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Summary 

John Rick's work is important in its own right and as exemplary of a dominant empiricist 

tendency in academic religious thought. This dissertation seeks to display that tendency by 

exploring the possibility of reading Rick's work as Christian theology. To this end it examines 

Rick's reflections on six themes: religion, theology, theodicy, eschatology, Christology and 

theology of religions. It seeks to expose the faults and fissures, disruptions and distortions in 

Rick's texts. This explains the form of each chapter: a lengthy exposition and criticism of how 

Hick handles a particular theme, followed by a short sketch of how the theme may be otherwise 

handled. In each case the sketch draws on insights discerned in the criticism. The central themes 

of the whole study are Rick's emphasis on experience and the place of interpretation: the 

dominance of naive realism and the need for hermeneutic as mediation. 

The length of this dissertation is c.80,000 words. 
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Preface 

This dissertation is the result of my own work and includes nothing which is the outcome 

of work done in collaboration. It has benefited from reading many writers and talking with 

several people. What is of worth can be attributed to these texts and conversations: in particular, 

many happy and instructive hours spent in discussion with Gavin D'Costa, Philip West, 

Christopher Seville, Andrew Gardiner and Kenneth Surin; and with those who have been 

generous enough to supervise its writing, John Robinson, Don Cupitt, Nicholas Lash and Brian 

Hebblethwaite. But above all John Hick has been unsparing of his time, interest and charity. 

Appreciation should be directed to these and criticism to the author alone. 

Sections of this dissertation have been published in slightly different form: parts of the 

introduction and section 1.6 in 'Myths, Signs and Significations' (Theology 89 (1986) 268-275); 

parts of section 4.8 in 'Persons and Replicas' (Modern 'Theology 1 (1985) 303-319); and parts of 

5.5 i.n 'Paradox and Paradigms' (New Blackfriars 66 (1985) 127-135). Section 5.8 is based on a 

paper read to the Second Blaisdell Conference on Religious Pluralism, Claremont California USA 

March 1986. 
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Death and Eternal Life. First edition. London: Macmillan, 1976. 

Death and Eternal Life. Second edition. London: Macmillan, 1986. 

Evil and the God of Love. First edition. London: Macmillan, 1966. 

Evil and the God of Love. Second edition. London: Macmillan, 1977. 

Evil and the God of Love. Third edition. London: Macmillan, 1986. 
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Faith and Knowledge. First edition. Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1957. 
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All biblical references are to the Catholic edition of the Revised Standard Version of the Bible 

(London: CTS, 1966). 

References to all other works are by author-date system. Works are referred to by author's 

surname unless there is more than one work by the same author, when the date is included as 

well. If there are two or more authors of the same name, initials are also given. 
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As Levi Yitzhak returned home from his first trip to Rabbi Shmelke of 
Nikolsburg, which he had undertaken against the will of his father-in-law, . 
the latter jumped on him; 'Now, what did you learn from him?' 'I learned', 
answered Levi Yitzhak, 'that there is a Creator of the world'. The old man 
called a servant and asked him: 'Are you aware that there is a Creator of 
the world?' 'Yes', said the servant. 'Of course', cried Levi Yitzhak, 'they 
all say so, but do they also learn it?' 1 

Ott 1963, 110-111 ; compare Wittgenstein (1953) 1958, 415. 
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Introduction 

On Reading John Hick 



2 Isaiah 45:15 . 

4 

Truly, thou art a God who hidest thyself, 0 God of Israel, the Saviour.2 

God's essence is supposed to guarantee his existence - what this really 
means is that what is here at issue is not the existence of something. 3 

. 3 Wittgenstein 1980, 82e. 
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Perhaps this dissertation will be understood only by someone who has already been 

enamoured of the sort of theology it seeks to criticise, but is so no longer. For such a person may 

more readily understand why, in turning away from what was once embraced, it is a 'reading' 

rather than an 'objective assessment', 'unbiased report' or 'fair reflection' of its subject. (This is 

not to say that it does not assess, report or reflect on its subject; but that it admits to prejudice, 

subjectivity and partiality in doing so.) 

When John Hick published Faith and Knowledge in 1957 he thought it his first and last 

book.4 But since then he has gone on to author and edit over twenty books and publish numerous 

articles. Through his texts, university teaching and personal f1iendship, Hick has become one of 

the most respected and influential writers on religion in Britain and America today. The prestige 

and importance of his name and work can be gauged by the fact that it is almost impossible to 

unde1take a course in America or Britain on the central problems of theology or philosophy of 

religion without referring to his books and articles or to the books and articles of those who have 

been influenced by him, whether accepting, modifying or rejecting his arguments and ideas. 

Hick's two major books, Evil and the God of Love (1966) and Death and Eternal Life (1976), 

have become standard texts; and several of his key notions - 'experiencing-as', 'eschatological 

verification' , 'Irenaean' theodicy, and 'Copernican ' or 'theocent1ic' theology - have entered the 

canon of theological discussion. 

The importance of Hick ' s work is reflected in the extent of the secondary literature (for 

which see the bibliography below). This includes not only numerous reviews and articles, but also 

books, theses and dissertations.5 But if these displ ay reason enough for reading Hick, they offer 

none for adding to their list. If Hick has written so much, and so much has been written about 

him, what excuse is there for more of the same? 

Hick 1980a, 4. 

For example, see the fo llowing dissertations: Brenner, D 'Costa 1986d, Gill is 1986b, Hardeman, Jason, M. B. 
Mackie, Rainwater, Rizzu ti, Tomm, and Weir. 
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So far most if not all of the secondary critical literature on Rick's work, the reviews, 

articles, discussions in books and dissertations, have concentrated on just one or only a few of his 

themes and concerns - epistemology, theodicy, eschatology or theology of religions. Virtually the 

only exception to this is Terry Richard Mathis's short study, Against John Hick (1985). 6 Thus the 

first difference between the following reading of Rick's texts and most others is that it intends to 

be a reading of the entire corpus. Inevitably, of course, it falls short of this intention. There are 

gaps. We have, for instance, excluded some of Rick's peripheral concerns - for example, his 

discussion of the traditional arguments for the existence of God,7 and his interest in pacifism. 8 Our 

intention is to be comprehensive, not exhaustive. 

A second difference between our reading of Hick and any other, is the intention to read all 

of his work, all of his texts, as Christian theology. This is a more radical difference than the first. 

Other readers of Rick's texts have chosen to read them within their self-advertised genres. That is 

to say, they have limited their expectations and questions to the so1t that are generally accepted as 

appropriate for either 'Christian' or 'global' theology or philosophy of religion. They have sought 

to read the texts as Hick has invited them to do, in compliance with his signals and directions . 

We, on the other hand, have sought to read all of Rick's texts as Christian theology, as critical 

reflection on some of the central themes of the Christian tradition: in the order of our chapters -

religious faith, theological reflection, sin and suffering, death and eternity, Jesus Christ. What we 

have expected of one we have expected of all, what we have questioned of one we have 

questioned of all . Does it conform to the framework of Christian believing and bear testimony to 

what God has done in Jesus Christ? 

To some this will seem peculiarly perverse. Why treat a text as 'Christian' when it claims 

to be 'global' theology, as 'theology' when it claims to be 'philosophy of religion'? Firstly, our 

procedure rests on the premise that the reader and not the text is p1ivileged in the act of reading. 

6 

7 

See Loughlin 1986b; D'Cos ta 1986c and Gillis 1986a. 
See Hick 1971a. 

See Hick 1954. 
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That the reader is active and not passive in reading, and in a sense 'produces' the text. That, in 

the words of Christopher Norris, 'language is subject to a generalized "iterability" - or readiness 

to be grafted into new and unforseeable contexts - such that no appeal to performative intent can 

serve to delimit the range of possible meaning' . 9 

The 'production' of text, its inscription within a context, within a place of understanding, 

follows certain rules, conventions and expectations; and the meaning of a text is a function of 

these conventions, a 'production' given under the rule of a particular 'genre'. Frank Kem10de 

writes that a 'genre ... is a context of expectation, an "internalized probability system". It is the 

equivalent, for a longer discourse, of the set of expectations which enable us to follow a sentence 

as it is spoken' .10 Thus, for exan1ple, when we read a poem we expect metaphorical coherence, 

thematic unity, and above all, significance. We follow the rule: 'Read the poem as expressing a 

significant attitude to some problem concerning man and/or his relation to the universe' . A poem 

is an 'utterance that has meaning only witl1 respect to a system of conventions which the reader 

has assimilated'. If 'other conventions were operative its range of potential meaning would be 

different'. n This goes for all texts, for poems, novels and myths, for tl1eological treatises and 

academic dissertations. 

Text itself is produced under constraint. All writing is in view of a reading, subject to sets 

of conventional expectations within which, or against which, it takes place. It is for this reason -

that writing takes place within the space of reading, within the space of conventional expectations 

- that for any given community, a text signals how it should be read. If a text signals that it is to 

be read as a report about an actual happening, it will be read one way; and if it signals that it is 

to be read as a poem, it will be read another way. This can be true of the same text simpiy by 

changing the typographical signal, and thus bringing into play a new set of expectations and 

conventions. Thus, to borrow an example from Culler, a piece of ordinary reporting - 'Yesterday 

Norris, 7. 
1° Kermode 1979, 162; compare Culler, 137. 
11 Culler, 115-116. 
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on the A 7 an automobile travelling at sixty miles per hour crashed into a plane tree. Its four 

·U occupants were killed >1
2 

- set forth as a poem, 'surrr ded by intimidating margins of silence', 

signals the need for an entirely different reading. 

Yesterday on the A 7 

An automobile 

Travelling at sixty miles per hour 

Crashed 

Into a plane tree 

Its four occupants were 

Killed 

Now, to paraphrase Culler, 'Yesterday' takes on a completely different force : referring to the set 

of possible yesterdays, it suggests a common, almost random event. We are likely to give new 

weight to the passivity of 'its four occupants', defined in relation to their automobile. The lack of 

detail or explanation connotes a certain absurdity, and the neutral rep01torial style can be read as 

restraint and resignation. We may note an element of suspense after 'Crashed ', and discover 

bathos in the finality of the isolated 'Killed' . This reading ' is clearly different from the way in 

which joumali~tic prose is interpreted, and these differences can only be explained by the 

expectations with which one approaches lyric poetry, the conventions which govern its possible 

modes of signification'.13 

The same point is true of other writing. What is true of texts which signal that they are 

poems or novels, is equally true of those which signal that they an~ Christian or global theology, 

or philosophy of religion. We know that we are being invited to read them in a certain way, to 

12 Culler, 161. 
13 Culler, 161-162. 
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expect certain things of them and not others. 

What then legitirnates our choosing to ignore Rick's signals and apply different and 

unexpected rules and conventions? The correct answer is pragmatic. If the resulting reading is 

fruitful and productive of new insights and appreciations, then the exercise is legitimate. But in 

Rick's case there is a further reason. Namely that he himself often changes the signals without 

changing the text. Like changing newspaper reports into poems, Hick often changes his theology 

into philosophy, and his philosophy into theology. Sometimes he signals that the same text may 

be read in different ways: Death and Eternal Life is ' global' theology, and yet it is written from a 

Christian 'standpoint'; 14 Problems of Religious Pluralism is a collection of philosophical essays, 

yet many of them enter into theological debate, attempting to influence the Christian mind. 

* 

The following reading takes Rick's work to be empiricist theology. If you but look you will 

see; and if you do not see, then either you have not looked properly or there is nothing there to 

be seen. The task of theology is to help us to see, or to see better, the nature of God's world. It 

is there, as it were, to provide us with lenses or spectacles by which we can see more clearly; or, 

to change the metaphor, theology is there to provide us with a mirror or speculum in which we 

can see God's world reflected. Theology is specular. At the same time, theology is also spectacle, 

a display or show (an apologetic). It enables us to see just how rational, reasonable and probable, 

how acceptable, religion really is. In short, theology is spec(tac)ular. 

Rick's work mirrors this theme exactly. For he holds that theology is there to provide 

theories which tell us how and why the world is, and where it is going. These theories are his 

lenses, spectacles or speculae, through which and in which he ' looks at ' (theorein) God 's world . 

14 DELl, 27. 
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Hick is what Bernard Lonergan calls a 'naive realist', for whom 'knowing ... is a matter of 

taking a good look' .15 For Hick, religious faith is a matter of seeing the world, and theology is an 

attempt to see it better. Christian theodicy and eschatology are empirical assertions about what the 

world will be like (below 3.4 and 4.2);16 and Christology is a matter of best describing the person 

we would all have met if we had been there. You can tell a good Christology from a bad one by 

its correspondence to Jesus of Nazo:eth as he is known to empiricist historical criticism. 

Hick is aware of the role of interpretation in experience. The world is religious in virtue of 

a religious hermeneutic; theology is in the business of constructing hypothetical models, tentative 

and exploratory; theodicy is an attempt to say how all is ultimately for the best in what faith 

believes is the best of all possible worlds; and eschatology is above all concerned to stress the 

transformation of people from egoism to personal self-giving, as the mark of eternal life. 

Christology is an attempt to say the particular form of God's revelation. 

But the interpretative element is always slipping out of sight in Rick's discourse, subject to 

a desire for simplicity and clarity, ironically inscribed within a will to direct, unmediated vision. 

In other words, Hick' s 'naive realism' is always slipping into what Lonergan calls 'critical 

idealism', and back again. 'Because we have access only to objects sensibly presented, we are 

confined to a merely phenomenal world. "Things themselves" become a merely limiting concept 

.. . by which we designate what we cannot know'. 17 Rick's hermeneutic is merely Kant ' s 

categorial. It is not what Lonergan describes as the mediation of the world by meaning, a 'critical 

realism' .18 Hie~ is always pushing back through Kant to a simple (logical) empiricism. If we have 

the right interpretative framework (Iense/speculum) we see the world as well as if we saw it 

15 

16 

17 

18 

Lonergan 1976, 241. It must be said that Hick does not accept this view of his work (personal comment to the 
author); but that it can be seen so is the burden of this dissertation. Consider this example: 'We know about 
matters of fact and existence basically by observation, or experience ... and this applies also in the case of God' 
(Hick & Goulder, 33). 

'A theodicy should .. . be open to confirming or disconfinning evidence by entailing distinctive expectations abou t 
the future - for example .. . the expectation that good will eventually be brought out of evil universally ' (GU F2, 
116). 

Lonergan 1974, 242. 

Lonergan 1974, 243. 
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directly. 

Ultimately, for Hick, we know by 'sense' (naive realism) and not 'through true judgement' 

(critical realism). 19 It could never be the case for Hick that 'the real is not the "out there", nor the 

"in here", but quite simply the true, the affirmed (not merely the sensed, not the experienced, the 

imagined, nor the understood, nor the hypothesized but the true, the real, the it is or it is not 

proper to the cognitional act of judgement)' . 20 For Hick the real is to be sensed and experienced, 

understood and hypothesized. Hermeneutic enters into experience, but hermeneutic can never 

become the mediation of God, the world, and ourselves in the world (the meaning of Jesus 

Christ). 

* 

Rick's work can be seen as the most cogent and persuasive example of a 'school ' or 

'tendency' in contemporary Anglo-American theology and philosophy of religion. This 'school' is 

broadly empiricist (or rationalist) in outlook, heirs, like Hick, to Descartes, Kant and Hume. 21 It 

need not be expected that the members of this 'empiricist tendency' will necessarily recognise 

their affinity; but their coupling in the literature is warwit enough for so aligning them. We are 

thinking of such writers as H. H. Price and Richard Swinburne, Paul Badham and David Brown. 

The 'tendency' of which we are thinking shows itself in many ways: in the way, for 

example, in which Price can think that ' successful' petitionary prayer consists in releasing certain 

paranomial forces which bring about the desired result; 22 or the way in which Badham 

understands resurrection to eternal life as the continuation of this life after death, and declares 

19 Lonergan 1976, 90. 
20 Tracy 1970, 202. 
21 Compare Schmitt, 5. 
22 Price 1972. 
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that if it is to be 'considered seriously in today's world it will have to depend on more than an 

appeal to Christian tradition', that the evidential status of near-death experiences are of 'great 

significance to Christian faith' (see further below 4.6).23 

Above all, it shows in the way that they say God. Thus Swinburne: 

I take the proposition 'God exists' (and the equivalent proposition 'There is 
a God') to be logically equivalent to 'there exists a person without a body 
(i.e. a spirit) who is eternal, is perfectly free, omnipotent, omniscient, 
perfectly good, and the creator of all things'. 24 

It is not too much of an exaggeration to say that for Swinburne, God is a very special case of 

what we are - namely persons. 25 God is simply a person with rather special attributes.26 Swinburne 

carefully notes that he uses 'person' in the modem sense. 'I do not think that many Christians 

wish to deny that in this sense, very loosely speaking, God is a person' .27 He then goes on to 

explain that to say God is eternal is merely to say that, unlike us, he always has existed and 

always will exist. 28 To say that God is free is merely to say that he is causally undetermined. To 

say that he is omnipotent and omniscient means that he can do whatever it is logically possible 

for him to do (or that it is coherent for us to suppose that he could do: God would never do what 

Swinburne supposes it is incoherent for him to do); and that he knows everything it is logically 

possible for him to know. He doesn't do morally bad actions, and he makes or permits everything 

to exist. So, apart from the fact that God doesn't have a body, has been around for rather a long 

time, can do more or less what he likes, knows more or less everything, is very good indeed and 

made everything, he is quite like one of us. He has, for example, according to David Brown, 

23 Bad.ham, xii-xiii . 
24 

25 

Swinburne 1979, 8. 
Swinburne 1977 uses 'person' of God in an 'extended', 'stretched' or 'somewhat analogical sense', by which he 
means that God can do certain things that we cannot (272-280). 

26 Compare Moulder 1986. 
27 

28 

Swinburne 1979, 8 n.1. Of course, by 'modern sense', Swinburne means Descartes's (seventeenth century) sense: 
the Cartesian 'I', the egocentric consciousness. See Kerr 1986, 4-5. 
Swinburne 1979 thinks it 'quite unnecessary' to be 'burdened' by the idea that God's 'time' is 'wholly other ' 
and 'absolutely different' to our time (8). Thus Swinburne is able to discuss the possibili ty of God's suicide (96) . 
On time and eternity see further below 4.8. 
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'experiences' and 'memories', just like us. 29 And, just like us, he is unipersonal. God is not, for 

Swinburne, triune. The Christian doctrine of the Trinity is merely a ' further belief', which can for 

the most part be left to one side.30 'The divinity of modem theism thus turns out to be "a" being 

(an implicit stress is invariably placed on the indefinite article), a rare and fascinating "entity", 

possessing a number of clearly specifiable characteristics'.31 

Many things can be said about this way of conceiving God, but from the standpoint of 

Christian theology two points in particular must be made. Firstly, if, as Nicholas Lash insists, 'the 

doctrine of the Trinity simply is the Christian Doctrine of God', it follows that 'any doctrine of 

God which has ceased to be trinitarian in character has thereby ceased to be Christian'. 32 Further, 

and secondly, if 'modem theism' or the 'empiricist tendency' we have delineated, conceives God 

as an 'individual', 'entity' or 'person', in short as a 'being' or 'object', then it is not only 

characterisable as unchristian but also as idolatrous and even atheistic. For, as Lash remarks, 'it 

would be idolatrous to worship any particular entity, however, unusual , impressive, elevated, or 

unmeasurable by natural science'. 33 To worship such an entity would be to have abandoned faith 

in the God of Jesus Christ and embraced what Walter Kasper calls the 'heresy of theism', which 

is really an atheism .34 

We cannot further pursue these reflections on the 'empiricist tendency' here, beyond noting 

that they should be borne in mind when reading the following study of Rick's work as Christian 

theology. For we take his work as exemplary of this ' tendency ' , not least because a similar 

conception of God is displayed in his texts. 

29 

30 

31 

D. Brown, 11. 

God is the unique infinite personal Spirit who has created out of nothing 
everything other than himself; he is eternal and uncreated; omnipotent and 

Swinburne 1977, 1. For D. Brown, God appears to be three different persons (119). 
Surin 1986a, 5. 

32 Lash 1986b, 183. Lash makes it clear that he thinks Swinburne's theism unChristian (185); as does Surin 1986a, 
4. 

33 Lash 1986b, 191. When Christian theology affirms that God is Spirit it is giving a 'grammatical reminder that 
Deus non est in genere: that there is no particular kind of thing that God is ' . See also Barth [1947] 1949, 36 and 
Gollwitzer, 163. 

34 Kasper, 295. 
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omniscience; and his attitude to his human creatures is one of grace and 
love.35 

Hick has written that if we are to think of God, we must start by conceiving of an immaterial 

'cosmic consciousness', whose 'intellectual operations' are 'purely mental and have no physical 

concomitants'. We have to think of a 'cosmic mind ' whose ' capacity ' is 'unlimited ', who 'knows 

directly and completely', and who is 'aware of the entirety of space-time as an undivided whole' . 

This God is 'personal and loving, purposive and good'; these are the 'personal qualities of the 

infinite Mind' .36 

But Rick's 'positivism' is tempered by a certain agnosticism or negative theology, which 

has become increasingly dominant in recent years. Now Hick prefers to speak of the unknown 

noumenon of ultimate reality, which is variously pictured in the world religions. 37 Just as he has 

ironically inscribed hermeneutic within his empiricism, so he has located a via negativa within his 

theological positivism. 

The character of Rick's unknowing, like that of his fellow mythographer Don Cupitt, is 

Kantian. If his hermeneutic is Kant's categorial, his apophasis is Kant ' s noumenal. It is not the 

disclosure of a revelation, but the display of an epistemology. It is not a saying after God's 

self-saying, as the one who reveals himself as hidden: the enigmatic 'I am' of the burning bush; 

the Father to whom Jesus prays in Gethsemane and who forsakes him on Calvary. 38 Rick 's 

epistemology is merely the affirmation of human ignorance; while the latter mediation is the 

advent of 'faith's dark knowledge'.39 This is the beginning and end of all theology. 

35 Hick 1970a, vii. 
36 Hick 1983a, 37-39. 

The knowledge of God is knowledge of incomprehensible mystery, of that 
which is not less unknown the more deeply it is understood; it is a 
knowledge which thus bears all the hallmarks of ignorance; it is a 
knowledge of him whose presence is felt as absence: whose touch is 
perceived as torture; whose approach is experienced less as the rising of 

37 Hick 1983a, 82-88. On Hick 's conception of God as object see Schmitt, 149-151. 
38 Exodus 3:14, Mark 14:32-42 and 15:34; see Anderson 1975, 127-131. 
39 Lash 1986a, 132. 
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light than as the gathering darkness of our dying.40 

40 Lash 1986a, 8-9. 



Chapter One 

Religion 

16 
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Blessed are those who have not seen and yet believe.1 

The difficulty is to realise the groundlessness of our believing.2 

John 20:29b. 
Wittgenstein [1969] 1975, 166. 
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1.1 Experience, Religion and Theology 

'Religion is the crystallization of religious experience into a structure of words, concepts, 

artifacts, people, and social relationships'.3 These words give us an account of religion. It is this: 

religion points to religious experience. Religious experience is the foundation of religion. 

This account of religion is influential and widespread. It can be read in the work of many 

theologians and philosophers of religion. For example, in the work of Bernard Lonergan the basis 

of all religion is the 'experience of being in love in an unrestricted manner'; 4 in Karl Rabner it is 

the pre-apprehension of being-in-itself.5 And in David Tracy it is the common human experience 

of basic confidence and trust which religion re-presents. 6 In the work of Rudolph Otto the basis of 

s religion is the experience of the holy as mysterium Jalcinens et tremendum; and in Paul Tillich it 
1' 

is the experience of ultimate concem.7 

For each of these writers religious experience is somewhat different, or differently 

expressed; but for each it is expressed by religion. The point is the relation of religious 

experience to religion; the relation of experience to expression. These writers can all be read as 

advocates of what George A. Lindbeck calls experiential-expressivism, the essence of which is to 

interpret religious expression as constituted by 'non-infom1ative and non-discursive symbols of 

inner feelings, attitudes , or existential orientations' . 8 In short, religion is tl1e expression of 

religious experience. This view of religion can also be found in the work of John Hick, who is 

one of its leading exponents. 

The idea that religion is the expression of religious experience can be traced back to Kant. 

'The real ground of belief for him was in the simple assurance, indeed the native sense, of God, 

4 

5 

6 

Carnes, 45. 

Lonergan 1972, 109. 
Ramm 1968, 132-236. 
Tracy 1975, 103. 
Otto; Tillich, 1:1 1-15. 

Lindbeck, 16; see also Sutherland 1984b, 121 -1 22. 
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which he held that all men actually, if in varying measure, possess'. 9 This native sense of God is 

experienced in the contemplation of the natural world. 

Both the admiration for beauty and the emotion excited by the profuse 
variety of ends of Nature, which a reflective mind is able to feel prior to 
any clear representation of an intelligent author of the world, have 
sometl1ing about them akin to a religious feeling. 10 

When contemplation of the natural world is combined with the moral sense, religious feeling is at 

its most intense. 11 

The contemplation of the profound wisdom of the divine creation in the 
smallest tl1ing, and of its majesty in the great ... is ... in respect of its own 
moral detennination, so soul-elevating a power that words ... must needs 
pass away as empty sound because the emotion arising from such a vision 
of the hand of God is inexpressible.12 

For Kant, as Michael Despland writes, religion is a 'sense, an inner attitude, distinct from 

the moral feeling but closely akin to the feeling of the sublime, which is a sense of awe before 

the majesty of an ideal and moral order which stands in authority far above the natural order of 

things which is manifested in our daily experience. This sense may be characterised as one of 

"speechless wonder" or "holy shudder" ... This is tl1e basis of all religion ' .13 Religion is the 

expression of religious feeling. ' It seems tl1at there cannot be any religion without a previous 

detennined concept of God; it is tl1e opposite, religion must precede and the detennined concept 

of God is drawn out of it' .14 

But it was Schleiem1acher who produced tl1e classic account of religion as the expression of 

a native and intuitive sense of God. In 1821 he published The Christian Faith , with a second 

Reardon 1977, 78. 
1o Kant [1790] 1964, 2:159. 
11 For Kant the native sense of God is closely related to the native sense of moral duty. 'Religion is the recognition 

of all duties as divine commands' (Kant [1788] 1956, 134). This is not the reduction of religion to morality, but 
a 'recogni tion of the holiness of morals' (Beck, 280). 

12 Kant [1793) 1960, 185-186. 
13 Despland, 116. 
14 Kant quoted in Despland, 116. 
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edition in 1830. In it he declared that the 'common element in all howsoever diverse expressions 

of piety ... is this: the consciousness of being dependent, or, which is the same thing, of being in 

relation with God'. 15 This consciousness of dependence is the origin of religion, and religion is its 

expression. Schleiermacher writes that 

we have to note that our proposition is intended to oppose the view that this 
feeling of dependence is itself conditioned by some previous knowledge of 
God ... [if] word and idea are always originally one, and the tenn "God" 
therefore presupposes an idea, then we shall simply say that this idea, which 
is nothing more than the expression of the feeling of absolute dependence, 
is the most direct reflection upon it and the most original idea with which 
we are here concerned, and is quite independent of that original knowledge 
(properly so called), and conditioned only by our feeling of absolute 
dependence. 16 

Hegel, while critical of Schleiermacher, also held that religion expressed an intuitive and 

pre-reflective consciousness of God.17 

'We know God immediately; this knowledge is a revelation within us '. That 
is an important principle to which we must essentially hold fast. It implies 
that neither positive revelation nor education can bring about religion in 
such a way that religion would be something effected from outside, 
something mechanically produced and placed within human beings ... It 
must not be considered something mechanical ... but as stimulation instead 
... everything spiritual in human beings, is merely aroused. We are 
implicitly spirit, for the truth lies within us and the spiritual content within 
us must be brought into consciousness. 18 

However for Hegel religious experience is always already interpreted experience, mediated 

through reason and society. 

15 Schleiermacher, 12. 

Spirit bears witness to spmt. This witness is spirit's own inner nature. It 
involves the important specification that religion is not mechanically 
introduced into human beings but lies within them, in their reason and 
freedom generally. When we abstract from the condition of being aroused , 

16 Schleiermacher, 17. 
17 

1.8 

Reardon 1977, 85. The locus classicus of Hegel' s critique of Schleicrmacher is his preface to H. W. F. Hinrich's 
Die Relig ion im inneren Verhaltnisse zur Wissenschaft , in which he notes th at if religion is based on a sense of 
absolute dependence, then 'a dog would be the best Christian, for it possesses this in the highest degree and lives 
mainly in this feeling ' (Hegel 1822, 238). 
Hegel [1 827) 1984, 1:412-413. 
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and consider what this knowledge is and how this religious feeling and 
self-revelation in the spirit is constituted, then, like all knowledge, it is 
immediacy, to be sure; but it is an immediacy that equally well contains 
mediation within itself. The immediacy of knowledge by no means excludes 
mediation.19 

The notion that religion is the expression of religious experience can be read in the work of 

many nineteenth and twentieth century writers. For example, it can be read in the work of 

'primordialists' such as Julian Huxley; and, of course, in the twentieth century father of religious 

experience William James. 

