers have argued that Paul here recognizes that
people, thanks to the gift of reason they have received, are able to recognize
that there is a God. Even outside of Israel, the nations knew this long before the
gospel was preached to them. They  recognized that the world had not made
itself; they reasoned, therefore, that it must have been  made  by an intelligent,
transcendent power. Reason is understood here as a friend of faith.
Intelligence helps 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,
which says,  “Although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give
thanks to him; they became futile in their thinking and their senseless minds
were darkened. Claiming to be wise, they became fools. So they are without
excuse.” According to these readers, the Apostle here claims that, 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.
Intelligence is not 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 religious truth.
Does this debate about reason and faith concern us as theologians in the
present age? Does it deal with questions raised in today’s world? 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 believers are also irrational?
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
we say, No, no, we are not like the Solar Temple: our faith is not irrational? Or
should we say instead, Yes, you are quite right, our faith cannot be defended
by rational arguments?

Let me pose these questions in a broader way. Should Christians engage
in dialogue with non-believers in 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 the world on the basis of a common intelligence?  Or should we remain
aloof from the world, blinded as it is by its sin? These are important theological
questions. They have been answered by Christians in different ways,
depending – in part at least – on their historical situation.

How did St. Paul deal with this issue on his visit to Athens?  In Acts 17
:16-32  we find Paul standing on the Areopagus, the forum, in conversation
with Epicurean and Stoic philosophers. They say to him, “You bring some
strange things to our ears: we wish to know what these things mean.” The cult
of a God who resurrected the man Jesus seemed irrational to them. This is how
Paul replied to them: Religious people and many  philosophers of your own
culture acknowledge the existence of divinity. They know that the deity exists,
but they are ignorant of what this God is like. Christians believe that this
incomprehensible Godhead has revealed itself in amazing events that
culminate in the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus.  According to Acts some
of the philosophers mocked Paul’s explanation, while others said, “We will
hear you again about this.”

Speaking in Athens, the Apostle argues that reason, at least in the 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 the flesh’ that leads
us astray and keeps us away from God. Reason, Paul here suggests, is a help
to belief. Intelligence is a stepping stone or a ladder leading up to faith.

Many early Christian theologians were 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 the imperative for a virtuous life.
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 the truth’ – this is in fact a quotation from Pope John Paul II’s
recent circular letter on Faith and Reason.

At the same time, the same theologians of antiquity denounced the
practice of the ancient pagan civilization, its idolatry, its oppressive structures,
its love of pomp and pleasure, its pride and sense of superiority. These ancient
theologians held that this unholy practice, guided by a distorted rationality,
stood under God’s judgment. 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 is seen 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 a stepping stone to faith. Because a culture has many levels, it can,
at one and the same time, mediate to the public at large both the ‘wisdom of the
flesh’ that leads to perdition and the ‘wisdom of the spirit’ that leads to the true
and the good.

Let me now turn to our own civilization. One obvious way in which modern
thought differs from the philosophy of antiquity and the middle ages is the loss
of metaphysical confidence. In modern times, reason has increasingly 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, especially 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 differs radically from the thought of the classical Greek philosophers for
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, means to seek one’s advantage in the most
rational manner. This is called enlightened self-interest. Instead of aiming at
short-range benefits, the enlightened person opts for what is of advantage to
him or her in the long run. This utilitarian ethics is, in fact, the dominant moral
philosophy of modern society. It goes hand in hand with the modern practice
of the self-promotion of individuals and hence with the competition of all with
all. The image or symbol of human living is here no longer the pacified
community but the competitive market.

The purpose of offering this analysis is to shed light on the suspicion of
reason entertained by the original Lutherans and Mennonites in 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 be trusted, even if
it claimed to demonstrate the existence of God. Luther put it rather crudely:
reason, he said, acted like a whore: it went to bed with any man who paid well.

Yet the paradoxical situation we found in the writings of Paul and in
Christian antiquity may also be true of modern civilization. The dominant
culture and in it, the dominant form of reason, is indeed blind to the spiritual
world. Modern techno-scientific rationality is not open to God. The type of
reasoning that rules the world militates against Christian faith. Mennonites
and Protestants were quite right when they were suspicious of this reason. Yet
at the same time – and this is the paradox – there also exists in modern
civilization a deeper cultural current, a minority tradition, sustained by
religious thinkers and philosophers who have a wider understanding of reason
and offer rational arguments for the existence of a spiritual world. For them
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intelligence is a  friend of faith. Here reason serves as a stepping stone or ladder
leading up to faith in God’s Word.

Let me say a few words about modern thinkers who think that
intelligence supports Christian faith. They represent a minority trend. Typical
of most of them is that they focus on people’s inner experiences. They have
sympathy for St. Augustine’s advice: “Do not wander far and wide but return
into yourself. Deep within the human heart, there dwells the truth.” The
modern thinkers of whom I speak recognize that despite the awful things
people do to one another, many retain a moral conscience, a commitment to
love and solidarity, and a yearning for a just and peaceful world. They carry a
utopia within their hearts. Some modern thinkers marvel at this. What, they
ask, is the origin of this moral experience? How is it that in a world dominated
by the lust for power and wealth, people arrive at such profound ethical
convictions, convictions that are more real to them than the knowledge derived
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 a spiritual realm. Reason applied to ethical experience opens the door
to metaphysics. Intelligence is here a friend of faith.

I wish to give one example of a twentieth-century secular thinker, the
German philosopher Max Horkheimer, who shared this intense ethical
conviction and who almost came to believe in 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 his life he was deeply troubled by the injustices in the world, the
suffering inflicted upon innocent people, and the death-dealing mal-
distribution of wealth and power in the global society. His entire 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 exercises a dehumanizing impact on society. Horkheimer was
not a religious man. Yet when he grew older, he began to marvel – not at the
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world – but at the power of his ethical conviction, the utopia that haunted him
and so many other people, educated and uneducated. Horkheimer was
astonished that sunk into his own being was a desire for the true and the good.
The book in which he offers his reflections on this moral experience is entitled
Die Sehnsucht nach dem ganz Anderen (The Yearning for the Totally Other).
Horkheimer did not become a believer. 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 the impossibility 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 was inimical to divine revelation, at another
level, the reason of the wise – a minority trend – affirmed the existence of
divinity.
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