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Preface

Before setting out on a journey it is useful to know the direction in which one is headed. To save the reader the trouble of working out the bearings as we go along here at the start are the principles that guide this book.

The mission is to rescue our idea of what religion is from its present abuse and to salvage the character of God from the wreckage.

It is nonsense to say that life today is no longer religious and has become secular. Such talk tells only the fact that our idea of what religion is has been broken in pieces. Today’s culture is an inarticulately religious protest against religion. How could it be otherwise when so much that is repugnant is shouted in the name of religion? And so much that is good quietly done by the ‘I am not religious’? To put the pieces back together I find religion in what is done, not what is believed. Some readers will decide that this is a book about God written by an atheist. But I repudiate the whole divisive scenario of ‘unbelief.’

We need to diagnose our religious past if we are to attain the catharsis from which we can move forward with confidence. To bury the whole lot might appear to be a solution but the powers involved are too strong. The repression would remain a liability to psychosis. This journey is a liberal critique of liberal ideas which have done a lot of burying. Nothing short of frank discussion will establish a firm foundation for the future. God must stand up on its own and cannot be shored up by privilege of reserved matters.

There is nothing to fear from such honest appraisal. Our idea of God will emerge refreshed from any interrogation because it represents something real in human life. We just need to work out what that real thing is. That is the direction in which this book is headed.
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Introduction and Preview

1.1. Two Gods and Hopefully One More

1.2. Three Giant Figures in Twentieth-Century Theology. And a Fourth

1.3. Fifty Years of Revisioning Christianity

1.4. The Layout of the Book

1.5. Three Foundational Standpoints

1.1. Two Gods and Hopefully One More

My mission in this book is to put forward a new vision of God that will serve the twenty-first century. This will be a century in which the problems for the established religions that emerged in the twentieth century are going to be exacerbated. New qualities are needed for a God that would serve the twenty-first century. Four qualities at least are paramount.

God must not give rise to the accusations of exclusivity and cultural restriction which were the subject of agonized debate within Christianity for most of the twentieth century. God must be acceptable to and welcoming of people from any religion without the least claim to be the sole possession of one particular group.

God must be acceptable to the new generation of people with no religion. That is to say that this God must be able to close the artificial conceptual divide between people who are religious and people who are not religious, between people who believe in God and people who do not believe in God. That means a God to serve the twenty-first century must be a concept believable by atheists. This might seem a crazy demand on a new vision of God but I am convinced that the difficulty is only an apparent difficulty, a genuinely artificial difficulty. My conviction is that Christianity has produced a conceptual blockage as to what God is supposed to be. To put it bluntly our conceptual framework of God is as wrecked as the site of a plane crash. It will take the whole of this book to explain that, so much refabrication is there to be done to piece a framework back together.

The third quality required is that this new God must be recognizably a close relative of the old God. That is to say that the new God should not really be new but must embody something essential that was in the old. It is imperative to retain sympathetic connection with the God of previous generations. Without that connection we are placed in the position of counting our ancestors as dupes and elevating ourselves to a smug superiority. Would that really be a true relation to generations of sincere people whose lives were motivated by those visions?

This book is an attempt to elicit that new God with this quality of continuity by finding something powerfully good in the old God that is the same as some powerfully good force running in society today, a power that is the same as the old God but not recognized as such.

By the standard of traditional respect it is impertinent to set a specification for God. It is impertinent to shop around for the best product match as though these were choices on a supermarket shelf. Isn’t it God who tells us the spec? Isn’t there only one God? Free discussion is however the fourth quality that the new God must accommodate. Any God who relies on privilege and cannot be openly appraised is no God for the twenty-first century.

If it is impertinent to set a new specification then my mission is not alone but stands in good company. The liberal intellectual vanguard that has been engaged in revisioning Christianity has for long been writing the new specification. It dislikes the specification of the old God and it has already chosen the new God for the twenty-first century. The votes have been cast, the polling booths are closed and the election is over. The God of the Bible, the God of Everyman in the Pew, has been rejected in favor of the Greek Philosophical God of the Intellectuals in the Academy.

This sets a problem for my mission to propose a new God that is neither of these two because it seems too late. I want to contest the result of this election because we have only been offered two candidates chosen by an elite caucus. It has been like a communist election where the result is a foregone conclusion. There are at present two parties which field all candidates for the place of Biblical God and Philosophical God. They are the parties of revealed theology and natural theology. Revealed theology comprises God revealed to humans through the medium of other humans and then incorporated into texts. It could be described as the word of mouth party. Natural theology comprises God revealed to humans through the governing laws and the creative processes of the universe. It is the deductive party. The revealed party may be understood by analogy as the Tory party in theology. With its element of possession of special knowledge it is naturally suited to ecclesiastical hierarchy. The natural party is the Whig opposition. With its philosophical bent it is apt to view revelation as hearsay. It prefers to offer knowledge of God which each of us may obtain directly.

I want to break open this cosy cartel by founding a new party that comprises God revealed to us, in each of us, directly through the dynamic of the person. I could have used the phrase ‘human relationships’ there but that is too vague. By dynamic of the person I mean especially that the person itself, from the moment of birth, is a relationship. We are constituted by the creative enterprise of other people. It is in the ideal possibilities of this creative adventure of life, this unique character of human existence where we each create the lives of each other that I see God revealed to us as a direct experience. This fact of life so naturally accommodated that, like the seventy thousand miles per hour velocity of the earth, we are barely conscious of it, must necessarily surface like the four seasons, as a fundamental aspect of human existence. It is this fact, whether we name it God or not, whether we express it in a humanist or supernatural frame that gives rise to our concept and experience of God. The old voted out God, poor thing in the face of constant cultural abuse, was trying to represent something of this to us. I name this new party ‘Social Theology’. Its character will become apparent through the discussion of the person in chapter eight, in its platform set out in chapters six and seven, and in its contrast with the character of the other two parties set out in chapters one and two.

So, if the God vacancy genuinely is to be thrown open let’s have some more candidates. The current victor for revisioning is unacceptable by the standard of our third named quality of continuity. If the Greek Philosophical God succeeds by means of a platform to suppress the God of the Bible, if it simply ditches one tradition in favor of another, then it does not fulfill the necessary qualification. In response to this accusation of abandoning the tradition of the old God the electors of the establishment would object that I am mistaken because the two Gods are really one. The Greek Philosophical God is, according to this objection, a complementary understanding of the God of the Bible. At this point unfortunately we enter the murkiest waters. The mix up began the day that Paul was laughed at in Athens and vowed to show the Greeks that their unknown God was one with Yahweh.1* But it was a vain boast and a typical instance of Paul’s browbeating argumentative style. It set off the assault of one culture upon another that would be looked askance were it begun today.