Is there, under all the discre~cies of the creeds, a common nucleus to 
which they bear their testimony unan1biguously? ... The warring gods and 
fomrnlas of the various religions do indeed cancel each other, but there is a 
certain uniform deliverance in which religions all appear to meet. It consists 
of two parts ... a sense that there is something wrong about us as we 
naturally stand ... [and] a sense that we are saved from the wrongness by 
making proper connection with the higher powers. 20 

Experiential-expressivism can also be read in the work of John Oman, H. H. Farmer and H. 

H. Price. In Oman the root of religion is an immediate sense of the 'Supernatural' as an 'intui tion 

of reality, an intercourse between a universe, present always in all its meaning, and a spirit, 

responding with all its understanding'. 21 In Farmer it is an 'awareness of God as near and 

personal ... as absolute demand and final succour' .22 And in Price it is an unactualized capacity or 

potentiality for conscious awareness and love of God. 23 These writers were Rick's teachers and 

19 Hegel [1827] 1984, 1:413. 
20 James, 507-508. 
21 Oman, 36; see Hick 1967d, 537 and Healey 1965, 21. 
22 Farmer, 54. 
23 Price 1969, 476-477. 
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mentors.24 

For Hick the basis of religion is religious experience: the phenomenal awareness of a 

noumenal reality which is unknown in itself, and thus simply referred to as religious or ultimate 

reality. But this reality is manifested and disclosed in and through a variety of phenomenal 

images, of which, for the early Hick, Jesus Christ is one instance, and, for the later Hick, the God 

of Jesus Christ is another.25 

Awareness of religious or ultimate reality comes to expression in religious language and 

theological discourse. Religious language is synonymous with religious dogma, and both with 

religious mythology. Equally, theological discourse is synonymous with theological doctrine, and 

both with theological theory. 26 The difference between religious language, dogma or mythology, 

and theological discourse, doctrine or theory, is that the first points to and the second articulates 

the significance of religious experience. 

Hick provides a short account of religious experience and expression in Evil and the God of 

Love.v. From this we gain a first idea of how he understands the nature of and relationships 

between religious experience, mythology and theology. 

Religious experience is any and all experience when interpreted as revelatory of religious or 

ultimate reality. It is not a particular type or kind of experience, though the interpretation of 

particular experiences may be paradigmatic for the interpretation of any and all other experiences. 

Thus specifically Christian religious experience is any and all experience when interpreted in the 

24 

25 

FKl, v-vi; FK2, v-viii. Farmer entered Westminster College Cambridge as a student in 1914. When he returned to the college in 1935 it was to succeed Oman as Professor of Systematic Theology. Hick came to Westminster as a University Lecturer in 1964, by way of Hull, Edinburgh, Oxford, Cambridge, Belford and Cornell. At Hull he studied law. At Edinburgh he studied philosophy. At Oxford he studied more philosophy under the supervision of H. H. Price; at Cambridge he studied theology, and at Belford he wrote-up his studies as a book. At Cornell he finished the book and published it as Fai1h and Knowledge in 1957. Returning to England, he revised it and published a second edition in 1966. Failh and Knowledge, in its two editions, is the central text for Hick's philosophy of religion. In it we can read the Schleiennacherian intuitionism of Oman; the Buberian personalism of Farmer; the Humean empiricism of Price; and the Kantian phenomenalism of Norman KempSmith, who taught Hick at Edinburgh. 
Hick 1980d, 134-135; Hick 1984b, 160-163; Hick 1985b, 19. See Schmitt, 115. 

26 In the first edition of Faith and Knowledge (1957) religious language is characterised as dogma, theological discourse as doctrine. But in the second edition (1966) dogma is replaced by 'primary affirmations of faith', and doctrine qualified as theological (FK2, 218) . The distinction between religious language as mythological and theological discourse as theoretical is introduced in Evil and 1he God of Love (1966) (EGLI, 281-289) . 
27 EGLI, 281-282. 
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light of Jesus Christ. 

Mythology is the expression of the experience which founds the faith; specifically Christian 

mythology is the expression of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. Mythology 

consists of 'imaginative pictures' which function to express in 'universally understandable ways' 

the significance of the founding experience.28 

Theology also attempts to express the significance of the founding experience, but in a 

theoretical and systematic fom1 . 'Thus it is a fact of the Christian faith-experience that "God was 

in Christ";29 and the various christological theories are attempts to understand this by seeing it in 

the context of other facts both of faith and of nature'. 30 As Schleiermacher put it, 'Christian 

doctrines are accounts of the Christian religious affections set forth in speech'.31 'Religious 

doctrines are theories about religious facts, and religious facts are experiences of God' .32 

Mythology and theology are expressions of religiously interpreted experience. But 

mythology is a communal expression, and theology an individual one; mythology is a compelling 

and vivid picture for the simple, theology a theoretical and systematic account for the leamed.33 In 

Evil and the God of Love mythology is contrasted with science and history.34 It merely points to, 

illuminates and emphasizes, the founding experiences of religion; but theology putatively 

describes and directly represents those experiences as revelatory of religious or ultimate reality 

(see further below 1.5). Thus theology supersedes mythology. It should also be noted that the 

language of mythology is hyperbolic and absolute; the discourse of theology, at least in Rick's 

practice, non-hyperbolic and non-absolute.35 

28 EGLl, 282. 
29 IT Corinthians 1:19. 
30 EGLl , 282. 
3! Schleiermacher, 76. 
32 Helm 1973, 145. 
33 EGLl , 283-285 . 
34 EGLl, 284. 
35 GUF2, 172. 
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Hick presents two accounts of religion. Firstly, a particular account of the Christian religion; 

and secondly, a general account of what he considers to be the major world religions -

Christianity, Judaism, Islam, Hinduism and Buddhism. The first is the concern of Christian 

theology, and the second is the concern of universal or global theology. Both are the concern of 

the philosophy of religion. 

For the most part we are concerned with the first, with Rick's account of the Christian 

religion; but in chapter five we consider his general account of the major world religions, in 

particular his account of their relations to each other. We concentrate on Rick's account of the 

Christian religion because he has concentrated most on Christianity, and writes and lives as a 

Christian. But we also do so because his account of the Christian religion is, suitably modified , 

applicable to all the major world religions. That is to say, the method of Rick's global theology is 

much the same as that of his Christian theology; and the relation of global theology to the 

experience and mythologies of the world religions is much the same as that of Christian theology 

to Christian experience and mythology. 
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1.2 Religious Experience 

Hick .claims that it is a basic characteristic of our experience that we 'interpret' it as 

'significant' . It is by this act of interpretation that we render our experience intelligible, and 

constitute for ourselves an ordered world in which we may feel at home.36 All experience is 

significant experience. 'Except perhaps in very early infancy or in states of radical breakdown, the 

human mind is always aware of its environment as having this quality of fundamental familiarity 

or intelligiblity. Significance, then, is simply the most general characteristic of our experience' .37 

But what is this 'experience' which we interpret as significant? It appears to be our basic 

sense-data, our visual, auditory, tactile, olfactory and gustatory perceptions.38 Hick writes about 

'construing' and finding significance in the 'field of data'. 39 He cites the example of seeing a 

patch of red colour and interpreting it first as a red object or thing, and then as a red-covered 

book.40 This example suggests that we understand uninterpreted experience as sense data, and 

several critics and commentators have read Hick this way.41 

The notion of sense-data derives from the tradition of British empiricism, and in particular 

from the work of G. E. Moore and Bertrand Russell . Their notion of sense-data is much the same 

as Locke's notion of 'ideas' or Humes's notion of 'perceptions' .42 To see a colour, or to hear a 

sound, is to have the sense-datum, idea or perception, of a colour or sound in the mind. We only 

perceive sense-data directly, anything else is perceived indirectly. For Locke, words are the signs 

of ideas and ideas the signs of things.43 We interpret our basic sense-data as signs of this or that, 

and primarily as signs of an external world . 

36 FK2, 98. This is what Jeffner calls 'finding a Gestalt' (11 3). See also Ferre, 161. 
37 FK2, 99. 
38 FK2, 101. 

39 FK2, 101 and 103. 
4° FK2, 103. 
41 Mathis, 95-114; Brhl<:enhielm, 88. 
42 Wedberg, 2:77-82. 
43 Wedberg, 2:80. 
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But there are objections to the notion of sense-data, and particular objections to its use by 

Hick. Terry Richard Mathis complains that Hick simply assumes a veil of sense data between L11e 

perceiver and the perceived.44 He holds that Rick's distinction between things as they are and 

things as they appear to be, is unfounded and unacceptable.45 

In general, arguments for the existence of sense-data rest on the fact that what we often see, 

hear, touch, taste or smell, are not there to be seen, heard, touched, tasted or smelt. 46 We suffer 

from illusions and hallucinations. Macbeth saw a dagger before him, but it was not there. We see 

stars in tl1e night sky, but we see them as they were and not as they are. 

However these arguments are not conclusive. Though it may be more exact to say that we 

seem to see something than that we see it, just in case we don't see it; it doesn't follow that we 

see a seeming-something rather than something.47 We don't need to introduce seeming-somethings 

or sense-data in order to explain why we don't always see things as they are, but as they appear 

to be.48 There are things and we see them , only we don't always see them as they are. It's not 

because we see something else, seeming-somethings or sense-data, but because we miss-see: our 

seeing is faulty. Hick needs only this simple distinction between tl1e things we see and the way 

we see them. 

In fact, it is not clear that Hick does espouse the notion of sense-data, interposing them 

between the perceiver and the perceived. Rather we can read him as espousing a sort of Kantian 

phenomenalism. 'So long as we are conscious, our experience constitutes a continuous stream, tl1e 

contents of which are partly supplied by external reality imposing upon us, and partly by internal 

factors, deliberate reasonings, and thoughts and feelings which come to the surface of 

consciousness from witl1in our own minds' .49 For Hick, experience or consciousness is one thing, 

44 Mathis, 97-98. 
45 Mathis, 99-101. 
46 See Ayer 1956, 84-133; Dancy, 143-182. 
47 Ayer 1956, 105. 
48 Ayer 1956, 95. 
49 Hick & Goulder, 33. 
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compounded of two. These two are the external and internal factors which together produce the 

contents, the sum total of which constitute our experience or stream of consciousness. The 

external factors modify the internal, the internal interpret the external. Our experience is this 

interaction. There is no third thing. 

Hick likens our interpretation of experience as significant to Ludwig Wittgenstein's notion 

of 'seeing-as' .50 A puzzle-picture, such as Wittgenstein's duck-rabbit, is said to be ambiguous. 51 

We can either see it as a duck or as a rabbit. And when we see it as one or the other, we are 

'seeing-as', seeing it as a duck or as a rabbit. In just the same way, our experience is said to be 

ambiguous, we can see it one way or another.52 We can see our experience as that of an external 

world or a solipsistic projection, as ethically significant or morally vacuous, as the mediation of 

divine presence or the sign of absurdity. Thus when we see or interpret our experience as 

significant, we are 'seeing-as', or, as Hick puts it, 'experiencing-as'.53 

For Hick this phrase captures the immediacy of the interpretative element in experience. It 

is not after the experience, but in the experience. We 'see it as we interpret it' .54 When the 

prophet Jeremiah saw the Chaldeans at the gates of Jerusalem he saw God's judgement come 

upon Israel (Jeremiah 38-39). He did not first see the Chaldeans and then interpret their presence 

as God 's act - he saw God's act. 'It was the way in which the prophet actually experienced and 

participated in the events at the time. He consciously lived in the situation experienced in this 

way' .55 As Wittgenstein might have said, Jeremiah would not have answered the question 'What 

do you see here?' by saying: 'Now I am seeing the Chaldeans as God's judgement'. He would 

50 

51 

52 

53 

54 

55 

FK2, 142. 

Wittgenstein [1953) 1958, 193e-208e. For the original of Wittgenstein ' s duck-rabbit see Jastrow, 295. 
FK2, 144. 

FK2, 142. Keeling a,,,d Morelli object that Hick's notion of experiencing-as is not like Wittgenstein's notion of 
seeing-as, because for Wittgenstein not all seeing is seeing-as, whereas for Hick all experience is experiencing-as 
(253-255). But Hick does draw a distinction between seeing and seeing-as, experiencing and experiencing-as, 
while holding that seeing and experiencing are 'seldom actually exemplified'. 'I think it is safe to say that 
ordinary human experiencing is always experiencing-as' (PRP, 19). For further criticism of Hick's analogy 
between seeing-as and experiencing-as, and between them and religious experience, see Heaney. 
Wittgenstein [1953) 1958, 193e. 'When we see something as a so-and-so it is our experience that embodies the 
aspect' (McGinn, 119-120). 
FK2, 143 . Hick does not tell us how he knows so much about Jeremiah. 
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simply have said: 'I see God's judgement'. Neverthless someone else might have said of him: 

'He is seeing the Chaldeans as God's judgement'.56 

Jastrow's duck-rabbit is intended to be seen as a duck or as a rabbit. To see it one way is 

as good as to see it the other way. It is not better seen as a duck than as a rabbit. But we do not 

know this about our experience. Is it as good to see it one way as another? Whether it is or not, 

we tend to think that it is not. We tend to think that one way of seeing our experience is better 

than another. We think it better to see our experience as that of an external world than as that of 

a solipsistic projection, or vice versa. So our experience is not ambiguous in the way that 

Jastrow's duck-rabbit is.57 Anders Jeffner explicates this difference by saying that the duck-rabbit 

has a 'changing Gestalt', whereas our experience has an 'uncertain Gestalt'. 58 By Gestalt Jeffner 

means interpretation. So when Hick says that our experience is ambiguous, he should be 

understood as saying that its interpretation is uncertain. 59 

To interpret our experience as significant is to adopt a disposition to act in an appropriate 

manner. 'Consciousness of a particular kind of environmental significance involves a judgement, 

implicit or explicit, as to the appropriateness of a particular kind, or range of kinds, of action in 

relation to that environment' .60 We attribute significance to objects and situations. And this means 

we know how to act with regard to them. If we experience something like a book or a pen, we 

know what to do with it. We can read or write. If we experience something like a seminar, we 

know how to behave. We can listen and participate. ' Our nan1es are always in part names for 

functions or uses or kinds of significance as apprehended from the standpoint of the agent' . 61 

Of course we do not experience objects in isolation from situations. All objects have a 

context. 'Our normal consciousness is of groups of objects standing in recognizable patterns of 

56 See Wittgenstein [1953] 1958, l 94e-195e. 
57 Shepherd cri ticises Hick for not noting this difference (93 ); see also Ward 1968, 466. 
58 Jeffner, 45. 
59 Mathi s objects to Hick describing experience as ambiguous because one interpretation may be true and the others 

false (56). But whether or not one is true, we may be uncertain as to which one it i.s. In this sense experience is 
ambiguous. 

6° FK2, 99. 
61 FK2, 100. 
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relations to one another. And it is the resulting situation taken as a whole that carries significance 

for us, rendering some ranges of action and reaction appropriate and others inappropriate '. 62 

Though of . course within any situation we can always pay attention to just one or several 

particular objects. 

Any particular object or situation can have a different significance at different times and for 

different people. A book may be good or bad, and we will either pick it up or put it aside. A 

seminar may be boring or interesting, and we will either pay attention or go to sleep. It is 

because objects and situations can be significant in more than one way, that Hick calls the 

attribution of significance 'interpretation'. 'The word "interpretation" suggests the possibility of 

differing judgements; we tend to call a conclusion an interpretation when we recognise that there 

may be other and variant accounts of the same subject matter' .63 

The total significance of an object or situation may be very complex. For not only may 

there be several different interpretations, but these interpretations may interpenetrate. Think of two 

friends playing chess. There is the situation of the game, and the situation of their friendship. 

Then a fire breaks out, and both are in a situation of danger. 64 Think of the interpenetrating 

contexts of street, city and state; of family, class and nation; and of planet, galaxy and universe. 

'The complex web of interplays within and between these ... expanding series gives rise to the 

infinite variety of situations of which our human life is composed ' .65 

Hick discerns three types of situational significance : natural, moral and religious. We 

interpret our experience as that of an external world . We also interpret it as subject to moral 

imperatives; and , if we are religious believers, to the presence of the divine. It is important to 

note that these different types of significance exist only at the level of analysis . At the level of 

experience, there is simply experience. The transcendence of natural extemali ty, moral imperative, 

62 FK2, 104-105. 
63 FK2, 101. Sometimes an interpretation is an explanation, and sometimes it is a recognition. Sometimes it 

answers the question, Why? And sometimes it answers the question, What? And sometimes it answers both 
questions; it is both an explanation and a recognition (FK2, 101- 102). 

64 FK2, 106. 
65 FK2, 107; see Gill 1975, 85. 
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and religious reality, are within and not without human experience.66 

Though Hick does not recognise the distinction, there are two moments of interpretation in 

his account of natural significance. First, there is the moment of interpreting experience as 

experience of an external world. This is what Hick calls the basic or primary act of 

interpretation.67 It is opposed to interpreting experience as experience of an internal, private or 

phenomenal world only. Either of these interpretations, the world as external or internal, objective 

or subjective, are unevidenced and unevidencable.68 But most, if not all people, interpret their 

experience as experience of an external world. 

In the second moment of interpretation, experience of an external world is interpreted as 

experience of a natural world. This second moment of interpretation is not given in the first. Hick 

writes: 'The significance for us of the physical world, nature, is that of an objective environment 

whose character and "laws" we must learn, and toward which we have continually to relate 

ourselves aright if we are to survive'. 69 This is the world as interpreted by western mechanistic 

science. It is the conjunction of the two moments of interpretation - the world as external and the 

world as natural and governed by physical laws - that Hick calls the order of natural significance. 

The distinction between the two moments of interpretation is important because, though we 

may grant that the first is universal, the second is not. There is no reason to suppose that all 

people, at all times, interpret their experience as Hick suggests. Whereas there is some reason to 

suppose otherwise. 

Hick suggests that natural significance is something we share with other animal organisms. 

It is the 'significance which our environment has for an animal organism seeking sun,ival and 

pleasure and shunning pain and death'. 70 But it is not obvious that all animal organisms share the 

same significant world. 

66 Gill 1971a, 167-173; 1971b. 
67 FK2, 108; see Robbins. 
68 FK2, 109. 
69 FK2, 107. 
7° FK2, 108. 
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Reality is not a unique and homogeneous thing; it is immensely diversified, 
having as many different schemes and patterns as there are different 
organisms. Every organism is, so to speak, a monadic being. It has a world 
of its own because it has an experience of its own. In the world of a fly we 
find only 'fly-things'; in the world of a sea-urchin we find only 
'sea-urchin-things' .71 

The diversity of organic worlds is continued in the great variety of human societies and cultures. 

Apart from a basic interpretation of experience as experience of a world, and not, say, as a 

solipsistic projection, primary interpretation of experience is particular and culturally conditioned. 

It is thus continuous with more obviously culturally diverse and specific interpretations - Hick's 

moral and religious types of significance. 

There are also two moments of interpretation in Rick's account of moral significance. 

A traveller on an unfrequented road ... comes upon a stranger who has met 
with an accident and who is lying injured and in need of help. At the level 
of natural significance this is just an empirical state of affairs, a particular 
configuration of stone and earth and flesh. But an act or reflex of 
interpretation at the moral level reveals to the traveller a situation in which 
he is under obligation to render aid. He feels a categorical imperative laid 
upon him, demanding that he help the injured man. The situation takes on 
for him a peremptory ethical significance, and he finds himself in a situation 
of inescapable personal responsibility. 72 

Firstly, there is the moment of interpreting experience as experience of a moral imperative; 

and secondly, there is the moment of interpreting experience of a moral imperative as experience 

of a specific right or obligation. Again, the second moment of interpretation is not given in the 

first. Insofar as. experience of moral imperatives is universal, experience of specific rights and 

obligations - the obligation to help the injured stranger - is not. Apart from a basic interpretation 

of experience as experience of a moral imperative, moral interpretation of experience is particular 

and culturally specific. On one reading, the parable of the Good Samaritan is a surprise and 

challenge precisely because of the relative and culturally specific moment of moral experience.73 

71 Cassirer, 25. 
72 FK2, 111. 
73 Luke 10:25-37; see Rowland, 142-143. 
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Religious experience also has its two moments of interpretation. 74 First, there is the moment 

of interpreting experience as experience of religious reality; and second, there is the moment of 

interpreting experience of religious reality as experience of a particular god or gods, or some 

other thing. And once again, the second moment of interpretation is not given in the first. The 

first is universally general, the second culturally specific. 

Hick is aware of the two moments of interpretation in religious experience, though in his 

early writing he collapses them together. In Faith and Knowledge he takes the 'primary religious 

perception, or basic act of religious interpretation', to be the experience of a divine presence and 

purpose.75 This is to collapse Christian experience of God into general experience of religious 

reality. In later writings he carefully distinguishes between religious or ultimate reality in itself, 

and particular interpretations of it.76 

As we have said, the two moments of interpretation in the three types of experience -

natural, moral and religious - are only apparent at the level of analysis. At the level of 

experience, there is simply experience. This means that experience can be analysed otherwise. For 

the distinction between universally general and culturally specific moments of interpretation raises 

serious problems. But for the moment we will consider some other important distinctions in 

Rick's account of religious experience. These are the distinctions between inferred, direct and 

mediated experience. 

Hick writes that we 'become conscious of the existence of other objects in the universe, 

whether things or persons, either by experiencing them for ourselves or by inferring their 

existence from evidences within our experience. The awareness of God reported by the ordinary 

believer is of the former kind. He professes, not to have inferred that there is a God, but that God 

as a living being has entered into his own experience. He claims to enjoy something which he 

74 See PRP, 26. 
75 FK2, 115. 
76 See Hick 1981c. 
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describes as experience of God' .77 The believer 'finds that in his dealings with the world of men 

and things he is somehow having to do with God, and God with him .... The believer meets God 

... in moments of worship, ... through the urgings of conscience he feels the pressure of the divine 

demand upon his life ... through the gracious actions of his friends he apprehends the divine grace 

... through the marvels and beauties of nature he traces the hand of the Creator' .78 

But how can experience of God be of the same kind as experience of the world, if the 

former is mediated through the latter? Is it not odd to say that both God and world are directly 

experienced? For surely God is not the same as books and pens, chairs and tables, and we do not 

experience them all in the same way? Who has seen God as they have a chair or table? 

In order to read Hick correctly at this point it is necessary to distinguish between our 

'sense' of something, and the mediation of that 'sense' through our basic and culturally formed 

perceptions of sight, sound, touch, taste and smell. This distinction can be drawn with regard to 

all three types of experience, natural, moral and religious. There is the 'sense' of externality, the 

'sense' of moral imperative, and the 'sense' of religious reality, all mediated through our basic 

perceptions. In each case a reality is experienced as over against us . 

The distinction between our 'sense' of something and the mediation of that 'sense', 

corresponds to the distinction between the two moments of interpretation in experience. In the 

first moment we 'sense' something over against us - world, moral imperative or religious reality. 

In the second moment that 'sense ' is mediated through our basic perceptions as natural world, 

specific duty · or divine presence. 

It is important to make this distinction, because Hick can be misread . Anders Jeffner argues 

that Hick has not fully explained 'how an interpretation can provide some kind of 

77 FK2, 95. For a contrary analysis of religious experience as lhe interpretation of non-religious experience by 
inferentially acquired concepts see Rottschaefer 1985, 276. 

78 FK2, 96. This passage gives lhe lie to lhe claim lhat lhere are no invariable or uniform correlates or 'publicly 
identifiable cues for lhe private, immediate and incommunicable experience lhat for Hick is religious knowledge' 
(Helm 1973, 148). Worship and the contemplation of nature are examples of such public and conventional 
correlates. 
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supplementation of the empirical factors of the situation experienced'.79 Jeffner writes that 'Hick 

ignores the difference between seeing something as a rabbit and seeing an event as an act of God; 

the latter involves the introduction not only of a new concept but of a new entity or ontological 

category, namely God' .80 Thus he charges Hick with oscillating between 'interpretation as a 

specific organization of the various elements and as the introduction of some new principle'. 81 But 

this criticism forgets that for Hick, to see something as an act of God is no more to introduce a 

new entity than to see it as merely human. For in both cases there is the 'sense' of something -

human person or religious reality - and the mediation of that 'sense' through basic perceptions 

('empirical factors'). The first is as much a 'supplementation' as the second. 

79 
J effner, 117. 

80 
Jeffner, 117-118. 

81 
Jeffner, 118. 
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1.3 Religious Freedom 

According to Hick, experience of the world, moral imperatives and religious reality, is 

interpreted experience; and therefore voluntary. We can choose to interpret our experience as we 

do. But some interpretations are more voluntary than others.82 Interpretation of experience as 

experience of a natural world is the least voluntary. 'At this level of experience we are - broadly 

speaking, and with occasional lapses - compelled to experience correctly. 83 We have all learned, 

with comparatively slight limits, to discern uniformly the "natural" significance of our 

environment ... Indeed our interpretative activity is at this level so nearly a function of our 

environment that we are not normally aware in ordinary practical life that we are interpreting at 

all'. 84 But interpretation of experience as experience of religious reality is the most voluntary, it is 

our most free act.85 'No one believes except by wanting to' .86 Why is this? 

Hick suggests two reasons. Firstly, God is not a part of our world in the way that, say, our 

friends are. We cannot turn a corner and come upon him in the same way that we can come upon 

a friend. Secondly, God does not wish to be such that we could turn a comer and come upon 

him. For having done so, we could not but be friends with him. His would be a friendship we 

could not, as it were, refuse. Our freedom with regard to him would be .at an end. For God is 

responsible for our existence and detern1ines our destiny. His will is our good, absolute and 

unconditional, claiming a total obedience.87 The only analogy is with meeting and falling in love 

with someone, an involuntary involvement and affection. A meeting with God must be freely 

82 FK2, 123. 
83 

84 

85 

86 

87 

Hick appears to be confused about 'involuntary' and 'correct' vision. 
FK2, 123. Henze objects to Hick describing experience of the natural world as compulsory or coercive. We are not forced against our will to experience the natural world . Hick agrees (1967a), but maintains that this is a linguistic quibble. His substantial point is unaffected: God does not force himself upon our attention as does our physical environment. Trethowan notes that 'Hick's use of the word "coercive", if perhaps infelicitous, is quite intelligible and not, I should have thought, in the least likely to mislead' (1967a, 274). 
FK2, 128. 

Augustine quoted in Aquinas 1964-1981, 31:29; see Augustine 1848-1849, 1:398-414. 
FK2, 133. 
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chosen if it is not to 'crush and even destroy the personality '. 88 To meet God is to know God, 

and to know God is to love God. We are willingly constrained in the meeting. 

The act of will, or the state of willingness or consent, by which one adopts 
the religious mode of apperception is .. . also an act of obedience or a 
willingness to obey. Thus although belief in the reality of God, and a 
practical trust and obedience towards him, must be distinguished in thought, 
they occur together and depend closely upon one another: fides and fiducia 
are, two elements in a single whole, which is man's awareness of the 
divine.89 

Hick insists that only 'when we voluntarily recognize God, desiring to enter into relationship with 

him, can our knowledge of him be compatible with our freedom, and so with our existence as 

personal beings' .90 Thus God must hide himself, and leave it to us to find him. 'If man is to be 

personal, God must be deus absconditus' .91 

But if this were so, why should we ever choose to go and look for God? Why should we 

choose to interpret our experience religiously? The answer lies in our nature. While our 

interpretation of experience as naturally significant is our least voluntary act, and our 

interpretation of it as religiously significant our most free act, the latter is, to some extent, 

involuntary. For we have, Hick believes, an innate tendency to interpret our experience 

religiously. There is an almost 'universal bias in the human mind toward a religious interpretation 

of the phenomena of life' .92 We are such that we want to go and look for God. This is simply 

how we are. 

The evidence for this, Hick tells us, is the 'almost universal occurrence of religion in some 

form among ma..r1kind in every age concerning which we have evidences'.93 In every age, and in 

every culture, there is the belief that the world 'is other and greater than it seems, that 

88 FK2, 134. 
89 FK2, 143-144. 
90 FK2, 134; see Fanner, 73, 
91 FK2, 135. For a similar argument see Price 1963, 20. It should be noted !hat Hick holds !hat a proof of God's 

existence would compel a merely notional assent. We might still say 'There is a God, so what'? 
92 FK2, 136. This is the 'spark in our clod, our native orientation to !he divine' (Lonergan 1972, 103). 
93 FK2, 136. 



37 

interpenetrating the natural, but extending behind or beyond or above it, is the Supernatural, as a 

larger environment to which men must relate themselves through the activities prescribed by their 

cult' .94 This is the 'basic common factor in all that has ever by general consent been called 

religion' .95 

This basic factor operates as an 'inclining cause' towards the divine. It is an 'essential 

precondition' for our relationship with God, for searching out and meeting him, as we would a 

friend. 96 For it preserves our freedom and autonomy with regard to him. 'In order to be 

cognitively free in relation to God we must possess an innate tendency to recognize his presence 

behind the phenomena of life, and yet a tendency which is not irresistible but which we may 

repress without doing manifest violence to our nature'. 97 

Against this account of God's necessary absence, several commentators and critics have 

urged that our freedom would not be impugned or imperilled by God's presence. They point to 

the ability of many people to believe or disbelieve what other people take to be either glaringly 

obvious or manifestly false. Thus there is no need for God to hide, people will respond if they 

want to, and won't if they don 't. Thus Roy W. Perret argues that we cannot be coerced to believe 

against our will. 98 Belief is a matter of seeing; so seeing God we could not but believe. 99 But this 

would not be against our will. We see the world and believe that it exists, and that is not against 

our will. So why would it be different in the case of God?100 But this argument forgets that the 

94 

95 

96 

97 

98 

99 

FK2, 137. 

FK2, 137. 

FK2, 137-139. 

FK2, 139. Helm 1973 objects that unless we already knew God we would not recognise him even if we met him (147-148) . But as is commonly said, we can go and look for we know not what, and know it when we find it. Hick's position is well described by Lonergan (1972, 122-123). The 'major exception to the latin tag ['knowledge precedes love') is God's gift of his love flooding our hearts . Then we are in the dynamic state of being in love. But who it is we love, is neither given nor as yet understood .. . But if we would know what is going on within us .. . we have to inquire, investigate, seek counsel. So it is that in religious matters love precedes knowledge and, as that love is God's gift, the very beginning of faith is due to God's grace'. 
Perret, 60. Perret also notes that the necessity of God's absence is inconsistent with Hick 's account of the 
prophet Jeremiah's religious experience, and with an unambiguous eschatological state. But Hick docs not suggest that Jeremiah was coerced in his belief, only that he fully responded to his innate tendency to recognise God in the phenomena of life; and people only attain to an unambiguous eschatological state in free and full response to their innate tendency to do so . 
Perret, 59. 

100 For a similar argument see Duff-Forbes 1969, 212-215. 
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world and God are not the same. We may not be able not to believe in the world, but we can be 

indifferent toward it. We could not be indifferent toward God. And for Hick that would be a 

significant loss of freedom; We may not be able to choose whom we love here on earth, and that 

may not matter; but it does matter that we can choose to love God, here and hereafter. 
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1.4 Religious Knowledge 

Hick is concerned to maintain the continuity of natural, moral and religious experience 

because he wants to maintain the continuity of religious and secular knowledge. 

For some (Plato, Descartes, Moore), to know is to see truly. We cannot be mistaken about 

what we know. And what we know, we know that we know. 101 If we don't know in this way, we 

don ' t know anything for certain; and if we don ' t know anything for certain, we don ' t know that 

we don't know in this way. Hick calls this view of knowledge the 'infallibilist theory or 

definition of knowledge' .102 

But this account of knowledge makes little sense. For it forgets the expression 'I thought I 

knew' .103 We can always be mistaken about what we think we know. 'It would surely be 

remarkable if we had to believe the reliable person who says "I can't be wrong"; or who says "I 

am not wrong"' .104 But this is what the infallibilist theory of knowledge amounts to. 

We are fallible. When we say that we know something, we are using 'know' in a 

specialised way.105 So what are we saying when we say that we know something? We are saying 

that we are certain about something, and that someone can rely upon our certainty. We will take 

responsibility for what we say, because we are certain that it is so. It is like promising.106 As 

Wittgenstein said, the 'difference between the concept of "knowing" and the concept of "being 

certain" isn ' t of any great importance at all , except where I know is meant to mean: I can't be 

wrong• .101 

Of course certainty without reason is suspect. We require grounds for our certainty. 'For in 

educated usage "knowledge" does not refer to a merely casual absence of doubt but to a stable 

101 FI<:2, 200-201 ; see Cook-Wilson, 1:100. 
1o2 FK2, 202; see Dancy, 53-61. 
io3 Wittgenstein [1969) 1975, 12. 
104 Wittgenstein [1969) 1975, 22. 
105 Wittgenstein [1969) 1975, 11. 
i 06 FK2, 206-207. 
JO? Wittgenstein [1969] 1975, 8. 



40 

and tested certainty which has withstood critical scrutiny'. 108 As Wittgenstein notes: "'I know" 

often means: I have the proper grounds for my statement' .109 And when we suppose that we have 

the proper grounds, we have certainty. 'When someone has made sure of something, he says: 

"Yes, the calculation is right", but he did not infer that from his condition of certainty. One does 

not infer how things are from one's own certainty. Certainty is as it were a tone of voice in 

which one declares how things are, but one does not infer from the tone of voice that one is 

justified' .11 0 

If we have proper grounds for certainty, what is certain for us, can be certain for others. 

'That which I know is in principle knowable by others. For the certainty of a rational being 

involves the assumption that those grounds which have been sufficient to evoke certainty in 

himself are likewise sufficient to evoke it in any other rational mind acquainted with them'. 111 

Succinctly: 'if the other person is acquainted with the language game, he would admit that I 

know'. 112 The endorsement of others confirms and grounds our certainty. As also, success when 

we act on the basis of it. 113 Certainty is properly grounded when we have reason for what we say, 

when others agree with us, and when we are successful in acting upon it. 114 

But though we may be properly certain about something, we may yet be mistaken. So how 

is being certain the same as knowing? For surely when we know something, that something is 

true? This is why we say 'I thought I knew' . We didn't know if it wasn't true. But we cannot 

adopt the infallibilist account of knowledge and say that when we know somethjng it is true. For 

we say that we know things all the time, and all the time we find that what we know (thought we 

knew) isn't so. Here is a dilemma. Hick proposes to solve it by distinguishing between a 

definition of knowledge and a claim to knowledge. We only know something when that 

108 FK2, 207. 
109 Wittgenstein (1969) 1975, 18; see also 206 and 325. 
110 Wittgenstein (1969) 1975, 30; FK2, 207. 
m FK2, 207. 
112 Wittgenstein [1969) 1975, 18. 
113 Hick 1971a, 110-111. 
114 Brakenhielm, 77-78 . 



41 

something is true; but we can claim to know something when we are properly certain that that 

something is true. 'Thus knowledge cannot (by definition) be erroneous; but it is always possible 

for a knowledge claim to be erroneous. And whenever it is uttered "I know ... " means strictly "I 

(claim to) know ... "' .115 

If knowing is being certain, and having proper and rational grounds for being so, can we 

say that the religious believer knows God? Is religious belief rationally certain, based on proper 

and adequate grounds? As we have seen, for Hick the ground of religious knowledge is religious 

experience. Experience of life as 'a "dialogue with God" is the believer's primary reason for 

being sure that God is real' .116 The believer's consciousness and experience of living in the 

presence of God is as vivid and compelling as his or her consciousness and experience of the 

world. Therefore, insofar as experience of the world is sufficient for certainty that the world is 

real, and not, say, a solipsistic projection, the religious believer's experience of religious 

significance is sufficient for him or her to be certain that God is real, and not a projection. If 

experience is a proper ground for rational certainty in the one case, so it is in the otl1er.117 

But not everyone is convinced. Ralph W. Clark believes that experience is only prima facie 

knowledge if, experience having been separated from interpretation, the interpretation is found 

acceptable, and there is no significant controversy about what is and what is not an acceptable 

interpretation. On these conditions religious experience is not prima facie knowledge. For 

experience can be separated from interpretation, and the interpretation found unacceptable - there 

is significant controversy about whether it is acceptable. 118 

Clearly Clark 's claim that experience and interpretation can be separated is crucial. He 

argues that if an experience can be redescribed , its interpretation is in effect separated from the 

raw or ' real ' experience. Religious experience can be redescribed in neutral terms, in terms 'of 

115 FK.2, 208-209. 
116 FK2. 209. 
117 Br1lkenhielm, 102. Cupitt [1971) 1985 traces this argument back to Descartes and Berkeley (68). 
118 Clark, 193. 
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colours, shapes, sounds, tactile impressions, feelings, attitudes, psychological impressions or 

states' .119 The acceptability of the religious interpretation can then be assessed. But Oark 's use of 

the word 'neutral ' gives the game away. There is nothing neutral about redescribing religious 

experience in tenns of sense-data and psychological states. Clark's redescriptions do not describe 

the same thing from another angle, they describe something else from a non-religious angle. 

Religious experience remains prima facie religious knowledge. 

119 Clark, 192. 
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1.5 Religious Expression 

Religious experience is the ground of religious knowledge, just as secular experience is the 

ground of secular knowledge. But religious experience and knowledge, just as with secular 

experience and knowledge, need to be expressed if they are to be communicated and discussed . 

This is the role of religious language, to give expression to religious experience and knowledge. It 

is the 'verbal precipitate of faith'. 120 

Religious language is various.121 It is not simply confined to words and their use. Music and 

other art forms are widely employed, though nearly always with accompanying text, as libretto or 

inscription. But for most people, most of the time, writing and speech are dominant. For the 

Christian tradition, as for the Judaic and Islamic, the central form of expression and 

communication is the word of the book, read, spoken and heard.122 

The form of religious writing and speaking, read and heard, is also various. Gospels, creeds 

and hymns, are all religious texts, and though related, are different, and differently used . The 

gospels are narrative, the creeds propositional summary, and hymns, metrical and poetic song. But 

as religious language, they are all in some sense, and to some extent, expressive of religious 

experience. The gospels express the experience of the first Christians, the creeds that of the 

church Fathers; and hymns, the experience of the congregations for whom they were written and 

by which they are sung. 

For Hick, religious language points to the primary religious experience from which it has 

arisen. 123 It is a signpost to the experience which founds religion, an effect and re-presentation.124 

120 Helm 1973, 145. 
121 Language is not 's imply verbal signs, but the whole complex of words, music, art, architecture, gesture and silence by mearis of which a group of people express arid achieve their common mediation of meaning and purpose as a humari community' (Lash 1979, 56). 
122 'Normally all modes of expression are employed but, since lariguage is the vehicle in which meariing becomes most fully articulated, the spoken arid written word are of special importance in the development and the clarification of religion' (Lonergari 1972, 112). For the centrality of the Bible in Christiari tradition and Western culture see Frye. 
123 FK2, 218. 
124 See Tracy 1975, 103. 
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We can illustrate and offer a critique of this view of religious language by looking at Rick's 

account of Christological language and the experience of Jesus to which it points. 

The affinnation that 'Christ is in some sense both god and man' is an example of primary 

religious language. It points to experience of Jesus of Nazareth as 'genuinely human, .. . subject to 

temptation, fatigue, sorrow, pain and ignorance' ,1 25 and as 'more than human, as being continuous 

with the life of God'. 126 This was the founding and catalytic experience of the Christian faith. 127 

It was the disciples of Jesus who experienced him as human and more than human, as the 

Christ, the Son of God. 'It was their experience that the Kingdom of God was a present fact in 

Christ's own life, and that to serve him was to dwell within the borders of that Kingdom' . 

In their experience of Jesus they recognised a continuity of being and doing. 'There was no 

practical distinction between the divine love about which Jesus taught with such direct authority 

and that which was seen and felt in his actions ... It was as though in Jesus the divine agape had 

taken on human personality and dwelt among them'. 128 This was reflected and expressed in the 

dogma of the incarnation, as the expression of the ' original experiential ground out of which 

Christological doctrine grew' .129 

But their experience was reflective, 'a recalling of the past in such a way that did not leave 

it in the dead past but recreated it as present experience at a deeper level' .130 'It appeared to them, 

as they looked back over their Master's career, that in Jesus the divine purpose had invaded tms 

world and had sought and won their free allegiance ' . 

But if the disciples' experience of Jesus was the 01igin of their Christian faith, what is the 

origin of Christian faith today? According to Hick it is the experience of ' Christ as the Spirit who 

is able to be present in all ages and places, and who is yet indissolubly linked with the Jesus of 

125 FK2, 221. 
126 FK2, 223. 
127 FK.2, 220. On Hick's Christology see further below 5.1-5 .4. 
128 FK2, 225; for Hick ' s agape Christology see GUF2, 148-164. 
129 FK2, 226. 
130 Robinson 1977, 103. 
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the gospel records' .131 Christians experience the Holy Spirit, and Christ is one with the Spirit. 132 

Thus the faith of most Christians is the same but different as that of the first Christians. All 
Christians interpret the 'person of Jesus Christ as incarnating the divine agape' .133 But the first 
Christians experienced Jesus in the flesh, and later Christians experience him in the Spirit. 

But what is it to experience Jesus in the Spirit? Is it, as Don Cupitt puts it, to have an 
'intuitive acquaintance with an invisible person, inside one's head or behind the scenes'? 134 Hick 
tells us that it is an experience of 'intense mental and emotional upheaval'.135 Such 'upheaval ' 
was experienced by Paul, Augustine, St Francis, Luther, Loyola, Wesley and Bonhoeffer. But this 
tells us little. However, Hick also tells us that it is always experienced 'in conjunction with the 
preaching of the apostles or their successors'. Jesus in the Spirit is made known 'to each 
succeeding generation through the records of his earthly life'. 136 The experience of Jesus in the 
Spirit is intimately related to the experience of the gospel; you can't experience one without the 
other. 

This admission is important, for it calls in question the priority of experience to expression. 
If the experience of Jesus in the flesh and Jesus in the Spirit are the same but different, and 
different only in the mode of experience and not in that which is experienced, the expression of 
the former will also be the expression of the latter. The gospels express the experience of the first 
Christians and Christians today. The experience of Jesus in the Spirit does not precede the 
preaching of the gospel; it is the experience of the gospel preached. 

If this is so, was it also so for the first Christians? Did they come only to experience Jesus 
as the Christ in giving expression to their experience? We have already noted that for Hick, their 

131 FK2, 227-228. 
132 FK2, 228. Hick refers to Romans 8:9-10 and Il Corinthians 3:17; but it is not clear that these texts should be read as identifying the Spirit with Cluist. See Robinson 1979, 97-98. 
133 FK2, 228. 
134 Cupitt [1971) 1985, 9. 
135 FK2, 227. 
136 FK2, 228. From experience of Jesus in the flesh or in the Spirit, in person or in word, there develops an experience of the world in terms of Cluist. First there is faith in Cluist, then there is faith from Christ. In this second movement of faith the world is experienced as 'wholly within the secure grasp of God's purpose' (FK2, 228-229). 
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experience of Jesus as the Christ, was reflective. 137 It came after their experience of Jesus in the 

flesh. Thus for Hick, their experience of Jesus as the Christ was one with its expression. 

If the disciples' experience of Jesus as the Christ was prior to its expression, we might be 

able to discern a difference between the two. But we cannot, for we have only the expression. 

This is one of the irreducible problems of history. But we also meet it if we try to distinguish 

between experience of Jesus in the Spirit and its expression. We cannot say what the experience 

is, except by repeating the expression. We are at the limit of language. It is ' impossible to 

describe the fact which corresponds to .. . a sentence, without simply repeating the sentence' .138 

Though we can think the notion of experience prior to its expression, we cannot say what it is 

apart from its expression. 

This reflection raises as a real question the possibility that there is no experience prior to, or 

apart from, its expression. Perhaps all experience is conditioned by culture and language? If 

'expressive and communicative symbol systems, whether linguistic or non-linguistic, are primary -

then, while there are of course nonreflective experiences, there are no uninterpreted or 

unschematized ones. On this view, the means of communication and expression are a 

precondition, a kind of quasi-transcendental (i.e. culturally fom1ed) a priori for the possibility of 

experience. We cannot identify, describe, or recognize experience qua experience without the use 

of signs and symbols' .139 

That we often experience what we cannot put into words, know what we mean and cannot 

say, does not contradict this possibility. For perhaps what we experience and know and cannot 

say, is conditioned by the structures of our culture and language. These structures may run very 

deep. 140 How else is it that we recognise what we experience and know but cannot say in the 

saying of others, and come to say ourselves what once we could not? 

137 FK2, 225. 
138 Wittgenstein 1980, lOe. 
139 Lindbeck, 36. 
140 We may be genetically predisposed to language use, and unable properly to develop or function without it; see Chornsky; and Geertz, 55 -86. 
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The intimacy of experience and expression suggests that culture and language condition 

experience; or that, at least, experience is as conditioned by culture and language, as they are by 

experience. It would be misleading simply to say that experience is the product of culture and 

language, for it contributes to them and to their change. 

Experience of Jesus certainly contributed to and changed the context of first century 

Judaism for his followers. But equally, the context of first century Judaism conditioned their 

experience of Jesus. Christianity undoubtedly altered and changed the nature and development of 

Roman society, but Roman society conditioned the nature and development of Christianity. The 

emperor became Christ-like, but Christ became like the emperor. 141 

Experience gives rise to expression, and expression to experience. Perhaps we can say, after 

Jean-Pierre Jossua, that experience is the active interpretation of expression.142 Experience 

interprets expression, and expression interprets experience. But if we acknowledge a reciprocal 

relationship between experience and expression, we must question the priority Hick gives to 

experience in his account of religion. 

Lindbeck is convinced that within the reciprocal relationship of experience and expression, 

expression has priority.143 'The suggestion is that a religious concept is in no sense a posteriori, 

or derived from experience; it is a priori, and applied to experience' .144 Human thought and 

experience occurs in the space of culture and language. If we do not have the language, we 

cannot have the experience. Similarly with religion. If we do not practice the religious life, we 

cannot have religious experience. Religion is ' above all an external word, a verbum externum, that 

moulds and shapes the self and its world, rather than an expression or thematization of a 

preexi sting self or preconceptual experience' .145 

141 Cupitt 1977, 139. 
142 Jossua, 4. 
143 Lindbeck, 33-34. 
144 Cupitt [1971) 1985, 125-126. 
145 Lindbeck, 34. 
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There is some reason to follow Lindbeck in his view of experience in general, and religious 

experience in particular. Firstly - consider that if our language did not allow us to distinguish 

between different things, we could not distinguish between them. If our language did not 

distinguish between green and blue, we could not do so. But there are languages which do not, 

and people who cannot. They are not colour-blind; they respond to light in the same way that we 

do. But they do not experience (interpret) it in the same way. 146 

Secondly - the dependence of thought and experience on culture and language is confinned 

by cases of cultural deprivation. The 'cases of Helen Keller and of supposed wolf children vividly 

illustrate, that unless we acquire langauge of some kind, we cannot actualize our specifically 

human capacities for thought, action and feeling'. 147 

And thirdly - if with Wittgenstein, we acknowledge that there can be no such thing as a 

private language,148 that the notion is a self-contradiction, we must also acknowledge that there 

can be no such thing as private experience, insofar as it is expressed. Given that experience is 

conditioned by culture and language, and that culture and langue,ge are socially constituted, 

experience, including religious experience, is socially conditioned. There are no more private 

religious experiences than there are private languages. 149 

If we allow the intimacy of experience and expression, and see this as indicative of the 

priority of culture and language to experience, we in effect have collapsed Rick's distinction 

between religious experience and expression into one thing - religion. Religion is the unity of 

religious language and practice; religious experience is the experience of the religious life. 

Though it is useful and possible to differentiate between religious language, practice and 

experience, they are but aspects of one reality. Religious language can be understood only in the 

context of religious practice; religious experience found only in the space of the religious life.150 

146 Lindbeck, 37; Berlin & Kay; Bornstein; Sahlins. 
147 Lindbeck, 34. 
148 See Kerr 1986, 84-90. 
149 Lindbeck, 38 . 
1so Compare Ross, 165-17 1. 
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To say this is no more than to acknowledge Rick's account of experience as interpreted 

experience. If experience is what Hick says it is, then there is no such thing as uninterpreted 

experience, prior to and apart from its expression. And if this is so, then the expression of 

experience .does not point to something else; it is that something else - interpreted and expressed 

experience. And what is so of experience in general is also so of religious experience in 

particular. There is no such thing as religious experience prior to and apart from its expression. 

Religious expression does not point to something else, it is that something else. Experience and 

expression are not two things but one, intimately and reciprocally related. Thus if we read Hick 

in the light of his own account of experience and expression we must discount his separation of 

them, and the priority he gives the first over the second. 

Two important consequences follow from this way of reading Hick. The first is this: 

religious experience is relative to religious expression. If we have different symbols and words, 

we have different thoughts and experiences; and if we do not have the same symbols and words, 

we cannot have the same thoughts and experiences (see furtl1er below 5.8).151 Therefore there is 

no universal religious experience, for there is no universal religion. 152 If this is true, 

experiential-expressivism is not. 

The second important consequence of this way of reading Hick is to restore religious 

language to a place of primacy within his account of religion. If religious expression is the 

context in which religious experience is alone possible, the fom1er can no longer be understood as 

a mere sign-post to the latter. It must be acknowledged as the origin and matrix of the religious 

life. But this involves rejecting Hick's account of religious mythology. To this we tum. 

151 This tends to be confirmed by those writers who argue that different religious traditions give rise to different mystical experiences; see Cobb. 
152 A 'completely shared experience, common to all men, expressing itself in a common langauge and a common set of judgements and consequent commitments, is not the presupposition of valid attempts at discourse, but is rather the goal of human and Christian hope' (Lash 1979, 56). 
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1.6 Sacred Scripture 

In Evil and the Go(], of Love (1966) Hick clearly identifies religious language with 

mythology. 

By Christian mythology I mean the great persisting imaginative pictures by 
means of which the corporate mind of the Church has expressed to itself the 
significance of the historical events upon which its faith is based, above all 
the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus who was the Christ. The function 
of these myths is to convey in universally understandable ways the special 
importance and meaning of certain items of mundane experience.153 

The 'great cosmic drama' of creation, fall, and redemption, is the 'official Christian myth' , and it 

brings within the 'scope of the simplest human soul a pictorial grasp of the universal significance 

of the life and death of Jesus ' .154 Religious mythology is picture language for the simple, 

unnecessary for the learned and wise. Its function is to 'illumine by means of unforgettable 

imagery the religious significance of some present or remembered fact of experience ' .155 

Hick defines myth as a 'story which is told but which is not literally true, or an idea or 

image which is applied to something or someone but which does not literally apply, but which 

· invites a particular attitude in its hearers' .156 Myth should not be read literally or theoretically. It 

should not be read as a description of a possible state of affairs whether past, present or future , 

such that in principle it can be tested and confirmed or disconfirmed in human experience. It 

would be to misread to ask archeology for evidence of a six day creation, the garden of Eden, or 

a universal delu_ge; to ask psychology, parapsychology or psychobiology to find the soul or 

confirm reincarnation; foolish to ask history to affim1 a divine incarnation. Religious mythology 

should not be understood or read as theory, as an account of the world or model of reality. The 

elements of mythological pictures do not represent objects in the world, and the relationships 

153 EGLl, 281-282. 
154 EGLl, 283-284. 
155 EGLl, 285. 
156 GUF2, 167-168. 
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between the elements do not represent the relationships between objects. Rather than represent or 

picture the world, religious mythology points to such representations and pictures. 

For Hick, religious mythology should be read as allegory, and then translated into a 

non-allegorical, theoretical form. That form is theology, the discourse of the learned and wise. 

Thus the mythological story of the fall refers to the 'unsatisfactoriness of human existence', and 

invites us to 'seek to realise our "true" nature' .157 The mythical idea of the soul refers to the 

human person, and the 'intrinsic value of the human individual' .158 The mythical notion of kam1ic 

rebirth refers to our common humanity, and urges that we accept responsibility for each other.159 

And the mythical images of incarnation - Son of God, God the Son, Logos - refer to Jesus of 

Nazareth, and invite an appropriate response to his life and teaching as 'saving' .160 

Rick's understanding of religious mythology is not uncommon. Maurice Wiles, for example, 

offers a similar account. He argues that myth should be correlated with specific ontological and/or 

historical truths. Thus the myth of creation is correlated with the fact that the 'world is dependent 

on a transcendent, creative source'; 161 the myth of the fall with the fact that people 'fall below the 

highest that they see and that they could achieve'; and the myth of resurrection with the fact that 

in some sense people live on beyond their physical death. 162 

Such accounts as those of Hick and Wiles are reductive in a bad sense, for they render 

religious mythology redundant. Wiles half acknowledges this when he writes that if the 

ontological correlate of myth ' were one that could be expressed with full clarity and precision 

there would be less need for myth' .163 Since people such as Hick have no difficulty in giving 

clear and precise expression to such notions as the contingency of the world, human finitude, and 

life after death, religious mythology would seem to be superfluous. Therefore such accounts are to 

157 GUF2, 167-168. 
158 DEL, 45. 
159 DEL, 355-3 60. 
160 GUF2, 172. 
161 Wiles 1977, 159. 
162 Wiles 1977, 160. 
163 Wiles 1977, 161. 
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be resisted. They treat religious mythology as allegory; and allegory, Paul Ricoeur writes, ' can 

always be translated into a text that can be understood by itself; once this better text has been 

made out, the allegory falls away like a useless garment; what the allegory showed, while 

concealing it, can be said in a direct discourse that replaces the allegory '. 164 Having climbed up 

the ladder we can throw it away. 

The redundancy of religious mythology is of course implicit in Rick's account of religious 

language as the expression of religious experience. If there is a better way to express the 

significance of religious experience than religious langauge, obviously it should be used. And 

since for Hick the better way is theology as theory, the latter assumes the role of the fom1er. 

Religious language is replaced by theological discourse; religious practice by theory verification; 

the religious life by the holding of hypotheses and the living out of their practical implications. 

However, as we have seen, Rick's view of religious language cannot be sustained. On 

analysis it is seen that religious language collapses into religious experience. They are not two 

things but two aspects of one thing, the religious life. Thus religious mythology cannot be made 

redundant, for without it, there can be no religion. Religious mythology is the origin and matrix 

of the religious life. They are as text and reader. Without the text there is nothing to read; 

without the reader there is no religious reading. But when text and reader come together as one, 

reading takes place, the mythology is enacted, the life is led. 

A useful model for understanding the difference between Rick's account of religious 

mythology and the one just suggested, can be found in Roland Barthes's analysis of contemporary 

cultural myths in his early essay 'Mythology Today' (1957). 165 We can think of a text as a sign, 

compounded of both a signifier and a signified, both a form and a meaning, an expression and a 

content. The signifier and signified are constituent pa1ts of the sign; as it were, the recto and 

verso of a sheet of paper or the head and tail of a coin. But though we can think of a text in this 

164 Ricoeur 1969, 163. 
165 Barthes [1957] 1972, 109-159. 
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way - of what it says, and how it says it - a text is not two things, but one. We read the signifier 

and signified together, for only the sign is meaningful. Barthes illustrates: 

Take a bunch of roses: I use it to signify my passion. Do we have here, 
then, only a signifier and a signified, the roses and my passion? Not even 
that: to put it accurately, there are here only "passionified" roses. But on the 
plane of analysis, we do have three terms; for these roses weighted with 
passion perfectly and correctly allow themselves to be decomposed into 
roses and passion: the former and the latter existed before uniting and 
forming this third object, which is the sign. It is as true to say that on the 
plane of experience I cannot dissociate the roses from the message they 
carry, as to say that on the plane of analysis I cannot confuse the roses as 
signifier and the roses as sign: the signifier is empty, the sign is full, it is a 
meaning.166 

The signified does not lie behind the signifier, waiting to be found; it is one with the 

signifier, given in reading. The combination of signifier and signified is not intrinsic, but arbitrary. 

Barthes could as well have signified his passion with a diamond ring, as with roses. The red light 

of the traffic signal could as well signify GO, as STOP. Thus the combination of signifier and 

signified is not natural, but conventional and social. It is arbitrary and motivated - contractual. 

Signs are community products/projects. 

When we read a text literally, we read it as a sign. The signifier expresses the signified, the 

form the meaning. But when we read a text mythologically, we read it as a signification.167 The 

signifier and the signified, the form and the meaning, express a second signified, a second 

meaning - a signification, a significant meaning. In other words, we tum tbe text as sign, into a 

signifier. What was form and meaning becomes only a form, and we read this fonn as expressing 

a second, mythological meaning. When we read the first story in the book of Genesis literally, we 

read a story about how God created the heavens and the earth in six days. But when we read it 

mythologically, the story becomes the expression of another, mythological meaning. 

166 Barthes [1957] 1972, 112-113. 
167 Barthes [1957] 1972, 117. 
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Something different happens when Hick and Wiles read a text as myth. For they read it as 

an allegory. When that happens, the text as sign becomes the signifier, not of a second signified, 

but of a second sign, another text (metatext). Thus the second meaning of allegory is rather 

different from the second meaning of myth. For myth it is another meaning, but for allegory it is 

another text. With allegory we have two texts, not one. And having the second text, we can do 

without the first. It is a mere alibi, to be discarded. But we cannot discard the text of myth, for 

we only have the one. Without it we cannot know what the second meaning is. The first and 

second, literal and mythological meanings of myth are intrinsically related. 

On the plane of analysis myth is tripartite, constituted of signifier, signified and 

signification. But on the plane of experience - the plane of reading - we cannot dissociate 

signifier, signified and signification from each other. It is only by keeping them all together, and 

refusing to take them apart, that we can come to understand and appropriate the meaning of 

myth. If we attempt to pull them apart, to confine the meaning of myth within a conceptual 

discourse; to say, this is what it is about, this is its content, we will find ourselves imposing a 

meaning in the manner of allegorical reduction and translation. This is to do violence to myth, 

treating it as a code to be deciphered, an alibi or imposture to be exposed. Myth properly can be 

read only as one thing, in the full conjunction of signifier, signified and signification. It is then, as 

Barthes puts it, that we 'respond to the constituting mechanism of myth, to its own dynamics, ... 