The academy ignores the contrasted characters of the two Gods with which it has to deal. But unless we are able to know properly the characters of the two Gods currently on offer there can be no hope of properly assessing the value of any proposed new candidate. I wish that it were possible to plunge straightaway into setting out the new vision of God that begins in the second part of this book but the present morass of polemic, embarrassment and wishful hopes makes a profoundly unsatisfactory situation from which to move forward. The joke about the Irishman asked to give directions to Tipperary holds a truth pertinent to the current departure point of liberal Christianity. The respondent replied, ‘if I were going to Tipperary I wouldn’t start from here.’ It is a precondition of any potential advance in thought that it should depart from a position of clarity on what has gone before. There is then a prior task of elucidation that has to be undertaken in the first part of this book. Though I would like immediately to address the vision to the new generation of ‘non-religious’ people for whom the word God is an annoyance it is an inescapable requirement for the mission first to engage with twentieth-century argument over that nuisance word.

A brief note on vocabulary is necessary before going any further. In theological language the understanding of God represented by the Greek philosophical God is known as panentheism; pan-en-theism, that is, God everywhere-in-the-world. This is contrasted with the God of the Bible, known as theism or, often encountered now, as classical theism;2 this is understood to be a God who directs-from-outside-the-world. The difference between the two types is thus reduced in its bare essentials to a God who is separate from the world or a God who is integrally part of the world. The long debated standoff between theism and panentheism has been framed largely on the basis of this distinction.3 This dichotomy loads the electoral dice from the outset. Who would not prefer a God who is in relationship with us to a God who barks commands?

I won’t be using either of these names, except where it is necessary to do so in quoting other writers. The distinction ‘in’ or ‘separate’, ‘intimate’ or ‘remote figure’ is itself questionable but the primary reason for refusal is that the distinction trivializes the real difference between these interpretations. It suggests this might be the same God operated in different modes, of which we must choose the correct mode. This is how the academy likes to present the matter. The distinction between the two is much more deeply rooted. There are here two different Gods. I will be referring to the God of the Bible as the God of Mother Community, Community God for short. The God of Greek philosophy is referred to as the God of Mother Nature, Nature God for short.

The full explanation of these characterizations will not become apparent till some way through chapter two but as an indication in anticipation the Biblical Community God evolved from Yahweh, the war God of the Old Testament, who smote Pharaoh to liberate the captive Israelites and won the battle against the Philistines by causing havoc at Mishmash. This is a God of the fortunes of the tribe. The Greek Nature God evolved from the harvest festivals of ancient Greece that were philosophized by Plato. This is the God of the cosmos, the earth God. Reference to the Nature God in this book includes as synonymous both panentheism and Platonism. It also includes the existentialist readings of God as ‘being itself’ that were fashionable approximately from the 1940s to the seventies. It includes the companion to ‘being itself’ the stock phrase ‘Ultimate Reality.’ The choice of these two names, Community and Nature, is intended to highlight the separate origins of the two Gods of Christianity and to begin to explain that nothing but violence has been done to our understanding by rolling these two personalities into one. The distinction between the two will situate home base for our new departure point.

The distinction Nature and Community does not however sound the depths of the difference between these two Gods. The two Gods have divergent temperaments and originate exclusive types of religion. The philosophized Nature God allies naturally with Buddhism and is allergic to the apocalyptic character of the Community God arising from Judaism. Far from being one person in two disguises these two could not even share the same house together. No proper understanding of the contemporary debate or the choices available today can be achieved without a review of these two religions that were brought together in Christianity and have ever since been involved in a tussle for supremacy. That review is the task of the first part of the book and the basis for the title, A Tale of Two Religions. The history takes us back two thousand seven hundred years to the Bacchanalian rites of ancient Greece and to the origin of apocalyptic in the murderous suppression of Jewish identity by Antiochus Epiphanes (c175-164 BCE).

Any proposal for a new God must start with a clear perspective on what proposals have gone before. My perspective is that the liberal vote to run for the future with the Nature God and to ditch the Community God is unfortunate on a number of counts. The motive is wrong. It is driven by a sense of embarrassment about the Community God and all his preposterous doings. The insight is wrong. It proposes that the Community God is really a version of the Nature God. This means that the excellent characteristics of the Community God are dismissed as a source of potential for the future. The result is wrong. There is in the liberal position at present a tragic sense of homelessness. Liberals have been dispossessed of the wonderful home that the Community God gave to generations of believers. They now find themselves uncertain where to go. Nor will any new home ever be satisfactory so long as it provides shelter at the cost of denying the original home. We must own our heritage if we are ever to feel properly grounded. My mission then is to rescue something of the rejected Community God. Hence the title of the book: God Needs Salvation.

To fill out that perspective on the past it is necessary to come up to date on twentieth-century liberal theology. The key to the nature of that project and the key figures that frame it are presented briefly in the next two sections.

1.2 Three Giant Figures in Twentieth-Century Theology.

And a Fourth.

There is a cast of three giant forces acting out twentieth century liberal theology. Their influence is pervasive and still flowing strongly today. These three are the signposts to the way through that century and it is useful to have a firm grasp of their directions before embarking on the survey that is to be presented. They are encountered at every turn but often disguised in someone else’s thought. Whole swathes of theology are derivative from them. Where one of them appears on stage the other two are always in the wings. They work as a team but their association often escapes notice because of three factors. They inhabit different eras. Their characters are divergent. Their writings are strongly colored in contrasting shades. These differences disguise the fundamental thought that unites them. They are mystics. They found their sense of God on direct intuition of another plane of existence, a fifth dimension, which we may sense but can never describe. They can perhaps be best understood as a combination of Wordsworth and Plato. They combine Wordsworth’s sensual nature rapture with Plato’s philosophical nature rapture. They have the same sense of Plato’s ideal real world of which this material world is but an imperfect and transient copy. They hum the theme tune of Platonism the distinction between the finite and the infinite. These three giant influences are one and the same mystical thought presented in different clothing.

That mystical thought has profound consequences. It refuses all rational structures of religion. That means that it dispenses with Christian doctrinal apparatus, but not quite. It views the incarnation, resurrection, atonement, second coming, judgment, heaven and hell as poor attempts to give reality to the mystical feeling that cannot be described. That mystical feeling is ambiguous in its effect on doctrine. On one hand it is proposed to validate it by association with a higher principle. On the other hand the direct line to God places all doctrine and the authority of the bible in suspension. It is not possible to serve two masters. Mysticism ultimately discounts ecclesiasticism. Although all three attempt to tie doctrine in with the mystical feeling it produces a condescending understanding of Christianity. That mystical thought also makes the character of God ambiguous. Depending on which way one wants to look at it God might be an impersonal potentiality present in the universe or God might be an intelligent agent. These twin features of discount of doctrine and the sophistication of an It God are the attraction which the Nature God holds for liberal theology and the means to berate the Community God.

The cast list of giants is Friedrich Schleiermacher (1768-1824), Rudolph Otto (1869-1937), and Paul Tillich (1886-1965). Tillich is the ostensible main influence on the latter half of the twentieth century. This is because his existentialist version of the mystical feeling caught the fashionable philosophy of the time and associated theology with the fashion.

For many people Tillich well merits the accolade ‘the incomprehensible Tillich;‘4 there are good reasons for this. Tillich inhabits two eras, ancient and modern. In reading him it is never certain which era he is in and he was not certain himself. The first era is the nineteenth century before the First World War. It is the idyllic childhood in the ancient village of Starzeddel where his father was pastor and God held the world safely in the palm of his hand. The second era is a shattered world, a shattered confidence in God and a personality shaken after serving as pastor in the trenches. It is the world of a socialist intellectual escaped to exile from the Nazis. It is the post World War Two era of nuclear anxiety in America. Tillich’s existentialism is an attempt to re-clothe with the security of the original world.

Tillich’s work is apt to confuse because it is written in a dual language of the traditional mixed up with existentialism. The key to Tillich is that his stock phrases ‘ultimate concern’ and ‘God is being-itself, not a being,’5* refer to the mystical feeling. Neither of these two concepts is arrived at by abstruse philosophical reasoning although it is easy to form the impression that that is what Tillich is doing. Tillich was explicit that he was inspired by Schleiermacher and Otto.6* He was an exponent of perfectly indescribable mystical feeling that is freely available to anyone regardless of intellectual ability. The mystical feeling founds the parallel language that Tillich speaks. In one voice he wishes to leave undisturbed the traditional believers. In the other voice he speaks to the audience of his personal mission, ‘those in a situation of doubt,’7* by means of a code running through the traditional doctrines that correlates them to a higher understanding through the mystery.

If Tillich is a repeat of Schleiermacher how did he become famous as an original? Tillich is the theologian of anxiety.8* The quest to salve his own anxious personality coincided with the American national anxiety of the cold war years. Tillich’s huge intellectual stature brought a soothing note to the anxiety and he was adopted as religious godfather to the American nation. Tillich’s influence reverberates through the theological radicals at the end of the twentieth century although for the lay person feminist concerns quickly displaced his existentialism as the cultural focus.

Schleiermacher is the great junction through which the confluence of Platonic and medieval mystical influences come together and flow out again into the modern era. Schleiermacher has immense stature. He is variously described as ‘an intellectual giant,’9 ‘the founder of modern Protestant thought,’10 ‘pioneer of modern theology,’11 ‘epoch-making thinker.’12 From the point of view of the presentation in this book it is curious that such an ancient idea should be fêted as an advance. Schleiermacher, however, like Tillich, caught the spirit of his times. His was the era of romanticism. He addressed the cultured doubts about the doctrines of Christianity and with overwhelming eloquence presented his mystical solution of a direct intuition of God.

There is a peculiarity in Schleiermacher’s reputation on two counts. He presented the idea of a mystical feeling as his own and did not root it in Plato or in the suppressed mystical tradition that it represents. His particular content of the mystical experience, a ‘feeling of absolute dependence’ gave his thought the appearance of something new. On the second count although his world of a mystery that can be sensed but not described is pure mysticism he does not find a place in the compilations of the Christian mystical tradition.13 This is because he is a traitor to the mystical spirit. Instead of using the mystery to put doctrines into suspense Schleiermacher contrives to found a vast doctrinal scheme upon it. He is revered as a pillar of the church establishment which he supported from his chair in theology at the new university of Berlin. To read Schleiermacher is to enter a den of theological opium dreams. He is a weaver of spells so subtly persuasive that one gradually loses all sense of one’s own volition. It is best not to go near him unless, like Ulysses with the Sirens, one has taken the necessary precautions.

Otto was a biblical scholar with special interest in comparative religion. His short book Das Heilige was translated into English with disregard for its intention as The Idea of the Holy. 14 It should be The Feeling of the Holy because it is about mystical sense experience. Otto admired Schleiermacher’s attempt to overcome rationalism by founding religion in feeling15 but starts out from disagreement as to the procedure and content. According to Otto Schleiermacher should not have read his feeling as a feeling of absolute dependence. This is secondary. It should have been a primary feeling of worthless self-abasement from which the sense of dependence would follow.16 Otto thus injects into Schleiermacher’s method a particular brand of abject Puritanism. He creates an exaggerated distance between the sacred and the profane using his vocabulary of the mysterium tremendum et fascinans. In this way he updates the romanticism of Schleiermacher’s era with the profane guilt of the times. Otto’s book, published in 1917, became a bestseller in post World War One Germany. It appealed to a longing for return to the sacred. Otto is not well known to the general Christian public but he has immense influence in the twentieth century liberal academy.

A feature of this trio of theologies is that the same thought appears in different costume. By this means it succeeds in appeal to the spirit of its time. It is a cultural chameleon. The thought seems to be endlessly adaptable and ramifies in all directions. John Robinson transformed Tillich’s existentialist anxiety into love.17 Don Cupitt hybridizes Schleiermacher with Eastern mysticism to produce a Buddhist style cosmic consciousness.18 In comparison to the usefully adaptable blankness of Tillich’s philosophical ultimate concern, Otto’s strong puritan characterization is less adaptable. However, Otto is the route through which the thought enters today’s sociology of religion. While the Puritan abasement is too specific for sociology the sacred profane distinction is wonderfully universalizable. It backs up and becomes a cipher for Plato’s mystical dualism which Otto admired.19 Mircea Eliade (1907-1986) picked up on Otto’s sacred and profane20 and from his seat at Chicago influenced a whole generation of sociologists. It is through Eliade that stems the syndrome in the sociology of religion today of ‘theology speaking sociology’ which comes up for discussion in chapter six. Nor is the chameleon thought restricted to religious metaphysics. The atheist Julian Huxley admired Otto’s basis for religion and used it to found his humanist religion on a perfectly rational mystical feeling of the sanctity of human existence.21 To say that the thought ramifies is an understatement, it is pervasive.