[we] become a reader of myths', and myth becomes the very presence of its meaning to us. 168 By 

living in the literal meaning of myth we are led beyond it; the mythological meaning, the 

signification, is constituted in and by the literal meaning which effects the analogy in giving the 

analogue. The signification of myth is the movement of the literal meaning which makes us 

participate in the latent mythological meaning, and thus assimilates us to that which is signified. 169 

Myth is not to be analysed, but consumed; its reading at once an appropriation and an enactment. 

168 Barthes [1957) 1972, 128 . 
. 169 See Ricoeur 1969, 15-16. 
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But does this account sufficiently distinguish myth from other texts such as those of 

significant literature? For surely the latter are also resistant to translation and circumspection, 

demanding a reading which is both an exposition and a preaching, a critical interpretation which 

does not exhaust the text, but sends the reader back to it, to read it anew? Cannot everything we 

have said about myth equally be said about the plays of Shakespeare, down to their enactment 

and appropriation in continuous and public performance, in a process which never exhausts their 

signification? Briefly, we may say that the difference between myth and significant literature is 

not so much in the particular way they are read, as in the particular way they are read by 

particular communities.17° For the proper reading of myth is the communal living of myth, not just 

in participative performance, but in existential commitment. Thus, for example, the reading of 

myth within Christian worship is not so much the recitation of text, as the preaching of its word, 

the liturgical enactment of its sense, and the appropriation of its meaning in the life of the 

community. For such communities, myth is not just the profound or deep, but the word of 

self-understanding and ultimate concern - the word of God and the word of life. Myth is read 

when it is lived.171 

By emphasising the interpretative element in experience, as it is understood by Hick, we 

have been led to reverse the priority he gives experience over expression; and to reject his 

reductive account of religious language and mythology. In order to maintain the irreducible 

primacy and character of religious language and mythology we have also been led to suggest that 

it is correctly understood when it is appropriated and enacted in community. It is this concrete 

articulation which gives rise to religious experience. In this sense we maintain with Hick that 

religious faith is the interpretative element within religious expe1ience. But in doing so we again 

collapse one of Rick's distinctions , that between faith as interpretation and faith as assent to 

propositions. 

170 See Detweiler. 
171 'The fundamental form of the Christian interpretation of Scripture is the life, worship, activity and organisation of the Christian communi ty. The "poles" of Christian interpretation are not "meanings" but "enactments"; not patterns of ideas but forms of dicipleship' (Lash 1984, 356). 
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1.7 Religious Life 

Hick believes that his account of religious faith is opposed to what he calls the 

Thomist-Catholic view of faith, the 'most widespread view of the matter today' .172 Whereas for 

Hick, faith interprets the religious significance of experience; for the Thomist, faith gives assent 

to religious propositions. For Hick, the immediate object of faith is God; for the Thomist, it is 

propositions about God. 173 

The Thomist, according to Hick, is led by scholastic arguments for the existence of God 

and evidences for the truth of Christianity - the 'preambles to faith' - to believe in God and the 

authority of his church on earth. Faith then leads the Thomist to give assent to the propositions 

proposed by the church for belief. 

The human mind ... is able to learn with certainty the existence of God; is 
able, by the proper investigation of the facts, to conclude that Christ is the 
bearer of a divine message, that he founded an infallible Church for the 
purpose of propagating that message; and finally, by the process indicated in 
apologetics, to conclude that the catholic Church is that divinely appointed 
teacher of revelation. 174 

· The preambles to faith are persuasive but not compelling. 'The act of belief is ... sufficiently 

evidenced to be rational and yet not so overwhelmingly evidenced as to cease to be a free and 

meritorious act' .175 The will is aided by being ordered toward the good; Rick's 'inclining cause'. 176 

It is not to the point whether Hick fairly re-presents the Thomist view of religious faith; but 

that what he re-presents is not so very different from his own account, as we have read it. 177 For 

what is the interpretative element in religious experience but the language and practice of the 

172 FK2, 11. 
173 FK2, 12-22. 
174 G. D. Smith, 1:13 . 
i1s FK2, 19. 
176 FK2, 20. 
177 It may be thought that Hick re-presents nineteenth century neo-scholasticism rather than Aquinas . For the fonner see Broderick, 44-45; Daly, 7-25; Leonard, 34-35; for the latter see Burrell; and Preller. 

1. 
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religious life? And what is that language and practice - enacted mythology - but the 'propositions' 

of the Thomist account? The appropriation and enactment of religious mythology is precisely 

assent; and it is this, as . the interpretative element within, which gives rise to religious 

experience.178 

The 'preambles to faith' may no longer be strict scholastic arguments, appealing to reason 

and a certain intellectualist way of thinking, as the language and practice, the announcement and 

invitation, which places the faith before people and appeals to them in their concrete situation. 

The 'propositions' of faith, proposed for belief, may no longer be textbook expansions of credal 

summary, as the story which the creeds summarise - the life, death and resurrection of Jesus 

Christ. But these differences do not matter, for they are only modulations of each other.179 

As Wittgenstein writes, religious faith is like a 'passionate commitment to a system of 

reference. Hence, although it's belief, it's also really a way of living, or a way of assessing life. 

It's passionately seizing hold of this interpretation. Instruction in a religious faith, therefore, 

would have to take the form of a portrayal, a description, of that system of reference, while at the 

same time being an appeal to conscience. And this combination would have to result in the pupil 

himself, of his own accord, passionately taking hold of the system of reference. It would be as 

though someone were first to let me see the hopelessness of my situation and then show me the 

means of rescue until, of my own accord, or not at any rate led to it by my instructor, I ran to it 

and grasped it'. 180 

Thus we can understand religious faith as assent to the language and practice of a religious 

community. It is · taken up, appropriated and enacted. Faith is the life of the community; religion 

the abstraction of the life it leads. In short, faith is the religious life lived. 

178 T. C. O'Brien writes of the Thomist view of faith that the 'believer ' s assent to the material object of faith is meant also to lead to an experience of what is believed ... The acceptance of Augustine's "to believe is to ponder with assent" signifies in part that the pondering itself is a reaching for experience of the realities assented to, not a mere awareness of a creed' (O'Brien in Aquinas 1964-1981, 31:203). 
179 Lindbeck well summarises this re-reading of Thomist theology: 'to become religious ... is to interiorize a set of skills by practice and training. One learns how to feel, act, and think in conformity with a religious tradition ... The primary knowledge is not about the religion, nor that the religion teaches such and such, but rather how to be religious in such and such ways' (Lindbeck, 35). 
l80 Wittgenstein 1980, 64e. 
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It is important to say something about the character of religious faith as framework. More 

precisely, to say something about the language and practice of religion as the framework which 

founds and guides the religious life, the life of faith. 

The language and practice of religion provides a scaffolding for religious thought and 

action, a frame of reference for what is said and done. 181 Learning the language and grammar of 

religion, reading and living its stories, is to appropriate, enact and give assent to religion as that 

than which there is nothing more properly basic in ones life. 

This is the important point about religion as framework, that it is fundamental and 

foundational. There is nothing more fundamental than it, nothing which founds it: it founds other 

things, other things are built on it. What counts as true or false, good or bad, does so in relation 

to it. It is the 'inherited background' against which we distinguish between true and false, good 

and bad.182 There are no reasons, beliefs or values which found it; it founds reason, belief and 

value. It is its own foundation; or, which is the same thing, it is without foundation.183 

Religion as framework is both before and beyond argument. 'If we can see nothing in it, 

there is nothing apart from it which will somehow establish its point' .184 It comes to us as a word 

spoken and lived which we can either accept or reject, but which is radically of itself, sui generis. 

This is the sense of 'revelation'. It is given; a surprise and challenge. 'You must bear in mind 

that the language-game is so to say something unpredictable ... it is not based on grounds. It is 

not reasonable (or unreasonable). It is there - like our life '. 185 

Religious belief is in and of itself an engagement with the world precisely because it is its 

own foundation . Religious belief is and must be a pure act of acceptance, assent and 

appropriation. Unfounded, it must enact its own foundation. If it does not, it is untrue to itself. 

Truly to believe is to live that which is believed; truly to live is to believe that which is lived. As 

181 Wittgenstein [1969) 1975, 211. 
182 Wittgenstein [1969) 1975, 94. 
183 D. Martin, 603; Malcolm 1977, 199-216; High 1981. 
184 Phjliips 1967, 81. 
185 Wittgenstein [1969) 1975, 559. 
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Wittgenstein put it, 'it is our acting which lies at the bottom of the language-game' .186 

Thus, for example, truly to believe in the love of God is to forget self and live for others , 

secure in the knowledge that one is not forgotten.187 To believe in the love of God is no longer to 

see the world as the world sees it, but as God sees it. 'And God saw everything that he had 

made, and behold, it was very good'. 188 But one can only see the world this way if one lives it 

this way: it is an act of creation. 

Like life, religion as framework is complex and various. There is no single belief, 

proposition or rule, which is the basis of the religious life, but a whole web of such. 'When we 

first begin to believe anything, what we believe is not a single proposition, it is a whole system 

of propositions. (Light dawns gradually over the whole)' .189 We learn the part in the whole, the 

whole in the part. 'Bit by bit there forms a system of what is believed, and in that system some 

things stand unshakeably fast and some are more or less liable to shift. What stands fast does so, 

not because it is intrinsically obvious or convincing; it is rather held fast by what lies around 
it' _ 190 

Religion as foundational framework, as that on and within which the religious life is placed , 

is not surmise or hypothesis; for unlike the conjectures and theories of science, the beliefs of 

religion are 'unshakeable' . Though the religious believer may believe one thing at one time, and 

another thing at another time, and different religious believers different things at different times , 

the basic language and practice of religion - gospel and liturgy - remains steadfast. 191 

Religious belief is like commonsense belief in the the world - that it exists, that it has 

existed for a long time, that it is round and not flat. 

If I say 'we assume that the earth has existed for many years past ' (or 

186 Wittgenstein [1969] 1975, 204. This use of Wittgenstein is not meant to suggest that religion is a ' Janguage-game' rather than a ' confederacy' of ' language-games'. See Kerr 1986, 29-31. . 
187 Kierkegaard 1962, 262. 
188 Genesis 1:3 la. 
189 Wittgenstein [1969] 1975, 141. 
l90 Wittgenstein [1969) 1975, 144; see D. Martin, 606. 
191 Wittgenstein 1966, 54; see Phillips 1970b, 114. 
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something similar), then of course it sounds strange that we should assume such a thing. But in the entire system of our language-games it belongs to the foundations. The assumption, one might say, forms the basis of action, and therefore, naturally, of thought. 192 

We know that the earth is round. We have definitively ascertained that it is round. We shall stick to this opinion, unless our whole way of seeing nature changes. 'How do you know that?' - I believe it. 193 

Because religious beliefs, like commonsense ones, are foundational - the basic opinions and 

assumptions which provide the rules and framework for our life - they are not open to testing and 

verification like surmise and hypothesis, conjecture and theory. They provide the ' system' or 

'structure' for such testing, and therefore are not testable themselves. 194 

All testing, all confirmation and disconfirmation of a hypothesis takes place already within a system. And this system is not a more or less arbitrary and doubtful point of departure for all our arguments: no, it belongs to the essence of what we call an argument. The system is not so much the point of departure, as the element in which arguments have their life.195 

As D. Z. Phillips puts it, religious beliefs are 'the criteria, not the object of assessment' .196 

Thus, for example, belief in the Last Judgement is not a testable conjecture about the future, but 

the religious framework in which one 's own and other people's evil is met. 197 

If religion as framework is not theoretical, neither is it explanatory. Explanation takes place 

within a framework which itself is not explained but given. Religion is such a framework - God's 

gift and revelation. It is not an explanation but the space of explanation. 

People ask: why everything and not nothing? And answer: God. They think God the cause 

of everything, the explanation of the world . But if God were this, everything would not be 

192 Wittgenstein [1969) 1975, 411. 
193 Wittgenstein [1969) 1975, 291. 
194 Wittgenstein [1969) 1975, 102. 
195 Wittgenstein [1969) 1975, 105. 
196 Phillips 1970b, 90. 
197 Phillips 1970b, 113. 

'I 
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everything, and God would not be God. 'We might recognize a first cause and ask, "So what?". 

Can one recognize God as one's Creator and ask the same question?' 198 God is not the 

explanation, but the meaning of the world; not the cause, but the creator. 'Saying of the world 

that it is created stands to the fact of its being extended in a way analogous to saying of a body 

that it is a person stands to its having three dimensions'. 199 

The account of religion suggested above is often criticised for making religion oblivious to 

and immune from how it goes with the world. 200 This is taken to be a consequence of saying that 

religion as foundational framework is both before and beyond argument and verification. Thus 

Hick notes that one 'effect of this position is to make religious utterances immune to 

philosophical criticism. It is now not appropriate to ask for grounds of religious belief. Neither is 

it appropriate to ask for the meaning of "God exists" if the request implies that there might be 

some other answer than a spelling out in religious terms of the respects in which God is real'. 201 

But such immunity from the world and philosophical inquiry is neither possible nor desirable; nor 

is it implied by an account of religion as foundational framework. 202 

That religious belief is not immune from how it goes with the world is confirmed by the 

fact of conversion and loss of faith. People change, come to and fall away from religion. Things 

happen, their framework shifts, and they see differently. If religion as foundational framework 

were immune from how it goes with the world it could not account for this phenomenon - but it 

can. 

Religious fait11, the living of religious language and the enactment of religious practice, is 

not cut off from 'living in general. If it were, it would be oblivious and immune to how it goes 

with the world - an ' esoteric game'. 203 But as Phillips observes, the ' force of religious beliefs 

19s Phillips 1970b, 45. 
l99 Poteat quoted in Phillips 1970b, 56. 
200 Cupitt (1 97 1] 1985, 45; D'Costa 1985b, 261. 
201 Hick 1964b, 238; see also 1968g; and for cri ticisim, Phillips 1970b, 124-129. 
202 For the following see also Phill ips 1986, 1-16 and 79-103. 
203 Phillips 1970b, 96. 
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depends, in part, on what is outside religion'; for in part, the force of religious belief is precisely 

its contrast with non-religious belief. 204 Faith is enacted in a faithless world, and is in part 

constituted by its differential placing. Thus it cannot deny what all already know, without denying 

itself. 

The Kingdom is not of this world. But if we do not know the world, we cannot know the 

Kingdom. 205 It is because people do know the world that they often come to believe that they 

cannot know the Kingdom; that there is no Kingdom to know.206 Sorrow for a loved one lost, the 

pain of mortality - for many they obscure the promise of the Kingdom. Their faith is brought to 

crisis and found wanting. But for others, faith is born and reborn in the face of the world's 

anguish. 

The differential placing and intimacy of the world and that which is not of the world 

constitutes, in part, the one for the other. This in tum establishes a mutual pressure which leads 

to change and transformation, the birth and loss of faith. This pressure is not causal but 

persuasive. There is no determinate relation between how things go in the world and how one 

sees the world; between the facts and one's belief. 

Faith is given with the dawn, in the midst of horror and desolation; lost overnight, with the 

death of a child. 

204 Phillips 1970b, 97. 
20s Phillips 1970b, 98. 

One might have heard someone talk of what it means to accept a tragedy as 
the will of God .. . Listening to this exposition one might have thought it 
expressed what one's own belief amounted to. But then, suddenly, one has 
to face the death of one's child, and one realizes that one cannot put into 
practice, or find any strength or comfort in, the beliefs one had said were 
one's own. The untimely death of one's child renders talk of God's love 
meaningless for one. One might want to believe, but one simply cannot.207 

206 Phillips 1970b, 99-100. 
207 Phillips 1970b, 99-100; 115-116. 
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The relation between how things go in the world and religion is only problematic for those 

who conceive the relation to be causal and determinate, rather than pressing and persuasive. To 

think that facts causally determine belief is to think that the only relation between the world and 

religion is th~t between premise and conclusion. But as Phillips points out, to think this is to be 

confused.208 The only 'cause' or 'ground' of religion is God, not the world; the world does not 

imply God; and God is not inferred from the world. 

Religion as framework is intensely concerned about how it goes with the world because to 

believe is to act, and religious action is differentially placed in the pressing and persuasive space 

of the world's recalcitrant facts. At the same time, religion is independent of how it goes with the 

world precisely because the world does not causally determine belief; belief does not see the 

world as the world sees it, but as God sees it. 

In our reading of Rick's account of religious experience, knowledge and faith, we have 

maintained his initial and fundamental insight - that all experience is interpreted experience. This 

has involved collapsing his distinction between experience and expression, rejecting his account of 

religious language or mythology, and suggesting a view of religion as foundational framework . 

This has now placed us in a position to consider Rick's account of theological discourse as 

theory, and its relation to religion. This is the subject of the next chapter. 

2os Phillips 1970b, 101. 
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You shall not put the Lord your God to the test. 1 

If I even vaguely remember what I was taught about God , I might say: 
'Whatever believing in God may be, it can't be believing in something we 
can test, or find means of testing. '2 

Deuteronomy 6:16. 
Wittgenstein 1966, 60. 
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2. l The Vienna Circle 

In 1748 David Hume published his Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, in which he 

declared 'abstract reasoning concerning quantity or number ' and 'experimental reasoning 

concerning matter of fact and existence' the only true knowledge. If a book of 'divinity or school 

metaphysics' contains none of these, 'commit it then to the flames: for it can contain nothing but 

sophistry and illusion'.3 In 1929 the Vienna Circle published its manifesto The Scientifi.c 

Conception of the World,4 in which it declared that the 'scientific world-conception knows only 

empirical statements about things of all kinds, and analytic statements of logic and mathematics ' .5 

Thus, nearly two hundred years after the publication of the Enquiry, Humean empiricism took the 

centre of the European philosophical stage. As such, it was to 'present the most severe and 

consistent challenge to the possibility of theology in modem times'. 6 

The Vienna Circle was a group of like-minded people - mathematicians, natural scientists , 

philosophers - who gathered around Moritz Schlick after his arrival in Vienna from Kiel and his 

appointment to the Chair of the Philosophy of the Inductive Sciences in 1922.7 It included such 

people as Hans Hahn, Otto Neurath, Victor Kraft, Phillip Frank, Karl Menger, Herbert Feig] , Ku11 

Godel, Friedrich Waismann and Rudolf Camap, who later became its leader. The Circle had close 

contacts with other groups in Scandinavia, England, and the United States. It was in touch with 

Kasimer Ajdukiewicz and Alfred Tarski in Poland, and with Hans Reichenbach, Richard von 

Mises and Carl Hempel of the Berlin School in Germany. 

In 1930 the Circle took over the journal Annalen der Philosophie and renamed it 

Erkenntnis . It held international congresses in 1929 and 1930 on the epistemology of exact 

science, and from 1934 to 1939 on the unity of science. It also regularly met in seminar until 

7 

Hume [1748) 1975, 165. 
Reprinted in Neurath, 299-318. 
Neurath, 308. 
Pcukert, 19. 
For a short account of the Vienna Circle see Ayer 1984, 159-177. 

"i 
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1936, when Schlick was murdered by one of his students. But by then the Circle had already 

begun to break-up. Feigl had left for the United States in 1930; Camap for Prague in 1931 , 

following Feigl to the United States in 1936. In 1934 Hahn had died, and Neurath fled to the 

Netherlands. 

The Circle was zealous for new ways of thought, and new ways of living; for a scientific 

future and a socialist utopia - a brave new world. Wherever people turned to science and 

empiricism, there the spirit of the scientific world-conception was at home. Endeavours 'toward a 

new organisation of economic and social relations, toward the unification of mankind, toward a 

reform of school and education' were 'welcomed and regarded with sympathy by the members of 

the Circle'.8 They were the spirit of the age. 'We witness the spirit of the scientific .. 
world-conception penetrating in growing measure the forms of personal and public life, in 

education, upbringing, architecture, and the shaping of economic and social life according to 

rational principle. The scientific world-conception serves life, and life receives it'. 9 

Everywhere the enemy was metaphysics and theology; and everywhere they were to be 

opposed by the spirit of the enlightenment and the scientific conception of the world. 10 A 

'position not only free from metaphysics, but opposed to metaphysics was the common goal of 

all'. 11 Metaphysics was to be replaced by unified science, which alone would provide true and 

clear knowledge of the world. 'Neatness and clarity are striven for, and dark distances and 

unfathomable depths rejected. In science there are no "depths" ... Everything is accessible to man; 

and man is the measure of all things ... The scientific world-conception knows no unsolvable 

riddle' .12 

Science is privileged because its statements can be reduced to others which directly 

transcribe experience - and experience is the only source of knowledge. The same holds for 

Neurath, 305. 
Neurath, 317-318. 

10 Neurath, 301. 
11 Neurath, 304. 
12 Neurath, 306. 
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scientific concepts. 'Since the meaning of every statement of science must be statable by 

reduction to a statement about the given, likewise the meaning of any concept, whatever branch 

of science it may belong to, must be statable by step-wise reduction to other concepts, down to 

the concepts of the lowest level which refer directly to the given' .13 Thus the meaning of a 

scientific statement or concept consists in the lowest level statement about the empirically given 

to which it can be reduced. And the truth of a scientific statement or concept can be determined 

by testing the lowest level statement - variously known as protocol or observation statements -

against experience. If statements or concepts, or statements and concepts to which they are 

reduced, can be tested in this manner, then they have scientific meaning. If statements or concepts 

are testable only by some other means, then they have some other meaning. For the Vienna 

Circle this was the case with the statements of logic and mathematics. Following Russell and 

Wittgenstein they understood mathematics and logic to be tautological in character.14 Thus the 

statements of mathematics and logic are only testable by logical analysis, and not by reduction to 

other statements which directly transcribe experience. The meaning of mathematics and logic is 

not that of science. 

For the Vienna Circle, the statements of empirical science, mathematics and logic, were the 

only meaningful statements. The Circle did not recognize any other kind of statement as having 

meaning; or if it did, the meaning of such statements did not consist in putative knowledge about 

the world. This was especially so of the statements of metaphysics and theology. Since t11e 

statements of metaphysics and theology are not, or cannot be reduced to, statements directly 

testable against experience, they have no scientific meaning and therefore tell us nothing about the 

world . 

13 Neurath, 309. 
14 Neurath, 111. 

The metaphysician and the theologian believe, thereby misunderstanding 
themselves, that their statements say something, or that they denote a state 
of affairs. Analysis, however, shows that these · statements say nothing but 
merely express a certain mood or spirit. To express such feeling for life can 
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be a significant task. But the proper medium for doing so is art, for instance 
lyric poetry or music. It is dangerous to choose the linguistic garb of a 
theory instead: a theoretical content is simulated where none exists. If a 
metaphysician or theologian wants to retain the usual medium of language 
then he must himself realise and bring out clearly that he is giving not 
description but expression, not theory or communication of knowledge, but 
poetry or myth. 15 

Unless the statements of metaphysics and theology, or statements to which they can be reduced, 

are open to test and possible verification against experience, they merely express moods or 

feelings , and can tell us nothing about the world. This was the challenge of logical empiricism to 

theology. 

In 1932 Alfred J. Ayer, newly married and newly appointed to a Lectureship at Christ 

Church and a Fellowship at All Souls College, Oxford, arrived in Vienna. The visit had been 

suggested by Gilbert Ryle, who thought it better to study with the empiricists in Vienna than with 

Wittgenstein in Cambridge.16 Already under the spell of the Tractatus, Ayer was invited by 

Moritz Schlick to attend the meetings of the Vienna Circle.17 

We sat at a rectangular table with Schlick at the head and Neurath opposite 
him. Menge [sic] and Hahn sat on Schlick's right, and Waismann on his left 
... The discussion appeared to centre week after week on the topic of what 
they called Protokolsiitze, the basic deliverances of perception, with Schlick 
maintaining that they must be descriptive of sense-experiences, about which 
the subject could not be mistaken, and Neurath arguing against him that one 
must start at the level of the physical objects, and that no beliefs were 
sacrosanct.18 

Duly inspired, Ayer returned to Oxford in the autumn of 1933 to lecture on Russell, Wittgenstein 

and Camap. 19 It was then, at the suggestion of Isaiah Berlin, that Ayer conceived the idea of 

writing Language, Truth and Logic.w It was published in 1936. Ayer has described it as 'a blend 

15 Neurath, 307. 
16 Ayer 1977, 121. 
17 Ayer 1977, 128. 
18 Ayer 1977, 133-134. 
19 Ayer 1977, 141. 
w Ayer 1977, 153-154. 



70 

of the positivism of the Vienna Circle, which I also ascribed to Wittgenstein, the reductive 

empiricism which I had taken from Hurne and Russell, the analytical approach of Moore and his 

disciples, with a dash of C. I. Lewis's and Rarnsey's pragmatism'. 21 As such, it marked the 

significant arrival in England of logical empiricism, and with its short critique of theology, set the 

scene of theological discussion in England for the next thirty years. 

21 Ayer 1977, 154. 
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2.2 Logical Empbicism 

Ayer took up, and maintained with vehemence, the Vienna Circle's distinction between 

meaningful (analytical and empirical) and meaningless (metaphysical and theological) statements. 

'We say that a sentence is factually significant to any person if, and only if, he knows how to 

verify the proposition which it purports to express - that is, if he knows what observations would 

lead him, under certain conditions, to accept the proposition as being true, or reject it as being 

false'. 22 If 'a putative proposition fails to satisfy this principle, and is not a tautology, then I hold 

that it is metaphysical, and that being metaphysical, it is neither true nor false, but literally 

senseless'. 23 Thus we 'may accordingly define a metaphysical sentence as a sentence which 

purports to express a genuine proposition, but does, in fact, express neither a tautology nor an 

empirical hypothesis. And as tautologies and empirical hypotheses form the entire class of 

significant propositions, we are justified in concluding that all metaphysical assertions are 

nonsensical'. 24 If we want to know whether a given statement can tell us something about the 

world, whether it has factual or, as it is sometimes said, literal or cognitive meaning, whether it 

. is, if not a tautology, a meaningful statement, we must ask whether it is open to test against the 

empirically given, the observable. This requirement, so trenchantly stated by Ayer, is generally 

known as the criterion of verifiability. 

In assessing the criterion of verifiability we need to note that the nature of the verification it 

enjoins is empirical and public. That is , it must be possible for a person, with the nom1al five 

senses and suitably placed, to make the observations required. But it is not necessary that a 

person can make such observations, only that a person could make such observations. As an 

example, Ayer discusses the observations required for verifying the statement that 'there are 

mountains on the far side of the moon'. 'No rocket has yet been invented which would enable me 

22 Ayer [1936) 1946, 19-20. 
23 Ayer [1936) 1946, 31. 
24 Ayer [1 936) 1946, 41. 
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to go and look at the further side of the moon, so that I am unable to decide the matter by actual 

observation. But I do know what observations would decide it for me, if, as is theoretically 

conceivable, I were once in a position to make them. And therefore I say that the proposition is 

verifiable in principle, if not in practice, and is accordingly significant' .25 And now there are 

rockets to take Ayer to the far side of the moon. 

We also need to note that the criterion of verifiability does not demand conclusive or strong 

verification, but inconclusive or weak confirmation.26 That is, there must be possible observations 

which count as evidence in favour of, or tend to confirm, a given statement. If it is required that 

there must be possible observations which conclusively verify a given statement, then all 

universal statements are without factual meaning. The statement that 'all theologians are happy' 

cannot be conclusively verified. However many happy theologians we meet, we may always meet 

another one who is unhappy. Nor will it do to tum the criterion of verifiability inside-out, and 

make it a criterion of falsifiability. 27 For even if universal statements could be conclusively 

falsified (and this is questionable28 
), existential statements could not. We need meet only one 

unhappy theologian to falsify the statement that 'all theologians are happy'; but no matter how 

many unhappy theologians we meet, we will not falsify the statement that 'somewhere, sometime, 

there is a happy theologian'. And if we say that a factual statement must be either conclusively 

verifiable or conclusively falsifiable, what will we make of the statement that 'all theologians die 

sometime'? For no matter how old the theologians we meet, they may eventually die; and no 

matter how many dead theologians, there may be one who will live for ever. 

Thus the criterion of verifiability must be understood as a weak criterion of confinnability. 

The 'question that must be asked about any putative statement of fact is not, Would any 

25 Ayer [1936) 1946, 49 . 
26 Ayer [1936) 1946, 50. 
27 

28 

As suggested by Karl Popper in The Logic of Scientific Discovery ([1934) 1980, 40-42). This was first published as Logik der Forschung in Vienna in the autumn of 1934. It is important to note that for Popper the cri terion of falsifiability is a non-pejorative demarcation between scientific and non-scientific statements, and not a pejorative demarcation between meaningful and meaningless ones. 
Ayer [1936) 1946, 51-52. 
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observation make its truth or falsehood logically certain? but simply, Would any observation be 

relevant to the determination of its truth or falsehood? And it is only if a negative answer is 

given to this second question that we conclude that the statement under consideration is 

nonsensical' . 29 

Is it then the case, that only statements which can be confirmed (or disconfirrned) by 

observation have factual meaning? Consider the statement that there is a theologian who, despite 

all appearances, is happy. No observations could confirm (or disconfirm) this statement, yet we 

would surely want to say that it has factual meaning? But if it has factual meaning the criterion 

of verifiability is false; and if it does not have factual meaning, it does not show that the criterion 

of verifiability is true. For it could only do that if we know that it does not have factual meaning 

by some other means. The truth or falsity of the criterion of verifiability cannot be settled by 

appealing to examples of factually meaningful or meaningless statements, without begging the 

question one way or the other.30 Thus we can see that the criterion of verifiability, as an account 

of factual meaning, is not descriptive but prescriptive. It is not, as Ayer admitted, an empirical 

hypothesis but a definition, and very much a humpty-dumpty definition at that. 

In putting forward the principle of verification as a criterion of meaning, I do not overlook the fact that the word 'meaning' is commonly used in a variety of senses, and I do not wish to deny that in some of these senses a statement may be properly said to be meaningful even though it is neither analytic nor empirically verifiable ... It is indeed open to anyone to adopt a different criterion of meaning and so to produce an alternative definition which may very well correspond to one of the ways in which the word 'meaning' is commonly used.31 

But Ayer still insisted that unless a statement 'satisfied the principle of verification, it would not 

be capable of being understood in the sense in which either scientific hypotheses or 

common-sense statements are habitually understood'. However, he confessed that it seemed 

29 Ayer (1936] 1946, 52. 
30 Swinburne 1977, 27-28. 
31 Ayer (1936) 1946, 20-21. 
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'unlikely that any metaphysician would yield to a claim of this kind' .32 But he was being unduly 

pessomistic, for whether or not the metaphysician would yield, the theologian certainly would -

and did. 

32 Ayer [1936) 1946, 21. 
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2.3 The Falsification Challenge 

In 1944 the Cambridge philosopher John Wisdom published 'Gods', a short essay in which 

he showed that theology, while not an experimental issue, is factually meaningful.33 He told a 

simple story. Two people return to their long neglected garden, and one of them finds signs that a 

gardener has been at work. But the other sees only signs of neglect. Nevertheless, the first person 

continues to believe that a gardener has been tending their garden, though never seen. What is the 

difference between them? 

The one says 'A gardener comes unseen and unheard. He is manifested only 
in his works with which we are all familiar', the other says 'There is no 
gardener' and with this difference in what they say about the garden goes a 
difference in how they feel towards the garden, in spite of the fact that 
neither expects anything of it which the other does not expect.34 

But is their difference only a matter of feeling, and not also of fact? 

When all the facts are known how can there still be a question of fact? 
How can there still be a question? ... When the madness of these questions 
leaves us for a moment we can easily recollect disputes which though they 
cannot be settled by experiment are yet disputes in which one party may be 
right and the other wrong and in which both parties may offer reasons and 
the one better reasons than the other. 35 

Wisdom points to disputes in law,36 and questions of aesthetic judgement in the visual and aural 

arts .37 All these cases are like the case of the gardeners, and like the case of religion. In all , all 

the facts are known, and yet there is still a question of fact. Did the manager exercise reasonable 

care? Is a ledger a document? Was a certain body a public authority?38 Is the picture beautiful , 

the piece of music good? Is there a gardener, and does God make the world? 

33 Wisdom [1944) 1951, 190. 
34 Wisdom (1944) 1951, 193. 
35 Wisdom (1944) 1951, 194. 
36 Wisdom (1944) 1951 , 195. 
3? Wisdom (1944) 1951, 196-197. 
38 Wisdom [1 944) 1951, 195. 
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And if we say . .. that when a difference as to the existence of God is not 
one as to future happenings then it is not experimental and therefore not as 
to the facts, we must not forthwith assume that there is no right and wrong 
about it, no rationality or irrationality, no appropriateness or 
inappropriateness, no procedure which tends to settle it, nor even that this 
procedure is in no sense a discovery of new facts. 39 

Thus Wisdom refuted the challenge of logical empiricism.40 

But in 1950 Antony Flew took Wisdom's argument and turned it upon its head.41 He retold 

Wisdom's story as exemplary of religion's cognitive vacuity. 

Once upon a time two explorers came upon a clearing in the jungle. In the 
clearing were growing many flowers and many weeds. One explorer says, 
'Some gardener must tend this plot'. The other disagrees, 'There is no 
gardener'. So they pitch their tents and set a watch. No gardener is ever 
seen. 'But perhaps he is an invisible gardener'. So they set up a barbed-wire 
fence. They electrify it. They patrol with bloodhounds. (For they remember 
how H. G. Well's The Invisible Man could be both smelt and touched 
though he could not been seen.) But no shrieks ever suggest that some 
intruder has received a shock. No movements of the wire ever betray an 
invisible climber. The bloodhounds never give cry. Yet still the believer is 
not convinced. 'But there is a gardener, invisible, intangible, insensible to 
electric shocks, a gardener who has no scent and makes no sound, a 
gardener who comes secretly to look after the garden which he loves.' At 
last the sceptic despairs, 'But what remains of your original assertion? Just 
how does what you call an invisible, intangible, eternally elusive gardener 
differ from an imaginary gardener or even from no gardener at all?' 42 

Thus a ' fine brash hypothesis ' is 'killed by inches, the death by a thousand qualifications '.43 Flew 

directly applied his parable to theological assertions. 

Someone tells us that God loves us as a father loves his children. We are 
reassured. But then we see a child dying of inoperable cancer of the throat. 
His earthly father is driven frantic in his efforts to help, but his Heavenly 
Father reveals no obvious sign of concern. Some qualification is made -
God's love is 'not a merely human love' or it is 'an inscrutable love', 
perhaps - and we realize that such sufferings are quite compatible with the 
truth of the assertion that 'God loves us as a father (but, of course, ... )'. We 
are reassured again. But then perhaps we ask: what is this assurance of 

39 Wisdom [1944] 1951, 197; see also Wisdom 1965, 43-56. 
40 See J. Richmond, 62. For a contrary 'expressivist' reading of Wisdom see Keightley 1974 and 1976, 157. 
41 Flew 1950; see J. Richmond, 63-64; Phillips 1970b, 177-178. 
42 Flew 1950, 5. 
43 Flew 1950, 5. 
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God's (appropriately qualified) love worth, what is this apparent guarantee really a guarantee against? Just what would have to happen not merely (morally and wrongly) to tempt but also (logically and rightly) to entitle us to say 'God does not love us' or even 'God does not exist'?44 

The conclusion seems to be that there is no ' conceivable event or series of events the occurrence 

of which would be admitted by sophisticated religious people to be a sufficient reason for 

conceding "There wasn't a God after all" or "God does not really love us then"'.45 But then of 

what worth are theological statements? For to 'assert that such and such is the case is necessarily 

equivalent to denying that such and such is not the case ... And if there is nothing which a 

putative assertion denies then there is nothing which it asserts either: and so it is not really an 

assertion'. 46 Flew no more than restated the logical empiricists's criterion of verifiability, though it 

- and not theology - had been killed by a thousand qualifications. 

Response to Flew's challenge was various. Patrick Nowell-Smith agreed with it, as did 

Basil Mitchell, who thought, however, that it could be met. 47 But Thomas Corbishley pointed out 

that Flew's notion of factual assertion was rather more prescriptive than descriptive , and Richard 

Hare pointed out that his notion of religion was mistaken.48 Whereas Flew thought religion an 

explanation of the world, it is rather a fundamental framework within which explanation can take 

place. Religion is a particular way of seeing and being in the world, living in and by a particular 

blik. And 'without a blik there can be no explanation; for it is by our bliks that we decide what is 

and what is not an explanation'.49 Our 'whole concern with the world depends on our blik about 

the 'Yorld; and ... difference between bliks cannot be settled by observation of what happens in 

the world' .50 But there are different bliks, and it matters a lot which are right and which are 

wrong, which are true and which are false . Thus Hare reaffirmed Wisdom's argument, and was 

44 Flew 1950, 7-8. 
45 Flew 1950, 7. 
46 Flew 1950, 7. 
47 Nowell-Smith; Mitchell 1951. 
48 Corbishley; Hare. 
49 Hare, 19. 
50 Hare, 18. 
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supported by Michael Foster and J. N. Findlay.51 

A third response was made by those who believed that, on the ground marked out by Flew, 

he was 'completely victorious' .52 Rather than Flew having marked out the wrong bit of land, 

Christianity had done so, and it should move elsewhere. Thus R. B. Braithwaite said that the 

meaning of a statement is its use, and that the use of a religious statement is the expression of an 

attitude or intention to act in a certain way at a certain time. 'A religious assertion ... is the 

assertion of an intention to carry out a certain behaviour policy, subsumable under a sufficiently 

general principle to be a moral one, together with the implicit or explicit statement, but not the 

assertion, of certain stories' .53 Braithwaite was followed by Ronald Hepburn, T. R. Miles and Paul 

Van Buren, among others. 54 

But John Hick responded in a different way. He was persuaded by Flew's parable, and 

agreed with his challenge, but thought that it could be met.55 If theology is factually significant it 

must be an 'experimental issue'. 56 For the equation of factual significance with empirical 

verification is the 'permanent gain secured by pre-war logical positivism' .57 

Accordingly, in order to be either veridical or illusory the mode of experiencing that we call religious faith must be such that the theological statements which express it are either verifiable or falsifiable. It must make an experienceable difference whether they are true or false .. . a state of the universe which satisfies the faith-assertions must differ in some experienceable way from states of the universe which fail to satisfy them.58 

If theology is about the world, then the world must have something to show for it which it would 

not otherwise have - and we can go and look for this something. If we find it, theology is 

51 Foster; Findlay. 
52 Hare, 17. 
53 Braithwaite, 32; see Palmer. 
54 Hepburn; Miles 1959; van Buren, 85-106. 
55 J. Wilson 1958 and 1961 also argued this way. His position is in all important respects the same as Hick's. The chief difference is that for Wilson religious language is verifiable in this world; for Hick it is verifiable in the next. For an account and critique of Wilson see Klein, 133-149; Brhl<enhielm, 30-68. 
56 FKl, 145. 
57 Hick 1968a, 99. 
SB FK2, 169; see Nielsen 1971 , 58 . 
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confi rmed; and if we do not, it is not. But the very fact that theology can be put to the test , 

establishes its factual meaningfulness . Thus Hick bought the logical empiricist line that only 

theory can be a proper expression of knowledge. Theology must be part of the scientific 

world-conception, and conform to the 'logical criterion of meaningfulness ' .59 

59 FK2, 153. Insofar as Hick wrote as a neo-orthodox theologian (FK2, vii) he would have done better heeding Earth's warning that theology does not need to justify itself before any other discipl inc, · kast of all by submitting to the claims of any concept of science' (Barth 1936-1977, 1/1:7). 
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2.4 Theology and Science 

The idea that theology is a science like any other science is not new. When theology was 

invented in the thirteenth century it was invented as a science, the science of sciences.60 But the 

notion of theology - as Christian teaching about God - had been around for much longer. It is 

found as early as the third century, when Clement of Alexandria contrasted it with the mythology 

of the pagans. But it was not until the thirteenth century, and the development of the schools, that 

theology began to be used of Christian teaching as a whole, and presented as a science. At 

Chartres, for example, theology was placed with mathematics and physics among the theoretical 

sciences.61 

Thirteenth century science was Aristotelian. Whatever the discipline - mathematics, physics, 

metaphysics - it consisted in the formation of a body of propositions or axioms from which could 

be deduced, by the application of appropriate laws or rules, a variety of conclusions or theorems. 

Theology was similarly formed. It pursued axioms, and deduced theorems. From the articles of 

faith it derived conclusions. Alan of Lisle and Nicholas of Amiens were notable compilers of 

theological axioms.62 Nicholas modelled his on Euclid. 63 

Arguably, science is and has always been Aristotelian in the sense of being a deductive 

enterprise .64 The problem for theology as a deductive science, in both the thirteenth and twentieth 

centuries, is the appropriate legitimation of its axioms. For it was and is held that the axioms of a 

science must either be self-evident to reason or given in experience. Thus in the thirteenth century 
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61 Pannenberg 1976, 228. For the birth and growth of the schools see G. R. Evans 1980, 8-19. 
62 G. R. Evans 1980, 173-176. 
63 Pannenberg 1976, 228-229. 
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65 Pannenberg 1976, 230. 
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2.4 Theology and Science 
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theology began to be used of Christian teaching as a whole, and presented as a science. At 

Chartres, for example, theology was placed with mathematics and physics among the theoretical 

sciences.61 

Thirteenth century science was Aristotelian. Whatever the discipline - mathematics, physics, 

metaphysics - it consisted in the formation of a body of propositions or axioms from which could 

be deduced, by the application of appropriate laws or rules, a variety of conclusions or theorems. 
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seen as a practical pursuit rather than as a theoretical science, less concerned with true knowledge 

of God than with the means to salvation.66 

The problem of theology's scientific status became more acute with the development of the 

physical sciences in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and especially with the acclaimed 

success and influence of Newtonian mechanics. Science established its axioms by empirical 

induction, and opened its hypotheses to empirical test and verification. This became and remains 

the dominant model for all disciplines which aspire to scientific status. Can theology do as much? 

Theological axioms are derived from revelation, the sacred and canonical scriptures of the 

church, and therefore are absolute presuppositions, neither self-evident to reason nor empirically 

sanctioned. 

What is known in Christianity is just that which is revealed, and nothing 
more; certain truths, communicated directly from above, are committed to 
the keeping of the faithful, and to the very last nothing can really be added 
to these truths .. . It is possible of course to make numberless deductions 
from the original doctrines; but, as the conclusion is ever in its premisses, 
such deductions, are not, strictly speaking, an addition; and, though 
experience may variously guide and modify those deductions , still, on the 
whole, Theology retains the character of a Science, advancing syllogistically 
from premisses to conclusion.67 

Revelation is not an open option for theology. It was because of this that in the nineteenth 

century Fichte demanded theology leave the university or else renounce its reliance on revelation, 

and that Paul de Lagarde argued for the replacement of theology by a science of religion.68 

The problem of theology as a science in the twentieth century was well presented by H. 

Scholz in 1931.69 In his essay 'How Can an Evangelical Theology be a Science?', Scholz listed 

several criteria of scientific status. From these we take the following three. Firstly, in any science 

there can only be questions, definitions , and propositions; and the propositions must not contradict 

66 Pannenberg 1976, 23 1-241. 
67 Newman [1873] 1976, 356. 
68 Pannenberg 1976, 259. 
69 Pannenberg 1976, 269-271. 
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each other or the propositions of any other accepted discipline. Secondly, all the propositions of a 

science must be coherently related to a single field of study. And thirdly, all the propositions of a 

science must be open to test and verification.70 

The major difference between this formulation of the problem of theology as a science and 

its formulation in the thirteenth century, is the abandonment of the idea that the basic axioms of a 

science must be self-evident. This is because it is now widely acknowledged that there can be no 

science without presuppositions .71 However, natural science, at least, claims that its 

presuppositions are open to criticism and possible revision. But this openness, when formulated as 

a demand or criterion of scientific status, can be collapsed into the criterion of testability. The 

presuppositions of a science may be tested at the level of the theorems derived from them. If 

theology can meet the criterion of testability it may hold its presuppositions or basic axioms as , if 

not self-evident, at least open to criticism and revision. This is what Hick attempts to show when 

he maintains, against the logical empiricists, that theological theories are everything a scientific 

theory should be. 

70 Barth 1936-1977 rejected these criteria as unacceptable (1/1:8), but nevertheless maintained that theology is a science on its own terms (10-11). In this he is followed by Torrance 1969. Pannenberg 1976 also understands theology to be a science, but the science of God. 'As a science of God its subject matter is reality as a whole, even though as yet uncompleted whole of the semantic network of experience' (265). 'Its real task is to examine the validity of the thesis of faith as a hypothesis' (296) . 
71 Pannenberg 1976, 260. 
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2.5 Theology and Theory 

For logical empiricism a scientific theory is an axiomatic deductive system. It consists of a 
set of fundamental axioms or postulates, from which, by an appropriate logic, are derived a set of 
conclusions or theorems. The basic axioms or postulates are unproved and unprovable. If they 
could be proved, that is, deduced from other axioms within the system, then they would not be 
axioms, but conclusions or theorems of that system. They may of course be theorems in another 
system. Thus God is an unproven axiom within Rick's theological theory; though the conclusion 
of several other theories. The logic or rules by which theorems are derived from axioms may be 
particular to a given theory, as they are to a given game - they need not be universal.72 

Scientific theory contains both theoretical and observational terms. The theoretical terms 
comprise the basic axioms of the theory, and the observational terms refer to the world of 
experience. Thus in physics 'neutrino', and in theology 'God', are theoretical terms; and 'tracks 
of shape S in a bubble chamber' and 'experience of the numinous' are observational terms in 
physics and theology respectively.73 These two sets of terms - theoretical and observational - are 
related by a set of correspondence rules which translate or reduce the theoretical to the 
observational terms - how to translate 'neutrino' to 'tracks of shape S in a bubble chamber' and 
'God ' to 'numinous experience ' . The correspondence rules allow for an observational 
interpretation of the theory, thus giving observational content to its axioms or postulates, and 
allowing it to be verified by testing its conclusions or theorems against the empirically given.74 

A theoretical axiomatic system is, or should be, constrained by a number of criteria.75 The 
most important of these are consistency and scrutability.76 It should be consistent, that is, no one 

72 Carnes, 25. 
73 Carnes, 3. 
74 Carnes, 24 ; Suppe 1977. 
75 Carnes, 25-37. 
76 Other criteria are independence - none of the axioms should be theorems of the theory; completeness - the theory should not require further axioms; explanatory power - the theory should tell us something worth knowing; utility - what the theory tells us should be useful; and simplicity - the theory should tell us something useful with the minimum of fuss. 
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axiom should contradict another. This is because any statement may be derived from a 
contradiction. Given that God is good and that God is bad, it follows that either God or the Devil 
is good (it follows because 'p or q' is true if either 'p' or 'q' is true). But God is bad and 

therefore the Devil is good.77 

Further, a theory should be consistent with all generally accepted and unchallenged 
empirical theories. For if it challenges too much of what is generally taken for granted, it will not 
be possible to put it to the test.78 And it should be possible to put all its statements to empirical 
test. It should be scrutable. This last is the single most important criterion, For it defines scientific 
theory as such. Above all others, it is this requirement which is so problematic for theology as a 

deductive science in the twentieth century. Can theology be put to the test? 

Wolfhart Pannenberg holds that the 'requirement of such testing must be recognized as 
appropriate because the logic of assertions itself provides the basis for testing by implying the 

distinction of assertion and state of affairs in the very act of asserting their correspondence' .79 

Thus he thinks that the logical empiricist criterion of meaningfulness is partly correct. The logical 

empiricists rightly held that a statement is only meaningful if it is possible to determine its truth 

conditions, but wrongly insisted that its truth conditions must consist of the possibility of certain 

empirical observations. 80 The logical empiricist criterion of meaning is 'undifferentiated ... in 

restricting verifiability to the possibility of tracing an assertion back to sense data or protocol 
sentences' .81 But this is precisely the challenge of logical empiricism, that all meaningful 

statements, including theological ones, are verifiable within what Pannenberg calls the 'horizon of 

communicative understanding ' of natural science.82 Though Hick, as we shall see, acknowledged 

the need for differentiation between different subjects and the mode of confirmation appropriate to 

77 Carnes, 28 . 
78 Carnes, 32. 
79 Pannenberg 1976, 334. 
so Pannenberg 1976, 275. 
81 Pannenberg 1976, 334. 
s2 Pannenberg 1976, 335. 
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each, in accepting and taking on the challenge of logical empiricism, he attempted to conform 

theology to the empiricist model of natural science. 
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2.6 Eschatological Verification 

Hick insists that the important point about the notion of verification is the removal of 

uncertainty about the truth of a given statement. 83 Since for Hick certainty is knowledge, the 

removal of uncertainty is also the removal of ignorance. What will serve to remove uncertainty, 

ignorance, or, as Hick also puts it, rational doubt about a given subject, depends on the nature of 

that subject. The 'general feature common to all cases of verification is the ascertaining of truth 

by the removal of grounds for rational doubt. When such grounds are removed, we rightly speak 

of verification having taken place'. 84 

What will count as a verification of something, must be a verification for someone. It is of 

no interest that a state of affairs may exist that verifies a given theological statement, if there is 

no one there to verify it. Theological statements and their verification are of human, existential 

interest. Thus verification, at least in a theological context, is a psychological notion; it is 

'primarily the name for an event which takes place in human consciousness' .85 But verification is 

also a logical notion. For not everything and anything will verify a given theological statement. 

Thus Hick further characterizes theological verification as a 'logico-psychological' notion. 86 

Certain logical conditions must be fulfilled, and someone must be there to see that they are 

fulfilled. 

A verifiable statement must be publicly verifiable. This does not mean that anyone and 

everyone must be able to verify it.87 For verification is conditional on someone being in the right 

place at the right time and on doing the right things appropriate to the subject. And not anyone 

and everyone can fulfil such conditions.88 But it does mean that anyone and everyone - given the 

83 FK2, 169. 
84 FK2, 170. It should be noted that this statement is ambiguous, for it does not insist that the removal of grounds for rational doubt must be by empirical observation - as logical empiricism requires. 
ss FK2, 171. Hick relates the person-dependency of verification to Carnap's insistence on its time-dependency. See Carnap; Penelhum 1971, 68-69; and Br1llcenhielrn, 71-75 . 
86 FK2, 171. 
87 FK2, 172. 
ss FK2, 173; see Penelhum 1971 , 68-69. 
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normal five senses - could verify it if suitably placed. The difference between private and publicly 

verifiable statements is the difference between subjective and objective facts . Subjective or private 

facts are "'experienceable by the subject in question" and, in the case of alleged objective or 

public facts, "capable in principle of being experienced by anyone'". It is Rick's contention 'that 

"God exists" asserts a matter of objective fact'. 89 

So what will verify Christian theism? Surely the experience of living the Christian faith 

will? As Hick notes, 'Christianity claims to give rise to an emphatic present "difference" - the 

difference described by such phrases as "born again" and "a new creation". The power of 

Christianity is the power of what Paul Tillich calls the New Being; and this is a potent present 

experience, not merely a future hope'. 90 Surely this experience will be sufficient to verify 

Christian theism? But Hick thinks not. For the present difference of living the Christian faith 

serves to show that belief in God makes a difference, and not that the difference is due to God.91 

What then will verify Christian theism? Hick argues that experience of life after death and 

the Kingdom of God will. Both of these are postulates of Christian theory, and not ad hoe 

. devices. 92 The Christian picture of the universe entails 'certain distinctive expectations concerning 

the future ... such as to show themselves in human experience. The possibility of experiential 

confirmation is thus built into the Christian concept of God' .93 The experience of life after death 

and the Kingdom of God will constitute an eschatological verification of Christian theism.94 

89 

90 

91 

Hick 1960a, 12. 
FKl, 153. 
FK2, 154. It is for this reason that Penelhum 1971 is mistaken when he asserts that if one were to find oneself in a previously predicted community where people lived as they would if they were infused by grace and ruled over by Christ, it would be irrational not to take this as verifying Christian theism (82). For further criticism of Penelhum see Nielsen 1978, 198-200. 

92 Jeffner states that the notion of eschatological verification is uninteresting because it is ad hoe. 'Given any set of apparently nonsensical sentences compatible with the idea of a life after death, you could argue - by appealing to the idea of eschatological verification - that they are statements with their localization in the real world' (207). But this argument .could show only that the notion of eschatological verification is too permissive. And it does not even do that, because the eschatological verification of a statement is conditional upon a logically related experience. 
93 FK2, 176-177. 
94 It should be noted that though Christian theism may be eschatologically verifiable it is certainly not eschatologically falsifiable. For no conceivable state of affairs would serve to falsify it conclusively, not even a satanic resurrection world as suggested by Hick in FKl, 156, though not in FK2. See Kavka; and Gregory. 
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Thus Hick developed Wisdom's suggestion that religion is an experimental issue if one 
considers expectations as to what one will see and feel after death. 'Someone', Wisdom noted, 

may say 'The fact that a theist no more than an atheist expects prayer to bring down fire from heaven or cure the sick does not mean that there is no difference between them as to the facts, it does not mean that the theist has no expectations different from the atheist's. For very often those who believe in God believe in another world and believe that God is there and that we shall go to that world when we die. ' 95 

And that is just what Hick did say. 

But saying is not the same as showing. The first problem is to show that the notion of life 
after death makes sense, in the sense required. That is, to show that it makes sense to speak of 
the continuation of human life beyond the moment of death. For surely the notion is absurd? How 
can there be a way round the 'deadliness and finality of death '?96 Hick provides two answers, two 
accounts or theories of how life continues after death. According to the first, we continue as 
divinely constituted replicas; according to the second, as disembodied minds. Death is not really 
death, but merely the passage from one state of existence to another. Without going into the 
arguments for these theories here - we give a full account and critique of them in chapter four -
we may grant Hick the notion of life after death in whatever form required by his account of 
eschatological verification. 97 

However, we must also allow that according to the criterion of verifiability both of Rick's 
accounts of life after death are in principle factually meaningless. Not all of Rick's commentators 
and critics have recognized this. Hick himself denies it. 'Moritz Schlick ... held that the 
hypothesis that after death I shall continue to have conscious experiences is an empirical 

9S Wisdom (1944] 1951, 187. It is often said that Hick followed Crombie - who responded to Aew's challenge by noting that the Christian 'looks for the resurrection of the dead, and the life of the world to come; he believes, that is, that we do not see all of the picture, and that the parts which we do not see are precisely the parts which determine the design of the whole' (129). But it is better to say that Hick followed Wisdom, who is mentioned in FKl, rather than Crombie, who is not. See Klein, 121. 
96 Lash 1979, 165. 
97 We do not insist th.at Hick 'must point to evidence which is available here and now ' (J. A. Martin, 96-97); for the place and time of its availability is neither here nor there. What is important is that it occur in human experience, whether on this or the other side of the grave. 
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hypothesis. Schlick did not at all think that there is an after-life, but he acknowledged that the 
statement that there is [sic] a genuinely factual assertion' .98 

The problem is of course that the notion of life after death begs the question. 99 For unless 
there are possible experiences in this world which will serve to confirm life after death, appeal to 
experiences in another world assumes that the notion of such another world is itself factually 
meaningful. The circularity in Rick's argument is not always appreciated because we find it quite 
easy, at least at first, to imagine such another world. We find the notion of life after death 
factually meaningful.100 But we do so by an account of meaning which contravenes the empiricist 
rule. 101 This is not a serious problem for the notion of life after death, but it is a serious problem 
for Rick's use of the verification principle. 

Hick introduced his argument for the verifiability of theological statements by telling a 
parable, after Wisdom and Flew. 

Two men are travelling together along a road. One of them believes that it leads to a Celestial City, the other that it leads nowhere; but since this is the only road there is, both must travel it. Neither has been this way before, and therefore neither is able to say what they will find around each next comer. During their journey they meet both with moments of refreshment and delight, and with moments of hardship and danger. All the time one of them thinks of his journey as a pilgrimage to the Celestial City and interprets the pleasant parts as encouragements and the obstacles as trials of his purpose and lessons in endurance, prepared by the king of that city and designed to make of him a worthy citizen of the place when at last he arrives there. The other, however, believes none of this and sees their journey as an unavoidable and aimless ramble. Since he has no choice in the matter, he enjoys the good and endures the bad. But for him there is no Celestial City to be reached, no all-encompassing purpose ordaining their journey - only the road itself and the luck of the road in good weather and in bad. 102 

98 Hick 1983a, 112-113; Schlick. But Aldrich believes that Schlick's position is 'an unconsciously camouflaged departure from the positivistic principle of empirical verifiability and meaning' (174). 
99 'Hick is asking us to pull ourselves up by our own bootstraps' (Nielsen 1963, 276). See also Bean, 99-101 ; Tooley, 198. 
100 Strawson 1959, 115. 
101 Mavrodes argues that the empiricist rule is circular, and thus also Hick's response (191). But see Nielsen 1965, 139. 
!02 FK.2, 177. 
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Rick's parable is very like Wisdom's story. Neither traveller expects anything of the road which 

the other does not expect. Yet there is a question of fact, and it is not just a matter of how they 

feel about their journey. But nor is it a matter of whether their journey is best described as a 

pilgrimage or as an aimless ramble, irrespective of destination. Unlike Wisdom's story, it is a 

matter of expectation, not about the details of the journey, but about what lies at the end of the 

road. This is the 'future crux' which renders the difference between the travellers an experimental 

issue.103 

The Celestial City of Rick's parable is the Kingdom of God of Christian theism. Hick notes 

that in the Christian tradition there are two conceptions of the ultimate state, the Beatific Vision 

and the Kingdom of God. 104 Hick finds it very difficult to decide what the Beatific Vision means, 

and chooses to speak about the Kingdom of God instead. 105 

For Hick, the Kingdom of God is to be understood literally. It is a society of people ruled 

by God as their king, or Christ as his regent. The Kingdom is not defined by place or time, but 

by the rule of God. And this rule was present in the life of Jesus of Nazareth. Thus to see Jesus 

was to see the life of the Kingdom, and the life of the Kingdom is to live as Jesus lived. 