This cast list of Schleiermacher, Otto and Tillich is encountered extensively in the following pages. There is occasion to use a shorthand reference to it as ‘The Triumvirate.’

Who is the fourth giant influence? It is Plato. Plato is ancestor to the Triumvirate but although he is two thousand five hundred years old there is nothing ancient about Plato. He has found the secret of eternal youth. Plato possesses the gene for perpetual metamorphosis. Where Schleiermacher, Otto and Tillich reproduce Plato, each in their culturally transient way, Plato retains the universal gene that continues to reproduce in any culture. It is through this power that Plato still busies about directing the proceedings in today’s theology with the hormones of an adolescent.

The problem with Plato’s influence today is that most insidious of all problems. It is a determining influence which is not recognized as such. His metaphysical viewpoint is so much considered to be the actual fact of what religion is and what God must be that it is never examined as an assumption. That assumption is that religion is defined by the leaven of metaphysics. It is the assumption that ethical relations without metaphysics added to them cannot constitute religion. Plato’s metaphysic of the Forms, the distinction between the permanent ideal real world and the transient material corrupted world; between the sacred and the profane; between the spiritual and the material; between mind and matter; between the religious and the secular, has a stranglehold on both theology and sociology as to what qualifies as religion. Plato is the director general who decides what is allowed to be religion today. Present day liberal theology and the sociology of religion are his puppets. Apart from the handful of relegated thinkers that I seek to retrieve in chapter eight I have not been able to discover any liberal ideas of God that are not directed by him.

This unexamined metaphysical assumption about what qualifies as religion sets a problem for understanding religion in the twenty-first century where ancient metaphysics has evaporated. It is on account of the conceptual blockage produced by this metaphysical definition that religion can seem in theory to have disappeared. The understanding that I will be proposing, that religion arises directly out of the dynamics of the human person in relation is not permitted to be a religious understanding. Yet it is in those dynamics that I see religion in society today bubbling away inarticulate to itself and unrecognized by theology.

The problem is more definitive than stated so far. The modern understanding is that the universe is indifferent to human existence. Humans, therefore, generate their own moral structure in the face of that indifference. In this understanding there is only one reality. There are not two worlds. Ethical principles guiding human relationships are not beamed to us like a radio signal out of another dimension of the universe. This modern understanding, however, is just as much a metaphysic as Plato’s metaphysic. It is just a different understanding of the fundamental nature of existence. The sum total of Plato’s influence is then not just that religion must be defined by metaphysics; it is that only one variety of metaphysic is permitted to be religious. Plato forbids that the natural world of human relationships can be the source of religion. It is his acolytes today who scorn any such idea as shallow secularism.

Both liberal theology and the sociology of religion have been up against this conceptual impasse for about the past hundred years. In order to break the hold of Plato’s philosophical artifice a complete conceptual switch is necessary. That switch can be said to be a precondition of a place for the God proposed in this book. Nothing is going to move forward in our understanding of religion until this tyranny has been overthrown. It is a tyranny that I name the ‘metaphysical remnant.’ This hangover from the past determines the belief that our society is now secular and is no longer a religious society.

It necessarily becomes a critical part of my mission to assist Plato to a suitable place of rest. Old age, decline and death are a feature of biological existence necessary to give way to renewal. The same is true of ideas. While Plato remains in charge of theology there can be no houseroom for a new God for the twenty-first century. Although this book is not about Plato it is obliged to cross him. The skirmish with him runs as a counterpoint theme throughout. Chapter two identifies the metamorphosing gene in Plato. Chapters three and four show in more detail the extensive saturation of Plato into the liberal strands of Christianity. Chapter five examines the result. Chapters six and seven propose the liberation of theology and sociology from the dictatorship of the sacred and the profane. Chapters eight through to twelve present an alternative.

1.3. Fifty Years of Revisioning Christianity

In order to show my proposal in proper relief it is necessary to set it against the context of what has gone before. A brief account of the liberal efforts of the last fifty years will help bring out the situation as it stands today.

A concerted movement has been underway since just after the First World War to remodel God in a way that will effect the revisioning of Christianity that is needed to take the religion forward. This came to a head fifty years ago with the radical ‘Death of God’ movement which burst into the theological world in the mid 1960s and whose fiftieth anniversary is upon us. Thomas Altizer and William Hamilton’s The Death of God, 22* published in 1965, gathered together previously published articles and gave a focal point to currents which had not up till then been brought together as a movement. That year also saw the death of Paul Tillich to whom the book was dedicated and who has since been confirmed as the undisputed figurehead of the movement. Tillich’s influence continues undiminished through a recently departed generation on to the current generation of revisioners. In 1966 the infamous title Death of God made the front page of Time Magazine, the weekly barometer of topical intellectual themes in America, and in this manner a conversation within the theological academy achieved, as it occasionally does, a measure of public notice.

The distinctive peculiarity of the movement was that the title ‘Death of God’ was misleading. It was not about the death of God. It was about the death of a God. The God of the Bible was to be killed off in favor of the Greek Philosophical God. This strident element ran out of impetus during the eighties but its stance has been carried on with no less momentum in the great contemporary turn of the academy toward the mystical tradition of Christianity. This contemporary turn is couched in terms of remodelling God instead of death of God. On all counts however and from all liberal points of view the God of the philosophers has triumphed and the God of the Bible is despised and rejected.

In the intervening fifty years the theme Nature God trumps Community God has been continuously reiterated. It was the basis of Bishop John Robinson’s Honest to God. It was the basis of Don Cupitt’s 1980s‘ landmark Taking Leave of God. 23* The title took popular hold as a catchphrase that summed up all that seemed objectionable in the theology. Lloyd Geering’s Christianity without God 24 refreshed the momentum at the turn of the century.