'Wherever in human life God's will is willingly done, there the divine sovereignty is manifested 

on earth and there the Kingdom of God is properly said to have come'.106 But the Kingdom itself 

is yet to come, as distinct from the life of the Kingdom which is present now. For the Kingdom 

is the society of all people living in 'universal acknowledgement of God's sovereignty'. 107 

Therefore it is a future and ultimate state. And it is this state which will verify Christian theism. 

But just what state of existence will unambiguously remove rational doubt, ignorance and 

uncertainty, about Christian theism? 

103 FK2, 178. 
104 FKl, 156-157. 
1os FKl, 187. Klein notes that the notion of the Beatific Vision 'might conceivably be employed for just such purposes as Hick undertakes ' (126) . As we see below, Hick is forced to employ something like it - if not a direct vision, then a direct belief in God. 
106 FKl , 238. 
107 FKl, 239. 
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The mere survival of death will not do so, for the notion of life after death is compatible 
with the notion of an atheistic universe. 'The atheist .. . might say that the universe has turned out 
to be more complex, and perhaps more to be approved of, than he had realized. But the mere fact 
of survival ... would not demonstrate to him that there is a God' .108 Life after death must be such 

that all grounds for rational doubt about Christian theism are removed; and it must now be 

possible to describe such life if we are to know that it will serve to verify Christian theism. And 

it must be possible to describe it in non-theistic language if we are not to beg the question. After 

all, this is what logical empiricism asserts, that all factually meaningful statements are in principle 

reducible to protocol statements which directly transcribe experience. 109 

But what could such life after death be like? It could not consist in direct experience of 

God, for we cannot experience God as we can another person. God is infinite and we are finite . 

One can recognize that a being whom one 'encounters' has a given finite degree of power, but how does one recognize that he has unlimited power? How does one observe that an encountered being is omnipresent? How does one perceive that his goodness and love, which one can perhaps see to exceed any human goodness and love, are actually infinite? Such qualities cannot be given in human experience.uo 

So experience of God must be indirect and mediated. But the mediation must be clear and 
unambiguous. In the Kingdom of God there will be nothing to suggest that Christian theism is 

untrue, there will be no natural or moral evil, no human wickedness or suffering. Instead, people 
will live in harmony with their world and with each other, in a common life of mutual love and 
contentment. But in itself this will not be sufficient to verify Christian theism, for it could be 
understood as a natural state of existence, owing nothing to the power of God. So will there be 

something to suggest that Christian theism is true? Hick suggested that it will be the fulfilment of 

God 's purpose for us , and will be known as such. 1n But how will we know that we have come to 

108 FKl , 186. 
I()<) Nielsen 1971 , 75-76. 
11o FK.2, 189; see Klein, 125. 
lll FK.2, 188. 
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enjoy the fulfilment of God's purpose for us, if first we do not know what that purpose is? 
What is God's purpose for us? According to Hick, it is that we come to enjoy a certain 

quality of life in community with our fellows. And the quality of that life is given in the 
character of Jesus Christ. 112 But this is all that we can say about it. We know that Jesus Christ 
enjoys it, and we know that it is God's purpose that we also come to enjoy it. 113 But how will we 
know that we have come to enjoy it, if first we do not know what it is? Hick suggested that just 
as a child has only a vague notion of what it is like to be an adult, so we have only a vague 
notion of what it is like to enjoy the fulfilment of God 's purpose for us. But just as a child comes 
to know that it is full-grown, when it is, so we will come to know that we are enjoying the 
fulfilment of God's purpose for us, when we are. 

That fulfilment may be as far removed from our present condition as is mature adulthood from the mind of a little child; nevertheless, we possess already a comparatively vague notion of this final fulfilment, and as we move toward it our concept will itself become more adequate; and if and when we finally reach that fulfilment, the problem of recognizing it will have disappeared in the process.114 

The analogy is suggestive but not convincing. A child grows up surrounded by adults. But we do 
not grow up surrounded by people enjoying the fulfilment of God's purpose for them.115 

Something more needs to be said. Accordingly, Hick further suggested that the fulfilment of 
God's purpose fo r us will be confi rmed by meeting, and living in community wi th, Jesus Christ. 11 6 

For the presence -of Christ will mark our state of existence as ' being beyond doubt the Kingdom 
of the God and Father of the Lord Jesus Christ'. 117 

112 FK2, 188. 
113 FK2, 188. 
114 FK2, 188-189. 
115 Nielsen 1963, 276. 
116 FK2, 190-191. Klein notes that in FKl Hick's 'argument is explicated in terms of communion with God' (127); in Hick 1960a and FK2 it is explicated in terms of Christ . This change is 'conspicuous', and it signals Hick's increased appreciation of God' s transcendence. 
117 FK2, 19 1. 
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But how will we know that we have in fact met Jesus Christ, and not a skilful imposter or 

one of Erich Von Daniken's astronauts? A person claiming to be Jesus Christ will at least have to 

meet our expectations of what he is like, and Hick appears to suggest that he is like Jesus of 

Nazareth. For Hick directs us to New Testament scholarship for a ' sufficiently authentic "picture" 

of the mind and character of Christ'. 118 But he refrains from saying whether or not scholarship is 

able to provide such a picture. And it is not unreasonable to doubt that it can. And even if it can, 

and even if we do meet someone whom we take to be Jesus of Nazareth, how will we know that 

indeed he is the Christ? We may recall that in the gospels some of the people who met Jesus 

thought he was John the Baptist or one of the prophets. Might we not simply think that we have 

come to enjoy a life of love and fellowship in community with Jesus of Nazareth? Why will we 

also want to say that we have come to enjoy the fulfilment of God's purpose for us, living in 

community with Christ, the Son of God? 119 

As Kenneth Klein writes: 

One might intelligibly claim to be able to identify Jesus in the resurrection 
world. But the claim that there is a God of whom Jesus is the incarnation is 
a different claim, a claim whose meaning is avowedly not defined by 
reference to the eschatological expectations whose fulfilment Hick envisions, 
hence a claim not even directly verified by this fulfilment. However felicific 
they might be, the eschatological events are beside the point they were 
advanced to establish; they are uninformative with respect to the question of 
the existence or the non-existence of God.120 

This is correct however we understand the incarnation of God in Jesus Christ. 121 

118 FK.2, 191. 
119 See Nielsen 1963, 277; 1971, 78; Bean, 105-106. 
120 Klein, 128; see also Audi, 405-406. 
121 Mitchell 1973 (12-14), Davis 1975 and Tooley, also argue that a scenario such as Hick envisions will serve to 

con.firm the truth of Christian theism. But like Hick they also ignore the problem of how Jesus Christ will be 
identified as such. Tooley argues that a claim to a ' telepathic communication with a nonembodied person who is 
unlimited wi th respect to knowledge, power, and moral goodness' is in principle verifiable and - as a non
theological analysis of an encounter with God - the verification of God's reality (190). Unfortunately for 
Tooley's argument, Christians do not believe that God is a nonembodied person with the characteristics Tooley 
describes. (Tooley appears to mean by God a disembodied one of what we as embodied persons are, though with 
unique characteristics.) Davis asserts that it is not difficult 'to imagine indirect but overwhelming evidence in 
favour of "God exists'", but leaves what that evidence is to his reader 's imagination (35)! 
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Thus it would seem that even a putative meeting with Jesus Christ will not serve to verify 

Christian theism. And by 1977 Hick had abandoned the idea. But he did so for other reasons. He 

no longer held that Jesus Christ was the one and only revelation of God, and he also doubted 

whether Jesus taught that God was infinite.122 Thus he was left with the claim that we will come 

to experience the fulfilment of God's purpose for us, and know it as such when we do. But now 

we see that Hick fails to accomplish what he set out to do. For there does indeed appear to be no 

conceivable empirical experience, acceptable to everyone, which would serve to remove doubt 

about the truth of Christian theism, and replace it with belief. 

Any experience which is said to mediate or confirm indirectly a transcendent reality must be 

interpreted as such. Thus we cannot simply go and look at something or meet someone and then 

say 'Now I see, now I believe'. We must first believe and then we will see. And this is the 

answer Hick developed in his essay 'Eschatological Verification Reconsidered' (1977). The 

unambiguous state of existence after death which will verify Christian theism is one in which we 
will simply believe, beyond doubt, that Christian theism is true. We 'will be continuously aware 

of living in the divine presence' . 123 It will be, Hick writes, 

an experience of progressive sanctification . .. accompanied by an increasingly powerful and pervasive sense of existing in the presence of an invisible transcendent power who knows us, who loves us, and who can be seen to be drawing us towards a perfection in which we are to dwell in joyous communion with him. I suggest that this would constitute mounting and increasingly massive confirmation of theistic faith; and that the completion of the process in the endless life of the 'kingdom of God' would constitute a situation of cognitive conclusiveness in which there would be no room for rational doubt concerning the truth of the religious understanding of human existence, or concerning the reality of the divine being, awareness of whom is the central characteristic of the eschatological situation.124 

122 Hick 1977i, 199. However, as even a cursory reading of our references will indicate, Hick's argument as advanced in FKl and FK2 had received considerable and cogent criticism by 1977. 
123 Hick 1977i, 196. 
124 Hick 1977i, 196-197. 
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Our consciousness of God will be unassailable. We will have what we might call an 
unshakable belief. 125 To doubt the existence of God will be as if we were now to doubt the 
existence of the world. And while we can doubt the existence of the world, it is not rational to do 
so. For belief in the existence of the world is the ground or frame of our rationality. Without the 
first we could not have the second. Likewise in the Kingdom of God, our consciousness of the 
divine presence will be the frame of our rationality. To doubt will be insane. That is, we would 
doubt what everybody else believed and took for granted. 126 

This account of the Kingdom of God had been present in Rick's early work. In the first 
edition of Faith and Knowledge, when he had not yet introduced the person of Jesus Christ as 
guarantor of the Kingdom, Hick acknowledged that 'communion with God must remain formally 
a communion of faith'. 127 And faith is analogous to common sense belief in the existence of the 
world. 

We believe that we inhabit a real world because we cannot help constituting our experience in this manner, and because our experience continuously confirms this interpretation. .. . The confirmation of the reality of the Kingdom of God will accordingly be of essentially the same kind. It will be an interpretation which is sustained by our environment because it is the apprehension of the true nature of that environment. . .. Given this experience, atheism and agnosticism, while remaining logical possibilities, will have become dead options, of no greater plausibility than is solipsism now. We shall have what in all other spheres we describe as knowledge, namely rational certainty. 128 

But in the second edition of Faith and Knowledge, Hick dropped the analogy of religious 
fa ith with common sense belief, in favour of Jesus Christ as guarantor of the Kingdom. However, 
he did acknowledge that religious belief was a prerequisite fo r the verification of Christian theism. 
The verification of theism, like the veri fication of mountains on the far side of the moon, is 

125 Wittgenstein 1966, 54. 
l '.1.6 Hick 1977i, 198-199. This of course implies that only those who believe will verify Christian theism ('see God' ). See S. C. Brown 1969, xvii and 42, n.42. 
127 FKl, 160. 
128 FKl , 161-162. 
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conditional. A 'voluntary consciousness of God is an essential element in the fulfilment of the 
divine purpose for human nature, so that the verification of theism which consists in an 
experience of the final fulfilment of that purpose can be experienced only by those who have 
already entered upon an awareness of God by the religious mode of apperception which we call 
faith' .129 By the time Hick wrote 'Eschatological Verification Reconsidered', he had dropped Jesus 
Christ as guarantor of the Kingdom, and returned to faith alone as sufficient to confirm Christian 
theism. 

Hick has not been able to establish the verifiability of theism in a sense mutually acceptable 
to logical empiricists and believers alike.130 He set out to meet the logical empiricists on their own 
ground, but ended up elsewhere. He lost the battle by default, never coming to real blows with 
the empiricists. But the loss was theirs and not his. For their bit of ground is peculiarly barren, 
and few now stand there. The pity about Rick's journey to the battleground on which he never 
fought and beyond, as we have traced it through the two editions of Faith and Knowledge and 
various essays culminating in 'Eschatological Verification Reconsidered' (1977), is that it has 
taken so long. It is not just that logical empiricism had died the death of a thousand qualifications 
by 1950, when Flew issued his challenge, but that it was already dead when Ayer published 
Language, Truth and Logic in 1936. It had in fact died as early as 1934 when Popper published 
his Logik der Forschung.131 

The difficulty which defeated Hick may be put like this. Questions of dispute, of what is 
and what is not' the case, are disputable only within particular frameworks . Participants to a 
dispute are such because they share the same framework : otherwise they are not in disagreement. 
Many disputes are settled by the discovery that the disputants have been arguing from within 

129 FK.2, 192. 
130 Audi, 408. For a critique of Audi see Craighead 1979b. 
131 Popper [1934) 1980, 34-39; see also Popper [1963) 1972, 253-292. As Ross observes, 'it is regrettable that so many religious wri ters [including Hick) accepted the positivist outlook and then conceded that religious utterances are not cognitively meaningful or wasted ingenuity showing how religious utterances can be verified or falsified' (161). For yet further discussion of theology and verification see Baillie 1962; Bendall & Ferre; Christian; Dilley 1964; Gibson; and Heimbeck. 
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different frameworks. Thus, for example, a difference over the dating of a particular event x, 
whether it occurred in y or z, may be settled when the disputants discover that each has been 
using a different chronology, the Julian or Gregorian calenders. Once they agree on a common 
chronology, their disagreement is at an end. Of course in other matters the discovery of different 
frameworks results in more fundamental disagreements over respective points of view. But then 
the issue has changed, and reason gives way to persuasion.132 

The logical empiricists declared that the only frameworks within which meaningful 
statements could be made were those of analytical logic and empirical science. Hick accepted 
these ground rules and gave himself the task of specifying empirical statements which alone 
would count as meaningful religious and theological discourse. 133 But this, as we have seen, was 
fundamentally, indeed a priori, mistaken. For religious and theological discourse contains claims 
about God which are in principle empirically non-verifiable: God is not any-thing, neither 
some-thing nor every-thing - and the empiricist framework will permit only the verification of 
things. However, it does not follow from this that religious or theological discourse is 
meaningless; only that it is meaningless within the empiricist framework. Nor does it follow that 
religious discourse is unverifiable: it is verified in religious practice. The religious life is its own 
confirmation. But the religious life also has, as we saw in chapter one, its own framework. 

Hick has in fact acknowledged this from the first. 'The believer can already have, on the 
basis of his religious experience, a warrant as to the reality of God. He may already know God in 
a way which requires no further verification'. 134 Thus, as Michael Tooley remarks, 'his overall 
position would seem to be inconsistent'. 135 But Hick would respond that while the believer may 
believe with certainty, the non-believer needs to be reassured that religious discourse is factually 
meaningful. And the theory of eschatological verification reassures by demonstrating how 

132 Wittgenstein [1969] 1975, 612. 
133 See Stanesby, 42. 
134 FK.2, 194. 
135 Tooley, 182. 
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religious discourse may be verified by all and sundry in the future. 'It is not that the believer 
needs further confinnation of his faith, but that the philosopher - whether believer or not - wants 
to know what aspects of Christian belief bring that system of belief within the accepted criteria of 
factual meaningfulness ... And it is this task that the notion of eschatological verification is 
invoked to perfonn' .136 But - and here is the inconsistency of which Tooley writes - by this point 
in his presentation Hick had already admitted that religious verification was conditional, and 
conditional on belief in God. 'It may be ... that the verification of theism ... can only be 
experienced by those who have already entered upon an awareness of God by the religious mode 
of apperception which we call faith' .137 

In attempting to set forth the conditions under which religious discourse would be verified , 
Hick had to admit that they would be no different from those under which believers now verify 
their faith - by believing and living it. Christian theism can be as well verified in this world as 
the next, and, in consequence, the notion of eschatological verification is irrelevant for 
establishing the meaningfulness of religious discourse and practice. 138 In fact, from the first, Hick 
covertly assumed what he professed to have renounced with the logical empiricists, namely the 
non-empiricist framework of religious belief. 

Thus Hick failed in what he set out to do: to bring God within the empiricist framework of 
facts and things. But the failure is honourable. For to have succeeded would have been to have 
made God an idol: a specifiable object, subject to empirical scrutiny and manipulation. This is 
what Edward Schoen does when he argues for theology as theory, introducing God as an 
'explanatory entity', a hypothetical thing to be used in theoretical constructions.139 But Schoen is 

136 FK2, 194-195. Compare Cox, who believes that Hick advances eschatologica] verification as an alternative to the traditional arguments for God. 
137 FK2, 192. 
138 Audi, 408 ; see further Tooley, 183. 
139 Schoen, 83-120. 
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an example, a tenible warning, of where Hick might have arrived, not of where he is.140 Instead, 

Hick continued to affirm God's transcendent. reality. 

Thus it must be held - as the conclusion of our reading of Rick's argument - that theology 
is meaningful but not theoretical. How then should we characterise it? 

140 It should be noted that though Schoen repudiates the empiricist myths of 'deductivism' and 'verificationism' (151), he is obviously in their thrall insofar as he feels the need to 'rehabilitate the cognitive integrity of religious discourse' (207). For Schoen, scientific explanations of problematic phenomena consist in the construction of new models or mechanisms analogous to those which are known to be successful. Religious explanations are 'offered only for extant ranges of phenomena. Once an explanatory range has been chosen, a relevantly analogous range of phenomena for which the governing mechanism already is understood needs to be found. Finally, the explanatorily efficacious features of that known mechanism must be carried over properly into the religious sphere and attributed to God without undue epistemic or religious sacrifice' (149). 
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2.7 Theological Reflection 

For Hick, theology is a secondary discourse. It comes after religion. Theology reflects on 
religious discourse and practice, which are in tum the transcription of religious experience. 141 The 
distinction between religious and theological discourse is the distinction between 'primary 
affirmations of faith' and 'theological doctrines', mythology and theology. 'The theological 
doctrines of a religion are the propositions officially accepted as interpreting its primary 
affirmations and as relating them together in a coherent system of thought' .142 While the 
formulation of religious discourse is a 'descriptive and empirical process', the construction of 
theological doctrine is 'speculative in method, being philosophical thinking undertaken within the 
boundaries of a particular religion'. 143 While the primary affirmations of faith are 'fixed and 
unchangeable', theological doctrines 'can and do change'. 'The same deliverances of religious 
experience may be correlated and systematized in a variety of ways, alternative doctrinal systems 
being built upon the same experimental foundations' .144 While heresy is the rejection of the 
primary affirmations of faith, the rejection of theological doctrines is only heterodoxy. Creeds 
state the former not the latter. We must hold by the Apostles but not the Athanasian creed, for 
the latter is only a 'doctrinal manifesto in credal guise'. 145 

More recently, Hick has expressed the difference between religion and theology as the 
difference between ' basic religious experiences and their associated visions of reality ' and the 
' interpretative syst~ms of thought ' to which they give rise.146 The first are encounters with reality, 

the second rational constructs of those encounters. Religious experiences, convictions, affirmations 
and visions , are fixed, unchangeable and beyond criticism . While theological reflections, doctrines, 

141 FK2, 218. 
142 FK2, 218. 
143 FK2, 218. 
144 FK2, 219. 
145 FK2, 219. 
146 Hick 1985a, 80. 
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propositions and constructions, are speculative, contingent, changeable, and in principle open to 

rational scrutiny, to tests of consistency and coherence. 

Faith and Knowledge, by Rick's own admission, looks for 'enlightenment in the directions 
of philosophical analysis and theological neo-orthodoxy ' .147 Taking this as a clue to how we 

should read Rick's account of theology, we can re-establish it in a Barthian mould. For Barth, 

theology is at the service of the Christian community - the Church - in its discourse and practice. 

Theology exists because 'before it and apart from it there is, in the Church, language about God ' . 

Theology follows the talk of the Church to the extent that in its question as to the correctness of its utterance it does not measure it by an alien standard but by its own source and object. Theology guides the talk of the Church to the extent that it concretely reminds it that in all circumstances it is fallible human work which in the matter of relevance or irrelevance lies in the balance, and must be obedience to grace if it is to be well done. 148 

For Hick, as a particular example of theological discourse, the attempt to say Jesus Christ 

has been one of the tasks of Christian theology ever since there were Christians who proclaimed 

their faith in Jesus.149 Thus in reading Rick's account we take from it the idea that theology is 
first and foremost committed critical reflection on the Christian gospel. As Newman put it, 'no 

theology can start or thrive without the initiative and abiding presence of religion' .150 It is critical 
thinking undertaken within the boundaries of faith, requiring a real and not merely notional assent 

to that which religion tries to say and do. 151 It is this commitment and assent which distinguishes 

it from a merely disinterested philosophy of religion. This is not to say that theology cannot be 

practiced by a philosopher, or philosophy of religion by a theologian. The distinction between 

theology and philosophy of religion is a purely formal one between disciplines.152 But it is to say 

that theology is integral or endemic to religion in a way that philosophy of religion is not and 

147 FK2, vii. 
148 Barth 1936- 1977, 1/1 :4. 
149 FK2, 226. 
150 Newman [1 870] 1979, 93. 
151 Lash 1979, 8; Tracy 1981, 57-58; see also Gutierrez, 13 ; and Hick FK2, 218. 
152 Lash 1979, 9. 
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cannot be. The relationship of theology to religion is dialectical; they 'mutually correct and enable 
each other' .153 The relationship of philosophy to religion is merely critical or expository. Theology 
is the self-consciousness of religion, its potentially transformative self-reflection. Philosophy of 
religion, though equally critical, reflective and potentially transformative, can be so only when 
appropriated in reflective theology. 

It is in virtue of the intimate dialectic between religion and theology that it is necessary to 
note what Nicholas Lash has presented as three necessary conditions for the practice of theology: 
that there be a community which equally affirms the reality of God, the possibility of saying God, 
and the actuality of God's self-saying.154 It is, as Lash puts it, a necessary condition of critical 
theology that 'there is God'. If this condition is not fulfilled, 'then the discourse of critical 
theology is, in fact, as illusory as the faith it purports actually to reflect' .155 It is also necessary 
that within the concrete particularities of our historical condition it is possible to say God. For 
unless this condition is met, ' there are no patterns of action and first-order speech which can be 
given critical, reflective expression in theology' .156 If we cannot say God now, critical theology 
can 'only speak of yesterday, and never from today' .157 And finally, unless there is a community 
which equally affirms God and the possibility of saying God, and the actuality of God's 
self-saying, there can be no critical theology, for there can be no non-illusory faith. 'If God is not 
accessible by his own action, accessible in human action and thought, human deeds and words, 
then Christian faith, hope and obedience are merely the reaching out from slavery to unattainable 
freedom ... Christian faith expresses only manic hope, and theology is rendered incapable of 
speaking of God' . 158 These three conditions are necessary for the possibility of critical theology, 
because they are necessary for the possibility of Christian faith. It follows from this that the 

153 Lash 1979, 95. 
154 Lash 1979, 13-23. 
155 Lash 1979, 14. 
156 Lash 1979, 21-22. 
157 Lash 1979, 22. 
158 Lash 1979, 17. 
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'vitality and concrete "truthfulness" of Christian speech and action is a precondition of the 

possibility of theology rather than ... the other way round' .159 

It is important to note these conditions, for they call in question Rick's strategy for a 

'global' theology or theologies, transcending the merely confessional. This project was explicated 

in Death and Eternal Life (1977) as the construction of a theology which will 'consist in a body 

of hypotheses about the nature of reality, expressing the basic common ground of the world 

religions, and receiving mythic expression and devotional content in different ways within 

different historical traditions' .160 Even if we allow - in the light of our criticism of theology as 

theory - that such global theology must understand itself as reflective rather than hypothetical, it 

is questionable whether it can be properly reflective on the 'basic common ground' between the 

world religions insofar as it seeks to be committed, and acknowledge the possibility of saying 

God and the actuality of God's self-saying. For the saying and self-saying of God is, at least for 

Christianity, irreducibly particular. Thus it was that we read the commitment of theology to 

religion, its operation within the movement of faith, 161 in Rick's early account of the task and 

responsibility of Christology - critical reflection given over to faith in Jesus Christ 162 To what 

extent can a global theology be given over to the self-saying of God in Christ if, for example, it 

must also be given over to the Koranic self-saying of God or to the denial of God in Buddhism? 

Thus global theology appears to be both methodologically mistaken and religiously spurious. 

Can there be such a thing as global theology when there is no global religion? Rick's 

project appears to be in danger of that which Cornelius Ernst has warned against, namely a 

'tendency for the study of religions itself to become an independent religious mode, not simply a 

religion, because this study rarely allows itself to accept that wider discipline which would 

regulate a whole way of life; perhaps it could be called "religion in the head", the study of 

159 Lash 1979, 22. 
160 DEL, 30. 
161 Lash 1979, 13. 
162 FK2, 226. 



104 

religions as a surrogate for religion' .163 

It is only after theology has been established as critical that it can be differentiated with 
regard to the space in which it is done; the people it seeks to address. Thus David Tracy 

differentiates between fundamental, systematic and practical theology as it respectively addresses 
academy, church and society.164 For Tracy the mode of theology differs according to its public: a 
generality of argument for the academy, appealing to common frames of reference and assessing 

the cognitive claims of religion by reference to widely accepted paradigms of argument; 165 a more 

particular re-presentation or re-reading of scripture and tradition for the church, appealing to truth 

in discovery and disclosure through 'hermeneutical retrieval' or critical reading as committed 

living; 166 and praxis for society, insofar as it confronts and is confronted by the gospel, 

understanding its truth in terms of creative transformation. 167 'Fundamental theology deals 
principally with "dialectics" and "metaphysics", systematic theology with "rhetoric" and "poetics", 
and practical theology with "ethics" and "politics"' .168 Fundamental theology addressed to the 
academy requires 'honest, critical inquiry'; systematic theology addressed to the church requires 

'creative and critical fidelity'; and practical theology addressed to society requires 'responsible 
commitment', involvement and solidarity. 169 

However, as Tracy displays in his discourse, the differences and distinctions involved in 
differentiated critical theology are merely disciplinary and analytic. Doing theology is not so 
determinate, and theology done not so enclosed. In practice it is often the case that what is 

required of one theological discipline is required of all, and that what is addressed to one public 
is heard by others. For people are very rarely of one grouping only; academy, church and society 

163 Ernst, 30. It is perhaps for this reason that Hick 1985a has more recently presented his reflections on the world religions as a global philosophy rather than theology of religions (ix). 
164 Tracy 1981, 56-57. Fundamental theology is also known as apologetic, naturai or philosophical theology (89 n.47); systematic theology as confessional, dogmatic or constructive theology (90 n.58). 
165 Tracy 1981, 62-64. 
166 Tracy 1981, 64-69. 
167 Tracy 1981, 69 -79. 
168 Tracy 1981, 85 n.31. 
169 Tracy 1981, 57. 
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interpenetrate, and are discovered and disclosed by and to each other. In support of this 

understanding Tracy balances theology's differentiation against three concerns or needs: the need 

to interpret religious tradition, the need to understand the contemporary situation, and the need to 

explicate their critical correlation.170 In other words, theology must reflect upon and make explicit 

how to read religious scripture and tradition, how to read the present situation, and how to read 

the two together: what to say, to whom to say it, and how to say it. 171 These three constants are 

always assumed in speaking of theology as committed critical reflection, as also the three tasks of 

Tracy's differentiated theology: abstract analysis for the correction of confusion in understanding 

the concrete text of religion; re-presentation and re-reading of that text as word and life; and 

transformation of life and word through the appropriation and enactment of the text as read and 

presented. 172 

It will be noted that on this understanding there is a convergence in the tasks and concerns 

of critical theology as reflection on and of the religious text. In this convergence the merely 

disciplinary and methodological differentiation of theology collapses into the concern and task of 

reading the text. 173 For as we said in chapter one (section 1.6 and 1. 7) , the appropriate reading of 

religious or sacred text is not a passive contemplation but an active appropriation and enactment: 

sacred text is read when it is lived. When you understand the text you appropriate it; when you 

believe it, you enact its truth. Its story becomes your own; your own story part of its story: God's 

story. 174 

This understanding is acknowledged by Tracy when he notes that " ' application" is not 

110 Tracy 1981, 59-61 , 88. 
171 For the correlation and/or confrontation of tradition and situation see Kung & Schillebeeckx, 1-32. 172 Doing practical theology involves critical self-transformation and transformation of society through involvement in liberative praxis. See Tracy 1981, 70-71; Voegelin; and Lonergan 1977. 
173 In the firs t part of Tracy 1981, fundamental theology is given the specific task of establishing the possibility of systematic theology as public discourse (Tracy 1981, 82). This suggests that we understand fundamental theology as the mediation of world to systematics; and practical theology as the mediation of systematics to world. This would establish the centrality of systematics within critical theology, and thus religious text, which it is the task of systematics to interpret, as theology's core concern: reading God's word. 
174 See Barth 1936-1977, IV/1:7. 