The death of God throughout this period was consistently not the death of God but the exchange of one God for another. The confused self-perception of this movement is illustrated in the frequent reference to Dietrich Bonhoeffer’s enigmatic ‘religionless Christianity.’25 This was for Bonhoeffer a tentative hypothesis in his endeavor to work out where religion had transcribed itself and what religion could be in a world ‘come of age.’ But his hypothesis tended to be taken as a fact. Altizer’s opening question, ‘is it possible to conceive of a form of Christianity coming to expression without a belief in God’26 was deceptive. It was not a religionless proposition at all. ‘Death of God’ was a good marketing title but poor explanation. The intention was to replace the God of the Day of Judgment with the mystical philosophical God; Nature God trumped Community God; the anthropomorphic, irascible, sacrifice demanding, arbitrarily interfering God was to be replaced by the ‘indestructible relevance’27 of the God of Ultimate Reality; Yahweh was replaced by Tillich’s ‘Ground of Being.’ In Robinson’s rephrasing of Tillich the God ‘up there and out there’ is replaced by God ‘in the depths.’28

These few works are only a sample of a broad movement united in the thread of a common purpose to trump the Community God with the Nature God. Many works every bit as radical escaped the label because they did this under cover of less provocative titles. Karen Armstrong’s The Case for God is a representative of this genre.29* It could as well be titled The Case against God. Here the repudiation is disguised because the philosophical God is presented as the real essence of the Community God who is treated as a mistake of naive understanding.

A separate scientific tributary to the Nature God runs through the twentieth century in the form of the influential process theology. Scientists consider that they have a special contribution to make to the Nature God alongside philosophers. This is to be expected. The Greek word Physis unites the senses nature and physics the knowledge of which was itself the original philosophy. Pythagoras, for instance, is inseparably a philosopher, scientist and religious leader. Alfred North Whitehead, Bertrand Russell’s partner in their work Principia Mathematica, set up as mathematician turned theosopher30* and gave new scientific input to Nature God religion in the 1930s. His process theology updated Pythagoras’ harmony of the spheres and Newton’s mechanical universe with Einstein’s theory of relativity.31* The relativity of Einstein’s theory has been a boon to feminist and ecological revisionings that posit relation, mutuality and reciprocity in place of the command of the Community God.32*

Each repetition of the ‘radical’ story has provoked a riposte from the guardians of the establishment. Robinson was counted an atheist by Alasdair MacIntyre.33 Cupitt’s leave taking was countered by Keith Ward’s Holding Fast to God. 34 Anthony Freeman’s God in Us 35 earned the riposte of Richard Harries’ The Real God. 36 These defensive works had difficulty in spotting the real target. In retrospect there never was any such thing as radical theology: Death of God represented the attempt to swap the two thousand five hundred year old tradition from Mount Sinai for the two thousand five hundred year old tradition from Mount Olympus. It is surprising that this endeavor, which reenacts for today a history of eighteen hundred years of tension within Christianity, should, by the self-estimation of the radicals, be presented as new. It is surprising also that, with Platonism so well-placed in the echelons of the establishment, the religion should be reacted to by that establishment as radical or objectionable. The antipathies, in so far as they were promoted by the assumption of novelty, were artificial and stem in large part from the failure of the radicals to reach a mature perspective on the nature of their endeavor.

The whole scenario represents an unfortunate lack of theological and historical overview of the fact that Christianity, since the days of Clement and Origen in third-century Alexandria, has been a composition of two different religions. Perhaps this is due to the way the same ancient Platonism can deceive by disguising itself each time as new in the costume of Christianity then existentialism, postmodernism or science? Perhaps it is due to the way one generation forgets the movements of the previous? Who took, for instance, the Cambridge Platonists of the seventeenth century as an observation point for seventies radicalism? Who understands Don Cupitt’s Nature God driven Christian Buddhism and joyously expressive Solar Ethics as a postmodern remix of Alan Watts’ beat generation rejection of guilt ridden religion? Perhaps we simply have not yet achieved clarity on the distinct characters of the Nature God and the Community God due to their embroilment in polemical tensions? The first two chapters of this book are a necessary exercise to bring out the bare historical groundings of this missing overview as an aid to analysis in what follows.

If radical theology was discussed as radical in its context from the sixties through to the eighties that context and discussion now has a dated air so much has its candidate Nature God become the new orthodoxy of today’s vanguard with its great revival of interest in the mystics. Gone is the situation in 1984 when Alan Stephenson, writing the history of the Liberal Anglican Church, could speak of ‘the Modernists pushed out of the scene by the new radicals.’37 In retrospect, Stephenson recorded the last stand of early liberalism to protest the incoming tide of the Nature God. It is a phrase of Sarah Coakley, Professor of Divinity at Cambridge that can be taken to sum up the Nature God mysticism of the scene today. It is, ‘the profound Dionysian influence on contemporary theological developments.’38

1.4. The Layout of the Book

To continue the theme that any new proposal must start out from a perspective on the current situation, the other aspect of this grounding is to consider whether the Nature God vote can achieve the result expected of it. That is the subject of chapter five. My doubt about the Nature God vote for revisioning the future is that it defeats its own object. It is an attempt to address the modern personality that cannot believe the old myths of human existence as the center of cosmic purpose. This personality accepts that human existence is an accident in a random part of the universe. It accepts that evil is a fact, not a theological issue to be resolved by religious theory. The Nature God vote aspires to revision religion in such a way that it may renew its appeal to an audience of those disenchanted within Christianity and to those comprising a fresh audience drawn from outside. It hopes also to be comprehensive of all religions and end what is considered now, in the environment of pluralism, to be the stigma of exclusivity. The revisioning offered, however, is not really the address to this era that it purports to be. It is the instalment of an ancient brand of specifically western philosophy which contains its own quota of mantras and mysteries.

Ancient provenance is not of itself a disqualification for the relevance of a philosophy to address the twenty-first century. But the question needs to be asked whether the religion of Orpheus, mystically mathematicized by Pythagoras, philosophized by Plato, tidied up by Plotinus, allegorized into Christianity by Clement and descended to the present through Dionysius/ Tillich,39* really is the revitalizing tonic that it is made out to be.

The situation in which the Nature God campaign finds itself with regard to critical appraisal is the somewhat luxurious situation of judge in its own cause. It enjoys the luxury of the party in opposition which is privileged to claim that all bad things are the product of the incumbents and that under its own rule all will be different. The divine status of Jesus, for instance, has been suggested to carry the blame for the persecution of the Jews, Imperialist exploitation of Third World peoples and denial of the saving effectiveness of other religions.40 For good measure the Community God’s grant, in Genesis, of human dominion over nature, is responsible for ecological disaster.41 All would by implication have been different under the hypothetical governance of the Nature God.

The Nature God campaign turns a withering intellectual power on the dissection of the Community God and its doctrines but the same percipience is not exercised with regard to itself. Any critique must, therefore, come from other quarters which have so far proved inadequate to the task. That appraisal from the quarter of the Community God is long running but is restricted to repulsion of the three horrors, enthusiasm,42* pantheism and panentheism. The defensive nature of the argument, which parades the obvious fears of ecclesiastical authority, disqualifies it as anything worthy of the name critique. Nor does the sociology of religion provide any proper appraisal. It is the Community God and institutional religion which, because they constitute the immediately apparent data, bear the brunt of attention from sociology just as much as they do from the Nature God. Sociology is so much disinclined to do theology that it does not register the current division within Christianity.