106 

added to interpretation but intrinsic to it' .175 Indeed he goes so far as to suggest that fundamentals 

and systematics can be incorporated into practical theology. 176 

'Saying the truth' is distinct from, although never separate from, 'doing the 
truth'. Fides quae is distinct from, though never separate from, fides qua. 
Cognitive claims are distinct from, though never separate from, their 
grounding in particular historical situations and social structures. More 
concretely, there is never an authentic disclosure of truth which is not also 
transfonnative. We never experience a transformative truth in authentic 
praxis without also discerning some disclosure of what is now recognized as 
the case (i.e. true).177 

We can thus subsume Tracy's differentiated theology - fundamental, systematic and 

practical - into critical theology as mediation, reflection on and appropriation of religious or 

sacred text. In this sense theology is the grammar of religion. 178 That is to say, by paying close 

attention to what religion says and does, to how it says and does it, and to what is involved and 

at stake in saying and doing it, theology perfonns the task of clarifying and elucidating religious 

discourse and practice. It is not concerned to say what or how to believe, but what it is to 

believe: to give an account of the grammar of faith. 179 

The notion of theology as grammar is of course Wittgenstein's: 'Grammar tells what kind 

of object anyt'fting is. (Theology as Grammar)' .180 This is because grammar expresses the essence 

of things.181 What is the essence of religion? What is the essence of theology? When we ask these 

questions it is as if we were after an object which was really there and from which we derive its 

description, but which we are unable to find or show.182 We feel that there is something upon 

which, if only we could find and fix our gaze, get it in focus, we would grasp the essence of the 

175 Tracy 1981, 92 n.76. 
176 Tracy 1981, 96 n.104. 
177 Tracy 1981, 77-78. 
178 See Hudson 1968, 58. On the following see further Phillips 1986, 110-117. 
179 Lash 1981, 5. 
180 Wittgenstein [1953) 1958, 371. 
181 Wittgenstein (1953] 1958, 371; see Keightley 1976, 54-55. 
182 Wittgenstein (1953) 1958, 374. 
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matter. 183 For Wittgenstein this is an illusion. When we want to ask these sort of questions, and 
think we are after something deep and hidden, we in fact want to understand something that is in 
plain view. We do not have to dig down and unearth some profound, incomparable, and secret 
thing: it is staring us in the face. 'Something that we know when no one asks us, but no longer 
know when we are supposed to give an account of it, is something that we need to remind 
ourselves of. (And it is obviously something of which for some reason it is difficult to remind 
oneself.)' .184 We need to remind ourselves about what religion and theology are. If we look at 
what we say and do when we say and do religion or theology - look at the grammar of their use 
- then we will begin to see their essence. We will begin to see what Stanley Cavell calls the 
'grammatical schematism' of the concept or notion in question: 'the set of criteria on the basis of 
which the word [religion, theology] is applied in all the grammatical contexts into which it fits 
and will be found to fi t ' .185 

Theology, Wittgenstein suggests, is the grammar of religion. It is the looking at and the 
showing forth - the investigation - of what we say and do when we say and do religion. It brings 
to mind, re-minds, what goes with what; what concepts and notions go with others and how we 
use them; and, more importantly, how we don ' t use them , and what doesn ' t go with other things. 
In this sense theology brings to light, re-lights , the grammar, the grammatical criteria of 
religion.186 

Wittgenstein, in the Philosophical Investigations, attends to the usage of language; the 
theologian in doing theology attends to the usage of religion. Critical theology as investigation 
looks and sees and attempts to show forth: it describes but does not explain. 'Grammar does not 
tell us how language must be constructed in order to fulfil its purpose, in order to have 

183 Wittgenstein [1953) 1958, 113. 
184 Wittgenstein [1953] 1958, 89. 
185 Cavell, 77. 
186 For example, 'The concept of "pointing to" can be used in conjunction with the concepts such as "objects" as artefacts and natural objects of various kinds, as well as with such "objects" as colours, meanings (or synonyms, or homonyms or antonyms), places, cities, continents ... indeed, it would seem you can point to anything you can nan1e (viz., "everything")' (Cavell, 73). But you cannot point to God. 
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such-and-such an effect on human beings. It only describes and in no way explains the use of 

signs' .187 Similarly theology does not tell us how religion must be; but describes how it is and in 

no way explains its usage, its saying and doing of religious or sacred text. For once it does so it 

loses sight of what is in front of it - the object of its reflection - and begins to look for what lies 

behind, is hidden within, buried beneath. It has taken the road of essentialism and reductionism; 

persuaded and persuading by theories which tell us this is really that. 188 It means that religion can 

be said and done otherwise, is dispensable and replaceable. Wittgenstein warns against this 

illusion when he notes that the 'rules of grammar may be called "arbitrary", if that is to mean 

that the aim of the grammar is nothing but that of the language. If someone says "If our language 

had not this grammar, it could not express these facts" - it should be asked what "coulcf' means 

here' .189 The facts are expressed in the language. They are not apart from the language and its 

grammar, expressible through it or some other language or grammar: standing apart or behind, the 

external justification by which we say what we do say, and do what we do. 190 The world of facts 

does not come to us through our language, and thus any language; but in our language, and thus 

a particular language. It is our particular world of facts. Similarly with religion and the 

transcendent reality Christianity names God: he graciously comes to us in and not through what 

we say and do, and not just in anything and everything we say and do, but in particular texts and 

actions - in the Exodus of Israel from Egypt, in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 191 

(But of course, the God who comes to us does so as he who may come to whomsoever he 

chooses: wherever .the Spirit will.) 

How critical theology attempts to show forth and remind us of what is said and done in 

religion is of course various. This was the point of our discussing Tracy's differentiated theology. 

187 Wittgenstein (1953) 1958, 496. 
188 Wittgenstein 1966, 24. 
189 Wittgenstein (1953) 1958, 497. 
190 Wittgenstein [1967] 1981, 331. 
191 '"You can't hear God speak to someone else, you can hear him only if you are being addressed". - That is a grammatical remark' (Wittgenstein (1967) 1981, 717). 
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But one of theology's chief strategies, as our employment of the metaphor of reading reminds us, 

is the project of interpreting religious or sacred text. This interpretative strategy consists in 

re-reading the text or texts in question in specific contexts - academy, church, society. This is, for 

example, the method of Karl Earth's Church Dogmatics - a re-reading and re-telling, a 

re-minding of the Bible narrative for the church. 192 It is precisely Rick's re-telling of the Bible 

story as explanatory theory with which we shall be concerned in the next two chapters -

proffering a close study of his theological practice. 

Hick has not articulated a differentiated theology in the manner of Tracy, though he has 

described theology as systematic, and explicated this to some extent in his work, most particularly 

in his theodicy and eschatology. But how should we take Rick's description of theology as 

systematic? In Faith and Knowledge he writes of theology as constructing 'doctrinal systems' ,193 

intended to be 'speculations' and 'philosophical explanations' of 'religious facts' .194 In Evil and 
the God of Love the explanatory function of systematic theology is further explicated as problem 

solving.195 The problem may be specific - how to say God or Jesus Christ; but all specific 

problems are subsumed under the problem of explaining the world as God's creation. Systematic 

theology, as Hick understands it, is concerned to solve the problem of the world by explaining, 

through the construction of speculative theories, 'God's ways with us', making them 'intelligible 

to human reason' and ' acceptable to human morality' .196 It is clear that this understanding of 

systematic theology is at variance with the primarily hermeneutic nature of Tracy 's conceptuality, 

which submits itself to the religious discourse and practice it interprets, the sacred text it reads. 

Though it is possible to exaggerate the difference between Rick's and Tracy ' s respective accounts 

of systematic theology, Rick 's position can be read as an example of a discourse which 

capitulates to the ' seductive, promethean overtones of panoramic organisation' implici t in 

192 See Ford 1981. 
193 FK2, 219. 
194 FK2, 220. 
195 EGLI, 285. 
196 EGLI, 7. I I 
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'system '; forgetful, as Lash puts it, of theology's 'irreducibly interrogative' character.197 For 

Hick's theological practice, as reflection on Christian discourse, consists in the construction of 

systematic theories which offer a complete explanatory account of the why, whence and whither 

of human existence. As we have seen, these systematic constructions cannot be considered 

theoretical in the sense that Hick would have them, waiting on verification as the condition of 

their meaningfulness and putative validity. It is in the context of this failure that we may 

legitimately re-read and re-claim Hick 's systematic constructions as critical reflections on the 

discourse and practice of religion. Thus in the next two chapters we shall consider in tum, Rick's 

theodicy and eschatology as systematic reflections on Christian faith as it provides a foundational 

framework in which Christian believers can and do respond to two fundamental aspects of their 

experience - suffering and death. 

197 Lash 1979, 12. 
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I make weal and create woe, I am the Lord. 1 

Within 01ristianity it's as though God says to men: Don't act a tragedy, that's to say, don't enact heaven and hell on earth. Heaven and hell are my affair. 2 

Is ai ah 45:7 . 
Wittgenstein 1980, 14e. 
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3. l The Problem of Evil 

In the 'middest' of this life, at the point of our ultimate concern, Ouistianity proclaims 

good news. 'The light shines in the dark, and the darkness has not overcome it' .3 It is a religion 

for the afflicted, not the comfortable. 'The Christian religion is only for the man who needs 

infinite help ... for the man who experiences infinite torment'. For the person who ' feels lost' .4 

Thus in some sense Christianity is the 'answer' to the 'question' of suffering, the 'solution' to the 

'problem ' of evil.5 Critical reflection on the sense in which Ouistianity is and is not this, is a 

theological task. It is the task which Hick undertook in his second major work, Evil and the God 

of Love (1966).6 

Rick's theological reflection on Christianity and suffering takes the form of a theodicy. That 

is, a 'defence of the justice and righteousness of God in the face of the fact of evil ' . 7 Theodicy is 

an exercise in apologetics. It seeks to solve an ancient puzzle. 'If God is perfectly good, He must 

want to abolish all evil; if He is unlimitedly powerful, He must be able to abolish all evil: but 

evil exists; therefore either God is not perfectly good or He is not unlimitedly powerful' . 8 

Many writers have noted that this puzzle requires a further ethical statement in order to be 

truly puzzling.9 Thus, for example, George Schlesinger, following Nelson Pike, suggests the 

statement that 'there are no morally sufficient reasons for God to permit suffering' .10 However, 

since it is not possible to show that this or other similar statements are true, the puzzle is not as 

puzzling as some people think. Its statements are not strictly incompatible and it does not 

4 

6 

John 1:5. 
Wittgenstein 1980, 46e. 
Is there only one 'problem' of evil, one ' ques tion' of suffering? 'On the contrary ... suffering occurs dijfereruly as a problem in each religion ' (Bowker, 2). It occurs differently in each different place. But this study is concerned only with the problem for Christiani ty. 
The second revised edition of Evil and the God of Love (1977) differs from the first in the removal of sections three and four of chapter one, sections three and four of chapter twelve, and aJJ of chapter eleven; but it includes an additional chapter on 'Recent Work on the Problem of Evil'. 
EGLl, 6. 
EGLl, 5. After Hume, Hick traces the origin of the puzzle to Epicurus (341-270 B.C.) . 
Ahem, 34; Madden and Hare, 3; McClosky 1974, 5-9; Plantinga 1967, 121. 

10 Schlesinger, 11; Pike 1963. 

1,' 
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constitute a falsification of Christian belief. 11 How then is there a problem for theodicy to solve? 

While it is possible to show that evil and suffering do not logically contradict Christian 

claims, it is another and harder matter to show that they do not render such claims implausible. In 
the face of human suffering, the assertion of an all-loving and all-powerful God is prima facie 

incredible. To reply that there may be extenuating circumstances is weak and unconvincing if 

nothing more can be said about them. 12 What reason is there to think that there are such 

circumstances? In what could such circumstances consist? Theodicy is not so much concerned 

with showing that a particular set of statements are consistent, as showing that they are plausible. 

Two points need to be made about this way of reflecting on suffering in the light of the 
Christian gospel. Firstly, it is curious for reversing question and answer, problem and solution. 

For theodicy locates the problem of evil not in the experience of evil and suffering, but in the 
Christian response to them. Thus theodicy is always in danger of forgetting that to 'talk of 
suffering is to talk not of an academic problem but of the sheer bloody agonies of existence' .13 

Secondly, because theodicy locates its reflection within the apparent incompatibility of 
world and God, it sees its task as the achievement of consonance or concord between these two, 

an explanation of their mutual compatibility. However, the argument of the previous chapter 

suggets that we should be suspicious of this strategy: theology is not in the business of offering 

explanations. Above all, it is not in the business of explaining God, for it is bound to affinn 
God's inexplicability, mystery and incomprehensibility. It is thus pertinent that Hick feels obliged 
to offer a defence of theodicy.14 

Hick notes that for some the whole idea of defending God in the face of evil and suffering 

is impious and religiously improper.15 He thus chooses to speak of 'understanding' rather than 

'defending', 'justifying' or 'explaining' God. 'Is it impious to try to understand God's dealings 

11 Plantinga 1967, 128; Davies 1985, 201-202. 
12 Richman, 211. 
13 Bowker, 2. 
14 EGLl, 6-11. 
15 EGLl, 6-7 . 
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with mankind'?16 But the impropriety remains. If God is inexplicable, he is beyond human 

understanding. To think to understand God is already to have misunderstood him. 17 

'Understanding God' can consist only in the mediation, appropriation and enactment of his Word 

- the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 

At the level of methodology, Hick suggests that theodicy should be understood as a 

second-order reflection for the spectator rather than the sufferer. For the latter, evil is a 'mystery 

to be encountered and lived through', but for the former it is a problem to be solved: why should 

there be evil and suffering in God's world?18 But this avoids the question as to whether the 

theologian as theologian is entitled to assume a spectatorial role. If the theological task as we 

defined it in the last chapter is not to explain but to say and say well God's self-saying of his 

ways - and this because God's ways, precisely as God's ways, are inexplicable - then the 

theologian cannot pretend to a point of view from which to see God's ways with the world. Put 

like this - in terms of spectating - the impropriety and impiety of theodicy are evident. For it 

must pretend to a knowledge it cannot have. Above all - as we shall see in this and the following 

chapter - it must pretend to a knowledge of the 'end' .19 

Hick's theodicy provides a world 'over-view', an explanatory theory of the why, whence 

and whither, of the world process. 'The theodicy project is thus an exercise in metaphysical 

construction, in the sense that it consists of large-scale hypotheses concerning the nature and 

process of the universe ' .20 It holds a mirror to the world so that we may see it whole and not just 

in (our) part. 

In Evil and the God of Love Hick presents a detailed historical survey of the major 

theodicies that have been produced within the Christian tradition. He divides them into two 

16 EGLI , 7. 
17 Surin 1986b, 240. 
18 EGLl, 10. 
19 Hick takes the distinction between encounter and spectating from Marcel, but ignores the warning of the passage he cites. 'Being "involved" [with evil] is the fundamental fact; I cannot leave it out of account except by an unjustifiable fiction, for in doing so, I proceed as though I were God, and a God who is an onlooker at that' (8 ; EGLI, 10). 
20 Hick 1981d, 39. 
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groups or types, Augustinian and Irenaean. The first - the 'majority' report - sees goodness and 

joy as something we have 'lost'; the second . - the 'minority' report - sees them as something we 

have yet to 'find'. 21 

Within the Catholic tradition Hick traces the Augustinian type of theodicy from its source in 

the writings of Augustine, through Hugh of St. Victor and Thomas Aquinas, to Charles Joumet; 

and within the Reformed tradition, through Calvin to Karl Barth, with passing reference to the 

optimists of the eighteenth century, William King and Leibniz. He discerns the Irenaean type of 

theodicy principally in the works of Irenaeus and Schleiennacher. But John Bowker suggests that 

it may also be found in the work of several other people, such as Tatian and Theophilus, and 

especially in the work of many Christian spiritual writers.22 Hick firmly opts for the Irenaean type 

of theodicy and seeks to develop it as his major contribution to the Christian theological tradition. 

However, a better distinction to draw between different theodicies is that between monisms 

and dualisms, for it is this distinction which more properly marks a dividing line in contemporary 

debate.23 Rick's theodicy belongs to the fonner type, while, for example, process theodicies 

belong to the latter. This positioning of Rick's theodicy requires some explanation, for while Hick 

believes that monism and dualism represent the only consistent solutions to the problem of evil, 

he also believes that neither of them is compatible with Christian faith. How then is Rick's 

theodicy monistic? 

Monism suggests that the opposition between good and evil is merely apparent, whereas 

dualism insists that it is real. 24 Christian monotheism stresses the sovereignty of God, and is in 

this sense monist. But it also affirms the reality of evil and suffering. That God is King and that 

evil has 'independent status over against the Creator Himself', are for Hick undeniable Christian 

truths. Hick holds them together by 'affirming a present interim dualism within the ultimate 

21 For an historicist critique of Hick's typology see Surin 1986b, 14-19. 
22 Bowker, 84 n.7. 
23 See Bowker, 84 n.7. 
24 EGLI, 21. 
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setting of an unqualifiedly monotheistic faith' .25 Hick's theodicy is a teleological monism. 

Dualist theodicies limit God's power by positing an opposing 'force' . Thus, for example, 

the dualism of Plato's Timaeus, in which the Demiurge creates the world out of chaos, is 

continued in the work of the process theologian, David Griffin. He believes that God in his 

creative endeavour has to engage with self-existent 'non-divine actualities' . Such an account 

'dissolves' the problem of evil 'by denying the doctrine of omnipotence fundamental to it'. 26 Hick 

rightly rejects such a view as fundamentally unChristian.27 A God that battles with other things -

chaos or self-existent actualities - must himself be a thing, and thus not the God of Christian 

faith. God is not a thing, neither an object nor a subject.28 God is transcendent. 

Having determined the nature of Hick's reflection on evil and suffering as theodicy, and 

having positioned his theodicy between monism and dualism, we are in a position to consider 

how it defends the justice of God, and in what sense it affirms that goodness is to be ' found' . 

But first we need to characterize the rather abstract terms we have been using - good and evil -

and try to rid ourselves of the suspicion that Hick's theodicy forgets the 'bloody agonies of 

existence'. 

25 EGLI, 22. 
26 Griffin 1981, 105. For a similar critique of Hartshorne see Surin 1986b, 88-89. 
27 EGLl, 35-36; see also Hick 1983b for a sustained charge of elitism (49-56). 
28 Aquinas 1964-1981 , 2:39; Lash 1986a, 72. 
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3.2 Sin and Suffering 

If theodicy is not to be a purely abstract and academic enterprise, forgetful of, and 

irrelevant to human existence, it must render a clear account of good and evil: it must say to 

what it is responding. 29 Theodicy requires a phenomenology of evil.30 

There is, of course, no such 'thing' as evil, but there are many evil things.31 The word is 

used to describe people, situations and events. Above all, it is used to describe acts and inactions. 

People do evil things and evil things are done to them, or happen to them. This difference -

between what is done and what is undergone - suggets a useful distinction between evil as sin 

and evil as suffering. 

Paul Ricoeur suggests that sin and suffering belong to the categories of 'blame' and 

'lament'. 'There is blame where a human action held to be a violation of the prevailing code of 

conduct is declared guilty and worthy of being punished. There is lament where some suffering is 

undergone'. 32 

Evil as sin is act (or failure to act). It is social. It comes about through what people do or 

fail to do. It involves guilt, blame and punishment. It occurs within the space of rule and law, of 

human conduct, and is thus referred to as 'moral' evil. It involves a failure to 'come up to 

expectations'. 33 And this failure is reflexive, it rebounds on the agent. It is a self-inflicted wound.34 

Evil done is ham1 to others and to oneself. 

Evil as suffering is effect. Though often the result of sin, it can be the result of nature , no 

one's fault. Then it is 'natural' evil. 'Being an effect, it may be related to a variety of causes -

the adversity of physical nature, illness, the infirmities of body or mind, or affliction produced by 

29 Surin 1983b, 330. 
30 Ricoeur 1985, 635. 
31 McCabe 1981, 7. 
32 Ricoeur 1985, 636. 
33 McCabe 1981, 7. 
34 McCabe 1981 , 13-14. 
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the death of loved ones, the perspective of our own mortality, affronts to our dignity, and so 

on' .35 As Ricoeur notes, suffering reveals us .as victims; sin as culprits. 

But having noted the difference between evil done and evil undergone, and having made the 

distinction between sin and suffering, we must also acknowledge them as aspects of one 

condition. For despite what Ricoeur calls the 'undeniable polarity of blame and lament', evil done 

is nearly always at the same time evil undergone. 'In its dialogical structure evil committed by 

someone finds its other half in the evil suffered by someone else'. 36 But the unity of sin and 

suffering is even stronger than this suggests. 37 For in the very act of sinning there is a sense of 

'seduction', a feeling of 'belonging to a history of evil, which is always already there for 

everyone' .38 This is the root of tragedy. 39 (Even before Macbeth has thought the deed, his wife 

has conceived it, and the black and midnight hags are upon the heath, there to meet with him.) 

In sin we feel ourselves to be victims as well as culprits. And equally, as victims we 

suspect our guilt. For suffering may be deserved punishment. As Ricoeur notes, it is this 'dark 

background of both guilt and suffering that makes evil such a unique enigma' .40 

To Christian faith, Jesus is without sin; yet from his life, as a matter of 
historical fact, there flows a dark inheritance of evil as well as good. One 
only has to think, for instance, of the infection of anti-Semitism present in 
the Christian church from the earliest years, and reflected in the New 
Testament documents themselves, to be made aware of this fact. 41 

Faced with this reality, theodicy insists on difference and distinction in order to render the 

experience of evi_l tractable. Thus it marks what we do and what is done or happens to us, as sin 

and suffering. 

35 Ricoeur 1985, 636. 
36 Ricoeur 1985, 636. 
37 Rahner 1961-1984, 19:196-197. 
38 Ricoeur 1985, 636. 
39 Surin 1983b, 331 -332. 
40 Ricoeur 1985, 637. 
41 MacKirmon 1979, 65; see also MacKirmon 1974, 122-135. 
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We now tum to consider Rick's account of good and evil, sin and suffering. Two points 
will be made. Firstly, that Rick's account does not allow for the enigmatic or ambiguous nature 
of good and evil: that God's good act in Christ is inscribed within a network of evil consequence. 
And secondly, that Rick's account is shadowed by the fear that it fails to allow evil its full 
weight, as something concrete and irrevocable. 

For Hick, to say that something is good or bad is to say whether or not it promotes human 
well-being. This account of good and evil is ' relational' . It applies equally to natural and moral 
evils. A natural event, such as an earthquake or volcanic eruption, which is disruptive of human 
well-being, is evil. A natural event which does not affect human life is neither good nor bad. 

Do we regard a volcanic eruption, for example, as evil considered simply as a loss of a previous 'measure, form and order'? Do we not, on the contrary, regard it as evil only if it causes harm to human, or at least to sentient life? Is the eruption of a volcano on an uninhabited island, or (assuming it to be uninhabited) on Venus, an evil? ... If not, the quality of evil is not attributed to physical disintegration as such, but only in so far as it impinges deleteriously upon the realm of the personal, or at least upon the sphere of animal life.42 

The formal notions of good and evil are given content by reference to human well-being, 
happiness or flourishing. And human well-being is given content by reference to human nature, at 
least in the first place.43 What is good for us is determined by what we are and what we need. As 
Mary Midgley notes, 'it is hard to see what would be meant by calling good something that is 
not in any way wanted or needed by any living creature' .44 Of course the good is not simply 
synonymous with what is wanted . 'What is good in a stronger, more considered sense must be 
wanted, not just by someone's casual impulse, but by him as a whole and on grounds conveyable 
to those around him' .45 An important consequence of this approach is that the good is never 
simply our creation: the ' notion of "creating values" is a piece of nonsense - all that anybody can 

42 EGLl , 62. 
43 EGLl, 15; see Hanis, 15-16. 
44 Midgley, 128. 
45 Midgley, 182. 
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do is to adjust, develop, and extend them' .46 

In the second place, what is good for us is what God ' intends' for us, as our fulfilment and 
' end' . This second 'definition' of our good complements the first insofar as our intended ' end ' 
fulfils our human nature. What we are and what we need is to be fulfilled as God intends. And 
our fulfilment is possible precisely because it is God's intention that it should be so. 

But for Christianity, which claims that the universe has been created and is ruled by divine goodness and power, the eventual attainment of man ' s highest good is guaranteed by God's sovereignty: He has made His creatures for fellowship with Himself and will eventually bring them to this ', I! high end.47 

i 

This is what we meant when we said that for Rick's type of teleological theodicy, goodness 
and joy are yet to be found. But their location is known, and their finding assured. However, this 
observation, with its reminder of where Rick's theodicy is placed between monism and dualism, 
increases rather than decreases suspicion of its forgetfulness . 

We recall that Hick neither wished to affirm with process theology the polar existence of 
evil over against God, nor yet with monism declare it an illusion. However, in preferring an 
interim dualism which is resolved into a final monism, it is not clear that he avoids the latter 
danger. Is there any real evil in Rick 's world? 

A relational account of good and evil as predicated values, involves the notion of 
valorization. Ascription of value is dependent on relational context, and when the context 
changes, so may the value. Thus in the light of our destined 'end', evil as ill-being may become 
an unreality, a mere appearance. Experiences are welcomed and regarded as good, or shunned and 
regarded as bad, insofar as they 'cause us pleasure and happiness or pain and misery' .48 But from 
an eschatological perspective, experiences are to be welcomed or shunned 'according as they 
move us nearer to or further from that ultimate and all-inclusive good'. Accordingly, 'even 

46 Midgley, 183. 
47 EGLl, 17. 
48 EGLl, 17. 
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do is to adjust, develop, and extend them' .46 

In the second place, what is good for us is what God ' intends' for us, as our fulfilment and 
'end'. This second 'definition' of our good complements the first insofar as our intended 'end ' 
fulfils our human nature. What we are and what we need is to be fulfilled as God intends. And 
our fulfilment is possible precisely because it is God's intention that it should be so. 

But for Christianity, which claims that the universe has been created and is ruled by divine goodness and power, the eventual attainment of man ' s highest good is guaranteed by God's sovereignty: He has made His creatures for fellowship with Himself and will eventually bring them to this high end.47 

This is what we meant when we said that for Rick's type of teleological theodicy, goodness 
and joy are yet to be found. But their location is known, and their finding assured. However, this 
observation, with its reminder of where Rick's theodicy is placed between monism and dualism, 
increases rather than decreases suspicion of its forgetfulness . 

We recall that Hick neither wished to affirm with process theology the polar existence of 
evil over against God, nor yet with monism declare it an illusion. However, in preferring an 
interim dualism which is resolved into a final monism, it is not clear that he avoids the laner 
danger. Is there any real evil in Rick's world? 

A relational account of good and evil as predicated values, involves the notion of 
valorization. Ascription of value is dependent on relational context, and when the context 
changes, so may the value. Thus in the light of our destined 'end', evil as ill-being may become 
an unreality, a mere appearance. Experiences are welcomed and regarded as good, or shunned and 
regarded as bad, insofar as they 'cause us pleasure and happiness or pain and misery' .48 But frorn 
an eschatological perspective, experiences are to be welcomed or shunned 'according as they 
move us nearer to or further from that ultimate and all-inclusive good' . Accordingly, 'even 

46 Midgley, 183. 
47 EGLI, 17. 
48 ~GLl , 17. 

I 

'11 

i' I 



t 

122 

experiences that are unwelcome to us and that we would shun may be good if they are so used, 

in our response to them, as to bring us nearer to God's Kingdom' .49 

Thus an event which at the time of its occurrence appears to be detrimental to human 
well-being, may yet come to be seen, to the contrary, as beneficial and productive of human 

good. It is only when seen from the 'end', that an act or event displays its definitive value. 

Perhaps all evils are only apparent? Perhaps all is for the best? 

The suspicion that these questions raise - that Rick's theodicy forgets the 'agonies of 
existence' - is voiced in David Griffin's criticism of Rick's account of good and evil. He objects 

to its apparent denial of 'genuine' evil. On Rick's relational account it is possible to say that all 

evil is, as Griffin puts it, 'apparent' evil, with the implication that there may be no 'genuine' evil 

in the world. For Griffin all prima facie evil is either 'genuine ' or 'apparent', either that, 'all 
things considered, without which the universe would have been a better place', or that which 

contributes to the good.50 Hick can adopt Griffin's terminology and say that genuine evil is that 

which never comes to stand in a relation of well-being to the human, and is always perceived as 

contributing to human ill-being. Consequently it is possible for Hick to claim that all evil is 

non-genuine or apparent in the sense that it is to be seen as standing in a relation of well-being to 

the human. The question is, does Rick's theodicy say this? Does it say this of Belsen and 

Auschwitz? 

In response to Griffin, Hick has argued that the distinction between 'genuine' and 'apparent' 

evil presents an. 'unreal alternative'. Any evil is genuine in the sense that it makes the world 

worse than it would have been without it. But some or most evil may nevertheless contribute to a 
final and 'limitless good'.51 However, this argument is not supported by Hick's theodicy. For as 

we shall see below (3.5), it has to hold that (some/most) evil is necessary for the achievement of 
the final good. Thus it is incorrect to say that any evil makes the world worse than it would have 

49 EGLl, 17. 
50 Griffin 1976, 22. 
s1 Hick 1981d, 123. 
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been without it, for on the contrary, without it the world would not be as good as it will be. Thus 

there is at least some 'apparent' evil in Rick's world. 