Yet if the Nature God is to fulfill hopes of revisioning and to be more than a private conversation between theologians or confined to a liberalism within Christianity doomed, as the sociologist Steve Bruce sees it, to a membership parasitic on discontented orthodoxy,43 then what is needed and to be welcomed is an appraisal by the hypothetical consumer in the culture and century which it aspires to address.

Chapter five is an attempt to outline this missing appraisal by taking up a number of critical perspectives. It should be made clear, to prevent potential misunderstanding, that this is not a book ‘against the Nature God.’ I wish to leave the followers to the unquestioned enjoyment of their beautiful religion. What is put into question is the claims made for the Nature God to universalize a religion with renewed relevance to the twenty-first century. This occasions the speaking of a number of harsh truths which otherwise might have been left unspoken.

There is a view that it is intellectually and spiritually fruitless to attempt to separate Platonic and Christian influences in the wish to adjudicate orthodoxy and that it is time to move on from Adolf Harnack’s (1851-1930) antipathetic separation of the Christian kernel from the Greek husk.44 The premise adopted in the argument of this book is that there is intellectual mileage to be gained from an approach which has no concern with orthodoxy. The benefit of this premise derives from analyzing the two religions on the basis of two out of three of the fundamental religious types for the resolution of evil: the apocalyptic, the cyclical and the permanently dualist irresolution. It is then possible to examine more clearly the tensions and fractures, still unfinished business today, which result from the association of incompatibles. The hoped for payoff is a better perspective for present day choice and for Christianity’s understanding of itself. This two religions approach is the new ground to be established as my starting point. It provides a useful diagnostic tool. It was, for instance, cultural pressures which in the twentieth century handed the advantage to the promotion of the Platonic in suppression of apocalyptic. The profound mystical/Dionysian influence on contemporary theological developments is not an independent event but a responsive apologetic strategy toward today’s cultural environment.

To pick out just two of these critical perspectives as a preliminary indication, the philosophy introduces a disadvantage not contained in the religion discarded. Mystical and ecstatic experience which is the ultimate validation of this religion is agreed to be a rare occurrence. It is not given to all and is available, if at all, after a course of ascetic practices of purification, illumination and union.45 It is, therefore, permanently exclusive by temperament and tends also to be exclusive by class and education. This esoteric elitism confines it to minority status which cannot serve as the basis of a new church open and appealing to all people. The measure of its success will only be the measure of deepening class division among Christians. It cannot fulfill the non-exclusiveness quality number one for a God to serve the twenty-first century.

As to ecumenism this philosophy’s hopeful accommodation of pluralism is based on the conceit that it is a higher synthesis of all religions.46* This constitutes in reality an equality of disrespect for all religious traditions, a disrespect that begins at home with the disparagement of its host. It is impossible that a higher philosophical understanding of the plain truths of Christianity, however much it is hoped to claim this as an ally and philosophical sustainer,47 should not be supercilious to those truths.

What is more, the universalizing claims reproduce, albeit unwittingly and with good intentions, a version of the same Christian imperialism that is objected to in the Community God. The new God proposed in the second part of this book is content to allow that there are different religions and different Gods. It accepts the conclusion of comparative religion that no principle synthetic of all religions can be discovered. The desire to synthesize all religions is viewed as a misguided ambition for the religious impetus of the twenty-first century. We will gain a better basis for unity by acknowledging the irreconcilable nature of our different cultural heritages.

These defects in the Nature God claims, together with various others, are brought out in chapter five which concludes with a summary of my challenge to the claim of this campaign to address the twenty-first century: it attempts to replace the myths of the Community God with its own myths. It strains at the gnat of the Community God but swallows the camel of grandiose claims for a particular western philosophical nature mysticism. On the basis of these questionable claims it asks that the old God of the Bible should be put away. God Needs Salvation: God needs to be saved from disposal by the Platonists.

In order to arrive at a position to assess the options for the future it is necessary to examine the different liberal branches of Christianity as they stand today. To present that assessment needs some preliminary groundwork. If radical is an epithet that serves more to confound than to enlighten our understanding of the last fifty years of conversation how should we understand the relations between the various currents of thought that constitute Christianity today? A classificatory scheme of four types is proposed: Christians, Platonists, Christian Mystics, and Jesusologists. This review of the present scene is the task of the first four chapters. The intention is to show that once the various currents flowing today are analyzed it is not possible to describe one of them as radical in relation to the others. There are only the two main streams. These are the two longstanding different religions of the Christian and the Platonist, with which the Christian Mystics and Jesusologists coalesce in various alliances.

Before embarking on this classification, however, the thorny question of defining what is Christian presents itself. A base camp of orthodoxy is an absolute precondition to any triangulation on the relationship to other currents. Such a base camp is obligatory in order to reference how a new God might fulfill the requisite third named quality of being both the same and different. Without such a reference point the task of saying anything useful is made hopeless and no part of the thesis to be presented could get underway. This definition is undertaken in the first chapter.

This first step of definition may seem doomed when so many authorities will not admit any such possibility. Ernst Troeltsch (1865-1923), the great friend of Max Weber, refused any fixed essence. From his towering historian’s perspective he saw Christianity as a shifting series of chronological developments.48

Maurice Wiles (1923-2005), Regius Professor of Divinity at Oxford, similarly saw the history of doctrine as one of continuous change in response to cultural requirements.49 Adolf Harnack considered the essence of Christianity to be eternal life too sublime to pin down to any dogma.50 Some, like Karen King, count any definition as exclusive and relish sheer pluralism as a resource.51 For John Hick (1922-2012) the search for essence is not an appropriate approach to Christian identity.52 Hick considered that Christianity is an enormously complex phenomenon and that to pick out any one strand as authentic would be to hold up only a locally dominant point of view.53 Keith Ward considers that it is important not to insist on one true inalienable core of faith: the term Christianity can only be used to signify some sort of continuity with historic origins.54

I am not so doubtful that a keystone in the architectural structure of Christianity cannot or ought not to be identified. There must be some principle that coordinates any social body. This is proposed not out of pedantic insistence that doctrine is irrevocable or that we should not develop our materials in whatever way may give them renewed vitality for faith today. Indeed it is just that which I aim to do in the second part of this book. What is insisted on is that if we are to reinterpret these materials we should first know what it is that is to be reinterpreted and not simply trample the materials in a polemical stampede.

In face of the postmodern fashion that everything in religion is plastic, determined only by cultural forces and therefore freely remoulded into new work,55* I want to demonstrate the fixed structural elements in different religions. Different originating materials and different starting premises generate particular structures of thought. These structures remain inherent for all time unless the premises themselves are removed. In the event of removal the character of ‘reinterpretation’ defeats itself because it becomes no longer a modification of the structural features but the exchange of one edifice for another. All too much of the recent history of revisioning tinkers with doctrines as though they can be tackled independently of their structural relations. The switch from the Community God to the Nature God, without acknowledging the fact, swaps round the basic premises and so cannot count as the reinterpretation that it purports to be. Three different religions are portrayed in this book. These are the two founding religions of Christianity together with my modern interpretation of the foundational Community God religion. Although these three are convergent in respect of their result for the ethics of human relations they arrive at this result from distinct premises which determine their separate characters.

The polemical motive in the attempt to fudge definition should not pass without notice. Wiles and Hick both state their refusal as a prelude to introducing their own definitions: they wish to make the concept of divine incarnation give way to a fully human Jesus as the basis of Christian inspiration. Ward makes his statement in the context of introducing some elements of Hinduism as part of his desire for ‘unrestricted development.’ Don Cupitt’s claim that ‘a smallish group of creative individuals made it all up’56 is a prelude to his creation of a Christian Buddhist theory of religion.57 When Karen Armstrong informs us that the Supreme Being is ‘an idea that was quite alien to the religious sensibility of antiquity’ and that there is ‘no clear, consistent image of God in Genesis,’58 this is a prelude to her wish to trade in the personal God the Father for the impersonal God Ultimate Reality.

The refusal of definition serves admirably as a prelude to install Platonist ideas of God but the field of struggle between emotionally interested parties is not the field that serves the interest of theological analysis. If the battle for the intellectual high ground of Christianity currently underway is to be understood then it is necessary first to understand the fundamental ideas that give rise to the conflict. Good detective work requires the collection and examination of clues, not their cavalier disposal.

An example of this disposal of clues and the obliteration of analysis by wishful intentions is provided by William Inge, Dean of St Paul’s in the 1920s, who long preceded the current generation of revisioners as the champion of Platonism’s claim to be the ‘true heir to the original Gospel.’59 In discussing the philosophy of Plotinus, the key personality in the migration of Platonism into Christianity, he noted, ‘the doctrine of the evolution of Souls, and their re-incarnations, does not agree well with the belief in rewards and punishments in a super-terrestrial world. But attempts to combine incompatible theories are characteristic of all eschatology.’60

What Inge glosses over here is two different theological schemes, the apocalyptic which proposes a once and final collective resolution of the problem of evil and the religion of Orpheus which proposes a continuous individualist process of cyclical resolution. One scheme holds to the once and for all incarnation, identity and resurrection of souls, the other has permanent souls traveling through many identities in spiritual ascension toward perfection. One believes that the quantity of evil in the world can be reduced or increased by human action, the other believes in a fixed quantity of evil inherent in matter.

Inge disregards the fact that the question of evil, its propitiation, expiation, or resolution is the main business of religion and that the different objectives and methods adopted found different types of religion. Inge has happened upon two different schemes of resolution which produce two mutually exclusive types of religion. The Day of Judgment cannot be mixed with Orphism any more than oil can be mixed with water. The airy dismissal of incompatibility by Inge works to the detriment of his understanding. He is convinced of the natural sympathy of Platonist ideas with the Christian but it is with some puzzlement that he has to recognize the weighty history of revolt against them.61

Mention of the Day of Judgment is a reminder of the apocalyptic basis of Christianity, the end toward which the religion is directed. This is the keystone in the architectural structure of Christianity. To ascertain the character of Christianity as my defining reference point I return to the Apostles’ Creed as a test of faith as did David Strauss (1808-1874) in The Old Faith and the New when, nearly one and a half centuries ago, he asked of his times ‘are we still Christians.’62 In the Apostles’ Creed the affirmation ‘he will come again to judge both the living and the dead’ is apocalyptic. Judgment, the future rectification of the moral deficit of human existence, is the prime identifier of apocalyptic in general. The second coming identifies the specifically Christian variant. Such is the nominalism with which the creed is treated today that perhaps only lip service may now be paid to that belief but I take it as the test of what Christianity at least has been for most of its time, or is nominally supposed to be, and so take up apocalyptic as the essential character of what is Christian. The explanation of this is the objective of chapter one.

The validation of apocalyptic encounters a massive task of retrieval because of its rejection by the concerted effort of a hundred years of embarrassed twentieth-century theology responding to its cultural circumstances. It needs to be explained why apocalyptic continues, denied and unrecognized, to be the theological hard core of the Christians. I risk appearing to invest the millennialist sects with guardianship of ‘True Christianity’ but nothing could be further from my intention. It needs to be explained why the strict millennialist sects are an aberration from the psychology of the distinctively Christian progression of apocalyptic, which on account of the inauguration in Christ, exchanges imminence for its close relation certainty. It needs to be explained why that certainty is no less apocalyptic than imminence and why Christianity has not been de-eschatologized, as is commonly supposed, but remains wholly within an apocalyptic framework, one which is albeit so relaxed that it is not recognized as such. It needs also to be explained why it is permitted to wear the badge of an apocalyptic Christian with pride. The timeless theological message has to be disengaged from its fearsome literary expression in the Revelation of John. The apocalypse is not the end of the world. Apocalyptic does not necessarily entail the destruction of earth in a hail of fire; the cataclysm is not the direct focus of apocalyptic; apocalyptic is energizing not apathetic; universal salvation for all can be articulated within apocalyptic just as well as eternal damnation for some.

There is a mountain of false preconceptions to be cleared away. The task ought to have been unnecessary and is all something of a detour but it is made necessary by the disservice of scholarship. Under the influence of Platonist forces scholarship has removed this backbone from Christianity, an excision of character necessary to facilitate the implant of its own structures. Chapter one, therefore, is obliged to cover some theory and some history. The theological necessity of apocalyptic is stated together with a brief outline of the history of twentieth-century rejection. The apocalyptic basis of Christianity, once established, is the key triangulation point of orientation toward the other categories.

1.5. Three Foundational Standpoints

The book is intended to be constructive. The job of critical analysis, though vital for a clear starting point, is only preliminary to the proposal of a new vision of God. A number of foundational standpoints are in play.

Firstly this book is a protest against the trivial definition of religion maintained in contemporary sociology. The discipline has regressed to its infancy pre Durkheim. Prior to Durkheim the principal viewpoint was that religion represented unscientific, irrational beliefs and so would inevitably be superseded. Durkheim’s reflexive understanding sited religion as the product of a social reality which it sought to express. This was the first genuinely sociological definition of religion. Durkheim opposed it to all varieties of psychological and primitive theories of religion. In this Durkheim produced a new potential for analysis to focus primarily on human relationships as the source of religion. The great advance of the reflexive principle is that it founds religion as a permanent feature of human life independent of the forms by which it is articulated. The social reality, if it can be identified, must prove no less religious for being articulated in its originating form. For this reason I take Durkheim to be a profound validator of religion and not the skeptic that theology takes him for.

The sociology of religion has abandoned this conclusion from Durkheim with the result that its trivial definition of religion yields only a trivial conclusion. Religion is defined as ‘belief in supernatural beings.’63 Declining belief in supernatural beings therefore means decline in religion.

My complaint can be illustrated by an analogy. Over the past thirty years handwritten ledgers for business accounts have been superseded by software programs such as Quickbooks and Sage. No one would conclude from the decline of book ledgers that accountancy has disappeared. Yet such a ridiculous line of reasoning about religion is adopted by sociology. By analogy to the sociological line of argument accountancy would be defined as ‘hand-writing numbers in ledgers.’ Handwriting in ledgers has declined, therefore, accountancy has declined. The reason that we know such a conclusion about accountancy cannot be valid is that hand ledgers and software programs are known to be different operating programs to effect the same purpose. Accountancy is a permanent requirement of business regardless of the operating programs used to effect it. There could be no business without accountancy. Religion similarly effects a permanent purpose in human relationships. Accordingly I make a distinction in religion between purpose and operating program. Religion is what is done. Religion is not the operating programs that implement the doing. In this new scheme institutionalized beliefs are defined as the operating programs that put into effect the religious purpose. What that purpose consists of is the subject of chapter six, further expanded in the chapters which follow.

A number of useful discussions are opened up by this analytic distinction between purpose and operating program. It is apparent that the ‘ideal potential of human relationships’, which I use to define the purpose of religion, is a permanent feature of human existence. It is a social feature and it is a visionary feature that will occur to every generation. This means that I do not share the ecclesiastical fears that the adoption of a basis for God arising wholly within the parameters of human relationships results in a shallow secularism or ‘empty radical humanism.’64 Nor do I share the prediction of sociology that such a natural basis would end talk of God and dissolve theology as a subject.65 If the social referent of God can be identified then there is no reason for it to be any less religious when carried in a new operating program than when it is carried in one of the traditional programs.

There is no reason that the independent territory of God and of religion should not be identified and take its place alongside sociology. I mean specifically alongside and not subsumed within sociology because I consider religion occupies a permanently independent domain. The automatic assumption under the current conceptual regime is that once the domain of ‘the sacred’ is disconnected from metaphysics then religion reverts to a sociological subject. As I contest this it is incumbent on this work to demonstrate the matter differently. This can only be done by providing a replacement conceptual framework. Building up that framework occupies chapters six through to twelve.

This proposal of the permanently independent domain of religion cannot be properly illustrated without defining the counterpart of what that domain stands independent of. The conventional distinction is between the religious and the secular. The secular merges into and might be named the political but the distinction between the religious and the political domains, though much considered, has never been exactly specified and remains in a state of fluidity. The proposal that Christianity is definitively not a political ideology is half recognized but obscured by the general perception that it is ‘about everything.’ It is obscured by the claim of pope to appoint emperor and for the archbishop to anoint the Queen. The proposal has been particularly confounded in recent history by the urge of twentieth-century Christianity, upstaged by the prophet Marx, to claim political credentials.

I propose that the real division in human actions is not between the religious and the secular but between the religious and the political. A clear criterion that distinguishes the two forms of action is necessary. To do this I make use of one of the many definitions of political that is available, but one which is much more extensive than what is commonly understood to constitute politics and political. To produce this clear distinction a clue is taken up from the notorious problem of the timing of the arrival of the Kingdom of God. The Kingdom of God as it is presented in the New Testament is simultaneously here present amongst us but also still to be anticipated. This perplexing feature has generated a mass of inconclusive discussion in biblical scholarship. I refer to it as the ‘semi-final puzzle.’ What does it mean in social terms that great responsibility to implement this Kingdom is given to all, but an element is reserved to the action of God? This two component constitution of the Kingdom is taken to found the distinction between the political and religious domains. This piece of bible study concludes the book in chapter twelve.

For a large proportion of people today all religious operating programs appear to have been abandoned, not just Quickbooks and Sage but the ledger and abacus for good measure. Yet with the religious purpose posited as permanent there must in fact be a program operating it that we have not so far been able to spot. The prime task of theology today is to elicit what the new program is. Working with the twin principles that God is reflexive of a social reality and that the social purpose of religion is unchangeable, the detective mission is to identify God and religion in contemporary secular culture. The assumption guiding this mission is that God and the new religion in secular culture will turn out to be fundamentally the same thing.

The plan of campaign for this mission is to marry up and cross fertilize various clues. As a first clue a small group of largely overlooked theologians is considered. These discover God directly in the dynamic of the human person. They are decidedly not followers of Plato. This group might be described as sociological theologians in contrast to mystical theologians. I take them as exemplary of the new ‘Social Theology’ proposed in chapter seven. This group, which provides vital insight of God as a presence between persons, is taken up in chapter eight. The second clue comes from a minority of sociologists who have sought to discover religion migrated and hidden in the forms of present day culture. These attempts are reviewed and expanded in chapter nine. Guiding this plan of campaign the assumption of sociology that God has evaporated, because the supernatural program has fallen into disuse, is rejected as shamefully unsociological: God Needs Salvation. God needs to be rescued from trivialization by sociology.

To summarize this first foundational standpoint, concerted use is made of Durkheim’s reflexive validation of religion. Several new propositions are developed from Durkheim which have consequences for a reorientation of fundamental ideas about the origin of religion. These consequences are presented in chapter six; The Sociology of Religion is the Puppet of Plato, and in chapter seven, By What Authority? Is this the End of Theology?

The second foundational standpoint is that, in seeking to discover the new operating program for God, there is an unworked mine of clues to be had from the old Community God. This
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