Having discussed what Hick understands by evil and suffering, and having voiced the 
suspicion that it implies its merely 1llusory quality, something that can be swept away and 
forgotten, we can now tum to consider his theodicy by first saying in what it does not consist. 
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3.3 The Free Will Defence 

One 'particularly popular' approach to the problem of evil in Christian theodicy is the 
so-called free will defence.52 God, this defence goes, cannot be held responsible for what we do 
freely, and what we do freely is the cause of all the sin and most of the suffering in the world.53 

Some critics have thought that this argument is the basis of Rick's theodicy. 54 But though he 
discusses it at some length, his position is otherwise.55 Admittedly, this is not immediately 
apparent from a cursory reading of Rick's text, and we must pay it careful attention. 

The free will defence is divisible into three parts, of which the first two are generally 
considered non-controversial. 56 According to the first part, God's omnipotence is not impugned by 
his inability to instantiate logical contradictions such as square circles. 'Not even infinite might 
can adopt a meaningless form of words as a programme for action' .57 Indeed, the suggestion that 
he could is in itself incoherent. For if you ask someone to make a square circle you haven't 
asked them to make anything, 'the words cancel each other out' .58 

The second part of the free will defence insists that 'the capacity to choose is a logically 
necessary precondition of the realisation of various high values' .59 For Hick, such high values are 
pre-eminently those of personal relationship between people, and between people and God. There 
is thus a 'necessary connection between personality and moral freedom '. For a relationship to be 
fully personal it must be fully free ; chosen, entered and sustained without compulsion.60 

52 Davies 1984, 3. 
53 McCabe 1981, 6. 
54 Ward 1969; Wells, 155-163. It also is misleading to suggest that the placing of freedom in Hick's theodicy - as a condition and product of soul-making - is a ' deployment of the free will argument' (Hebblethwaite 1976, 58 and 1985, 180). 
55 Davies 1985, 210. 
56 EGLI, 301-302. 
57 EGLI, 302. 
58 McCabe 1981, 5. 
59 Flew 1976, 81. 
60 Ward 1982a, 191. 
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In the third and controversial part of the free will defence it is argued that we do in fact 

possess such freedom, and that it is in consequence of this - our freedom to choose what we do -

that there is sin and suffering in the world. God provides the freedom, and we provide the evil. 

The responsibility is ours. 

It should be clear that the free will defence is not properly a theological reflection on the 

Christian response to evil, since it does not attempt to elucidate the Word spoken in the space of 

suffering. What it does attempt, is to show that we and not God are responsible for that space. 

The argument is controversial because some people believe that God is the cause of suffering and 

evil, and must be if he is God. 

One form of this objection has been powerfully presented by Antony Flew. He argues that 

the free will defence presumes that 'there is a contradiction in the suggestion that God could 

create a world in which men are able to do either what is right or what is wrong, but in fact 

always choose to do what is right' .61 Does divinely constituted human freedom necessarily entail 

not only the possibility, but the committal of good and evil actions? Or is it the case that 

'Omnipotence might have, could without contradiction be said to have, created people who would 

always as a matter of fact freely have chosen to do the right thing'?62 

Flew argues that a free choice is an 'unconstrained' choice, originating in our own decision. 

It is not compelled by any agency other than our own. As such it is undoubtedly caused (unless 

random), and even predictable - but this without contradiction of our freedom . A free choice is 

one where we could have done otherwise. 

61 Flew 1976, 82. 
62 Flew 1955, 152. 
63 Flew 1955, 150. 

To say that a person could have helped doing something is not to say that 
what he did was in principle unpredictable nor that there were no causes 
anywhere which determined that he would as a matter of fact act in this 
way. It is to say that if he had chosen to do otherwise he would have been 
able to do so; that there were alternatives, within the capacities of one of 
his physical strengih, of his I.Q., with his knowledge, and open to a person 
in his situation.63 
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This account affinns the compatibility of free will and detenninism. 64 J. L. Mackie puts it this 
way. 

On a detenninist view, what agents choose to do results causally from what they antecedently are, and the ascription of freedom denies external constraints which would make their actions depend on something other than their natures; it may also deny certain internal, mental, conditions which would prevent their choices from being proper expressions of their natures. So what a determinist calls free choices flow detenninedly from the nature of the agent. 65 

This so-called compatibilist account of free will is opposed to what is known as a libertarian 
view, which holds that free actions are not only unconstrained and uncompelled, but also 
uncaused and undetennined, and thus in principle unpredictable. Whether compatibilism or 
libertarianism, or some other account of free will, is most appropriate to our experience, happily, 
is not in question here.66 For our present purpose it is sufficient to note that Hick defends a 
compatibilist account of free will. (This is a not insignificant point, because a number of his 
critics have read him otherwise.67 

) 

Hick holds that there is nothing wrong with saying that people are so constituted that they 
freely choose the good. He notes that this is how we generally account for the goodness of saints 
and other holy men and women. 

The saint, at one end of the scale, of whom we can say that it is logically possible but morally impossible for him to sin, and the depraved and perverted human monster at the other extreme, of whom we can say that it is logically possible but morally impossible for him not to sin, are both persons ... It would therefore seem that an omnipotent deity, creating ex nihilo, and detennining solely by His own sovereign will both the nature of the beings whom He creates and the character of the environment could if he wished produce perfect persons who, while free to sin and even perhaps 

64 See further: Flew 1976, 81-99; Flew 1978, 75-88, 89-122, 172-1 95. 65 J. L. Mackie 1982, 166; see also J. L. Mackie 1955 and 1962. 
66 On libertarian freedom see J. L. Mackie 1982, 166-172; see also Loughlin 1986c. 
67 See Rist, 96 and Hick 1973d. 
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tempted to sin, remain for ever sinless. 68 

Thus Hick agrees with Flew's and Mackie's criticisms of the free will defence.69 'God can 

without contradiction be conceived to have so constituted men that they could be guaranteed 

always freely to act rightly in relation to one another'. 70 However, in Evil and the God of Love 
Hick qualified his agreement. While compatibilism offers an adequate account of human freedom 
vis a vis other people, it is not sufficient to account for human freedom vis a vis God. 'Is it 
logically possible for God so to make men that they will freely respond to Himself in love and 

trust and faith'?7 1 Following Flew, Hick drew an analogy between the relation of hypnotist to 

hypnotized and creator to created. 

Hick concluded: 

In terms of the definition of a free act as one that is not externally compelled but flows from the character of the agent, the actions of one carrying out post-hypnotic suggestions are free actions and the patient is a free agent in his performance of them. Nevertheless, taking account of the wider situation, including the previous hypnotic trance, we must say that the patient is not free as far as these particular actions are concerned in relation to the hypnotist.72 

God can without contradiction be conceived to have so constituted men that they could be guaranteed always freely to act rightly in relation to one another. But he cannot without contradiction be conceived to have so constituted men that they could be guaranteed freely to respond to Himself in authentic faith and love and worship. The contradiction involved here would be a contradiction between the idea of A loving and devoting him/herself to B, and of B valuing this love as a genuine and free response to himself whilst knowing that he has so constructed or manipulated A 's mind as to produce it. The imagined hypnosis case reveals this contradiction as regards the relations between two human beings, and by analogy we 

68 EGLl, 303 . 'According to the theology (particularly of the classical schools) on the relationship between divine and human freedom there can be no doubt that God, without in any way infringing or diminishing the freedom of the creature, in his predestination could so forestall creaturely freedom that in practice sin as "no" to his holy will did not occur in the world ... in the last resort it is contrary to classical theological metaphysics to assert (as a wide-spread popular apologetics asserts) that God must "permit" sin in his world if, as is his right, he wants to have creaturely freedom in his world' (Rahner 1961-1984, 19:195-196). 
69 Hick 1981d, 43-44. 
70 EGLl, 311. Compare Descartes, 58-59; B. Calvert, 123. 
71 EGLl , 308. 
72 EGLl, 308 . 

11 

I I 



128 

apply the same logic of personal attitudes to the relation between God and man.13 

But Rick's analogy is misleading, and his argument deeply confused. God is not like a 
hypnotist, for he is not external to his creation. Neither is he internal to it. He is neither inside 
nor outside the world. He does not interfere with it nor exert external force upon it. 74 God does 
not make us love him, God makes us such that we love him. 

If you are such that you love God, then you are no less free than if you are such that you 
love another person. If a compatibilist account of freedom is acceptable in one context, it is 
acceptable in all contexts. This point has been made by several commentators. Thus Paul Helm 
notes that if 'non theistic determinism is compatible with freedom then ... theistic creation is' .75 

Barry Whitney argues that in 'concurring with Flew and Mackie ... Hick undercuts the plausibility 
of his argument' .76 And David Griffin urges Hick to maintain the logic of his position.77 Thus 
Rick's argument, that he needs a 'stronger conception' of freedom vis-a-vis God than that used 
by Flew and Mackie, is mistaken, and his attempt to establish a libertarian account of free will 
unnecessary. 78 

Compatibilist accounts of freedom insist on an intimate relation between will and 
character.79 When we will freely we act in character. Libertarian accounts of freedom deny this 
relation. When we will freely we simply act. But this renders free acts inexplicable, without cause 
or reason. On such accounts free will is no longer desirable. 80 

Hick attemp_ted to maintain the relation between free will and character while allowing for 
an element of 'inexplicability', by thinking of freedom as a 'limited creativity '. Though a free act 

73 EGLl , 311. 
74 McCabe 1980a, 412. 
75 Helm 1979, 140. 
76 Whitney, 198 n.79. 
11 Griffin 1976, 194-195. 
78 EGLl , 311. 
79 Schopenhauer. 
80 J. L. Mackie 1955, 209; see also J. L. Mackie 1962, 156-157. The ' fatal objection' to libertarian accounts of freedom is ' that to the extent our actions are not caus ally explicable they are haphazard' (Ayer 1982, 232). 
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is in character, that character, in words quoted from Charles Hartshorne, is 'the actual self alive 

in the moment of decision' . 81 

Thus, whilst a free action arises out of the agent's character it does not arise in a fully determined and predictable way. It is largely but not fully prefigured in the previous state of the agent. For the character is itself partially formed and sometimes partially re-formed in the very moment of free decision. 82 

But Hick was trying to have his cake and eat it, and he shows it. 

Some such concept of freedom seems to be a necessary postulate of the Christian view of the relation between man and God ... But it may be that it cannot be independently established by philosophical analysis. Perhaps as Kierkegaard said, 'The fact that God could create free beings vis-a-vis of himself is the cross which philosophy could not carry, but remained hanging from'. 83 

Perhaps if Hick had not thought God like a hypnotist, the problem would not have seemed so 

great. As it was, he had already hopelessly compromised his argument by criticising Augustine's 

account of the fall. 

Augustine traced the origin of evil to an exercise of will, a deliberate turning away from the 

highest to a lesser good. 84 Such was involved in the fall of angels, men and women. But why 

would good creatures turn away from their highest good? Augustine found this a difficult 

question to answer. 

To try to discover the causes of such defection .. . is like trying to see darkness or to hear silence ... No one therefo re must try to get to know from me what I know that I do not know, unless, it may be, in order to learn not to know what must be known to be incapable of being known !85 

Nevertheless, Augustine was prepared to suggest that the originary evil will did not have a cause, 

81 Hartshorne 1962, 20. 
82 EGLl , 312. 
83 EGLl, 312-313; Kierkegaard 1938, 58. 
84 Augustine [426) 1972, 477-479 (12:6); see EGLl, 65-66 and Evans 1982, 114-116. 
85 Augustine (426) 1972, 480 (12:7). 
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its cause was 'deficient '. 

There is ... no efficient natural or (if we may so call it) ' essential ' cause of evil choice itself, and that evil diminishes and corrupts the goodness of nature. And this evil choice consists solely in falling away from God and deserting him, a defection whose cause is deficient, in the sense of being wanting - for there is no cause.86 

But what exactly is Augustine ' s 'deficient' cause? It is the fact of being created. Because 
'the will derives its existence, as a nature, from its creation by God, its falling away from its true 
being is due to its creation out of nothing' .87 This is Augustine's reasonably coherent account of 
the origin of evil. God creates ex nihilo. Thus being is good but unstable. Its instability is the 
cause of the first evil will. The tum away from God is inherent in the world, and the fall a 
deminishment of being, seminally transmitted to each new generation. 88 

But this argument can hardly be used as the basis for a free will defence. 89 For that you 
have to understand ' deficient cause' as a 'self-originating act' or as an exercise of 'limited 
creativity ' .90 But such notions, Hick tells us , are 'not explicable in terms of causes that are 
distinguishable from the agent himself' .91 Hick argued that the idea of a good creature doing 
something without a cause or causes indistinguishable from that doing is ' self-contradictory and 
unintelligible ' .92 

On the premise that the creature in his unfallen state dwells consciously in the supremely glorious and joyous presence of God, his fall is not sufficiently accounted for merely by attributing to him a pure freedom of spontaneous creativity. If this is to be something other than mere 

86 Augustine [426] 1972, 481 (1 2:9) . 
87 Augustine [426] 1972, 572 (14:13); see Bonner, 369 . 
88 Augustine [426] 1972, 523 (13 :14); for a modem account of the fall and the propagation of original sin through 'Adam's undying germ-plasm' see Geach 1977, 84-101. 
89 It should be noted that as Hick reads Augustine, free will did not play a part in the fall (pace Hebblethwaite 1976, 57). The bad angels fell because they were not endowed with that grace given to the good angels, which was necessary to preserve them from their inherent instability (Augustine [426] 1972, 481-482 (12:9)). 90 These notions are similar to C. A. Campbell's 'contra-causal libertarianism'; see C. A. Campbell 1957 and 1967. For discussion of Campbell's and other similar accounts see Young 1975, 116-143; and J. L. Mackie 1982, 169-170. 

91 EGLI, 66-67. 
92 EGLI, 68-69. For an endorsement of this view see R. R. Williams, 177; and for an interesting discussion of Lhc incomprehensibility of the fall in Augustine see R. F. Brown. 
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randomness the creature's defection requires some motive or reason or apparent reasons; there must be some kind of temptation drawing him , however slightly, away from God'. 93 

In this quotation Hick clearly contradicts his argument for a libertarian freedom of 'limited 
creativity' . It is this inconsistency which legitimates reading him as a compatibilist. This reading 
is confirmed. when we note that in a recent presentation of his theodicy, Hick displays no desire 
for a libertarian freedom. His earlier yearning for such in Evil and the God of Love is noticeable 
by its absence. 94 

We have to accept that creaturely freedom always occurs within the limits of a basic nature that we did not ourselves choose; for this is entailed by the fact of having been created. If then a real though limited freedom does not preclude our being endowed with a certain nature, it does not preclude our being endowed with a basic Godward bias, so that, quoting from another side of St Augustine's thought, 'our hearts are restless until they find their rest in Thee'. 95 

Our reading is further evidenced in the critical literature. Keith Ward noticed the 
incoherence of Hick's position in Evil and the God of Love, but mistook him for a libertarian 
rather than a compatibilist.96 Hick replied but failed to note that he had dropped his earlier 
half-hearted advocacy of libertarianism.97 

What then is the place of freedom in Hick's theodicy, if not the value by which evil is 
explained and God justified? According to the free will defence, we are, as Richard E. Creel puts 
it, 'created by God for freedom' .98 Freedom is the single most important value, cheap at the price 
of the world's suffering. But for Hick, freedom is one value among many, necessary for and 
constitutive of personal relationships with others and with God. It is good that we have it, but not 
that we have too much. That is why for Hick it is 'limited'. Better that we accept God than that, 

93 EGLl, 314; emphasis added. 
94 Hick 1981d, 42-44. Though it re-emerges as a 'suggested' criticism of compatibilism in Hick 1983b, 42. 95 Hick 1981d, 52; Augustine [398] 1961 , 21 (1:1). 
96 Ward 1969 and 1970, 222. 
97 Hick 1970f. 
98 Creel, 142. 
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in having too much freedom, we reject him. 99 Hick understands freedom as an instrument to that 

'end' for which we are 'intended', and in the light of which we are explained and God justified. 

Thus our (free) will is subject to God's 'persuasion'; our hearts are restless until they find their 

rest in him. As Creel puts it, Rick 's God 'everlastingly besets the free creature until it makes the 

preferred choice'. 100 There is no hell in Rick's world. 101 Endowed with a 'longing' for God, all 

will be brought to their proper 'end'. It may be, as Creel suggests, that this makes a 'mockery' of 

our freedom, but it is not inconsistent with Rick's compatibilism, nor with some of the central 

themes in the (classical) Christian tradition. As Karl Rahner reminds us, the idea that we can act 

autonomously with regard to God is an 'arrogant conception'. In concluding our discussion of the 

free will defence, it is worth quoting Rahner at some length. 

For a really Christian understanding, the creature's freedom is not so absolute and underivable as is assumed in this arrogant conception, which refuses to admit that in the last resource there cannot be something in the world that is independent of God, that even this free decision of the creature caIIDot be made by the latter entirely alone and with an absolutely undivided responsibility. According to Christian understanding, freedom of this kind 
simply does not exist. The freedom of men and angels is a created freedom, sustained in its existence and nature always and everywhere by God's supreme providence, in its power and action, in its capacity and concrete decision. We may not be able to see how true creaturely freedom can so exist with the inalienability of its decision and at the same time with the inescapability from God's sovereignty, in which God sustains this creaturely freedom and places it in its freedom, but for that very reason does not share his sovereignty with the creature's freedom; this in no way alters the fact 
that our freedom is completely embraced in God's supreme providence. 102 

As we have seen, the 'clarity' of Rick's prose masks the tangles in his texts. They need to 

be carefully unwound. But when the text of Evil and the God of Love is unravelled, what 

theodicy is discovered? 

99 EGLI , 326-327. 
100 Creel, 143 
JOI EGLI, 377-381. 
102 Rahner 1961-1984, 19:201-202; for a more concise statement of this Thomistic position see McCabe 1980b. 
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3.4 Jrenaean Theodicy 

In 1966 Hick suggested that not only was evil for our (ultimate) good, but that there was a 

lot more good than evil about. 'If we must compare two virtual infinities, we can only say that 

the sum of contentment and happiness is greater than the sum of misery, since otherwise mankind 

would long since have destroyed itself' .103 But Hick' s reasoning overlooked natural tenacity and 

the history of human suffering, which has now arrived at the possibility of a humanly constructed 

Armageddon, a universal self-destruction.104 

However, by 1976 Hick had revised his assessment of how much evil and suffering there is 

in the world. 

Most of the earth's inhabitants, in every generation including the present one, have had to live in a condition of chronic malnutrition and under threat of starvation, and very many have always to dwell in the insecurity of oppression, exploitation and slavery, constantly menaced by the possibilities of disasters of both human and natural origin . .. life has been for most people an experience of suffering relieved by occasional flashes of happiness. It is characterised by unfulfilled possibilities, unrealized potentialities, great good which is glimpsed from afar but never attained.105 

Given that sin and suffering are persistent and perplexing realities, how are they to be 

explained and justified? Rick 's answer - the central contention of his theodicy - is that they are 

the necessary means for attaining our intended 'end'. That for which we are created is only 

possible as the product of a combative process. Suffering alone is conducive to soul-making. It 

calls forth and strengthens virtue. We could not be made perfect otherwise.106 

Thus though the world appears bad, it is really good. Indeed, it is the best of all possible 

worlds. It is a plenitude of goodness. The assimilation of Rick's position to Augustine's 

103 EGLl, 358; for a contrary assessment see McClosky in Pike 1964, 64. 
104 Jn EGLl there is ' a kind of myopia to suffering' (Herman 1976, 76). 
105 DELI, 153-1 56. 
106 According to Hebblethwaite 1985 this is also Farrer's theodicy: God 'making the creature make himself (183-184); Farrer 1962. 
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aestheticism and Leibniz's theodicy may at first appear odd. But common to all three is the 
notion that if you but see the world in a certain way, from a particular vantage point, then its 
disfigurement will be refigured, its disharmony harmonised, and its disvalue valorised. If we but 
look at the world from a certain point of view, as reflected in Rick's mirror, we will see that it is 
very good. This point of view is God's. It is how the world appears when viewed from an 
eschatological perspective, from the 'end'. 

The eschaton or 'end', and the perspective on the world which it gives us, is the heart of 
Rick's theodicy. Rather than seeking a vantage point from which to view the plenitude and 
aesthetic coherence of the whole world, as in the Augustinian theodicy, Hick proposes that we 
look for a future perspective from which we can see the world process from its beginning to its 
end. 

The Irenaean view .. . looks to the future. It is eschatological, centring on the belief that in the end good will be triumphantly brought out of evil. Its faith is that the eventual fulfilment of God's purposes will be an infinite good in the light of which all that has occurred on the way to it will gain a positive meaning and justification ... This world is not intended to be a paradise but a place of soul-making, and the hard demands it makes upon us are integral to this function ... Indeed the meaning of our present life lies precisely in this struggle ... in the end the human individual is to be brought through a process of soul-making continued in other spheres beyond this world to the perfection, intended for him by God ... Our trust has to be wholly in God, who is not an irresponsible Creator but the loving Father in whose presence we can know that 'all shall be well, and all shall be well , and all manner of thing shall be well'. 107 

According to Rick's theological/theoretical explanation of the world - of where it has come from 
and of where it is going, and why - we are involved in a two-stage process. In the first stage we 
are brought out of chaos as ' creatures' .108 In the second stage we develop into ' children of 
God'. 109 The first stage is God 's creative act alone. The second stage is not. It is an act of 

107 Hick 1977b, 83-90; see also 1983a, 95-102; Julian, 92; and compare Lash 1986a, 209-215. 108 EGLl, 291. For a discussion of such two stage 'manichaean' models see Lash 1986a, 67-68. 109 Hick relates these two stages to Irenaeus' distinction between the 'image' and ' likeness ' of God in the hwnan person. 'His view was that man as a personal and moral being already exists in the image, but has not yet been formed into the finite likeness of God' (EGLJ, 290). 
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co-creation between God and his creatures. It requires our co-operation and uncompelled 

response. ' Men may eventually become th.e perfected persons whom the New Testament calls 

"children of God", but they cannot be created ready made as this ' .110 God desires that our lives 

mirror his own, and this mirroring can be attained only through the world process: the means 

constitutes the end, and the end justifies the means.111 

Another way of putting this is to say that good brought out of evil is more valuable than 

good brought out of good alone. 

The value-judgement that is implicitly being invoked here is that one who has attained to goodness by meeting and eventually mastering temptations, and thus by rightly making responsible choices in concrete situations, is good in a richer and more valuable sense than would be one created ab initio in a state either of innocence or of virtue.m 

This restates a traditional theme: 0 felix culpa quae tantum ac talem meruit habere 
redemptorem (0 happy fault which deserved to have such and so great a redeemer). 

It must ... be the case that sin plus redemption is of more value in the sight of God than an innocence that permits neither sin nor redemption, otherwise God would have created innocents, and would have so protected and guided and inwardly graced them that they would never fall. This is the clear presupposition of the 'O felix culpa' - an insight which must, I believe, be one of the cornerstones of Christian theodicy. m 

Hick notes that his argument involves a 'value judgement' which he considers to be 

ethically reasonable. Human goodness 'slowly built up through personal histories of moral effort 

has a value ... which justifies even the long travail of the soul-making process'. But Hick admits 

!JO EGLI, 291. 
Ill For Kane 1975a this is the crucial argument in Hick's theodicy (7) . Trethowan 1967b finds Hick's instrumental account of evil 'objectionable' (411). 
m EGLI , 290. 
u3 EGLI , 182-83. 
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that in the nature of the case his argument is not capable of 'demonstrative proof .114 

This comprises Hick's theodicy. Seen. from an eschatological perspective, from the 'end' , 

the world is good. Evil is merely an ' instrument'. When we look in Hick's mirror, sin and 

suffering disappear and God's good ordinance and justice are revealed. As Saul Bellow's 

Shawmut might have said, in Hick's mirror, 'every gas chamber has a silver lining'. 115116 

It is important to note that the 'end' is not a 'reward' or ' compensation' for the ills of this 

life, but the fulfilment attained through the world process . When we see what we have become -

children of God - we will see that all evil, all sin and suffering, has been for the best, serving a 

' final ' and ' absolute ' good. 

If in fact God's purpose of universal good is eventually attained, then in 
relation to that fulfilment nothing will finally have been sheerly and 
irredeemably evil. For everything will receive a new meaning in the light of 
the end to which it leads. What now threatens us as final evil will prove to 
have been interim evil out of which good will in the end have been 
brought'. 117 

Thus the world is explained as the place of ' soul-making ', and God is justified because 

under his ordinance good is brought out of evil. The Ouistian response to evil and suffering is 

the proclamation of this knowledge: no matter how bad the world may seem, it is really a good 

place, and we will see that it is so when we reach the ' end'. 

But what is the 'end' or eschatological perspective which will do this? According to Hick it 

is the attainment of a ' life lived in a wholly right relationship with God' . The attainment of a 

'quality of personal existence which reflects finitely the life of the Creator Himself' .118 

114 EGLI , 292. With regard to the parables of the prodigal son and the 'frugal housewife ', J. L. Mackie 1982 argpes that it does not follow that 'the father prefers on the whole to have a prodigal son who ultimately returns than to have a constantly well-behaved one, or that the housewife would be bener pleased on the whole to have lost the coin and found it again than never to have lost it'. He finds it hard to 'endorse the sober evaluation that sin plus repentance is, as an organic whole, better than sinlessness' (159) . 
115 Bellow, 17. 
116 For Ward 1969, Hick's theodicy takes its place in a tradition stretching from Plotinus to Hegel. 'This view of human destiny is a powerful and persuasive one: its over-all plan of a necessary alienation from and subsequent return to the One is found in paradigmatic form in Plotinus, and is a recurrent theme in Western philosophy ' (251); see also Ward 1970, 232. On Hick' s indebtedness to Schleiermacher see R.R. Williams, 177. 
111 EGLI , 399-400. 
118 EGLI, 212. 
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But clearly such a life is not attained in this world, or if it is, only by a very few. If there 

is to be such an 'end ' it will have to be in some other place, in some other world. 

If ... the evil in human life finally reveals its nature according as it becomes 
or fails to become a phase in the fulfilment of God's purpose, we must 
conclude, so far as the present life is concerned, that there are both good 
and evil suffering, and that there are redeemed and unredeemed sinners. 
Any revision of the verdict must depend upon lengthening the perspective 
out until it reaches a new and better conclusion. ll 9 

Thus the continuation of life after death is a necessary (Kantian) postulate of Rick's theodicy. 120 

Christian theodicy must point forward to that final blessedness, and claim 
that this infinite good will render worthwhile all the pain and travail and 
wickedness that has occurred on the way to it ... Only so, I suggest, is it 
possible to believe both in the perfect goodness of God and in His unlimited 
capacity to perform His will. For if there are finally wasted lives and finally 
unredeemed sufferings, either God is not perfect in love or He is not 
sovereign in rule over His creation. 121 

A few points should be noted about this argument. Firstly, by assimilating the state of 

'salvation', the life of 'heaven', the condition of the 'children of God', to that of ' right relation' 

and 'moral perfection', Rick's theodicy subverts the gospel message that we are already God's 

children. The diachronic schematization of Rick's theodicy leaves no room for the notion that the 

Christian life is the attempt to be what we already are. According to Hick we are to be what we 

are not yet, whereas it is possible to understand the gospel as saying that it remains to be seen 

whether we will be what we are already.122 Moral transformation, it may be suggested, is more 

properly understood as the fruit rather than the condition of our salvation. 

Secondly, by requiring a notion of life after death for the possibility of salvation, Hick 

reverses the gospel story of Christ's death and resurrection. The latter becomes the condition of 

119 EGLl, 375. 
120 For a similar view see Penelhwn 1986 and Lewis 1985, 102. It is this need to 'penetrate the post-mortem ' veil which leads Streiker 1967a to accuse Hick of 'unmitigated wish-fulfillment' (330b). 
121 EGLl, 376. 
122 'This is no more than to attribute, with the Christian tradition, 'irreversible redemptive significance ' to the life and death of Jesus Christ. 

J, 
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the fonner. Only in life after death can we hope to lead that life which was Christ' s here and 

now. Whereas in the gospel the resurrection is the fruit of Christ's life and death. The life which 

leads to death is the ' raising up ' of God 's Christ. In other words, whereas in the gospel, 

'salvation' and 'resurrection' are 'grace' and 'gratuity', the wholly (holy) unexpected truth of 

God 's creation, they become in Hick's theodicy, the necessary condition rather than the truth of 

God's ' achievement' .123 

Thirdly, the place of our (personal and moral) perfection is continuous with the place of our 

perfecting, the next life with this life, life after death with life before it. At death we 'jump the 

tracks' or 'change horses ' from one place and time to another. The next life takes over when this 

life leaves off. 124 In other words, Hick refuses to take seriously the metaphoricity of eschatological 

language.125 This should not be surprising, for Hick is not attempting to say what cannot be said 

but only shown, the wholly unexpected gratuity and gift of God 's eternity in time. Rather, as a 

postulate of necessary moral transformation, he is merely 'lengthening' this life beyond the 

moment of death. It is not an attempt to say the mystery of our life in God 's eternity, but to 

theorize about what happens to each individual on the other side of the grave. Thus it is, as we 

shall see in the next chapter, that ' near death ' experiences and parapsychology provide the proper 

space for Hick' s discourse. 

Having thus stated Hick's theodicy, and noted a few points about it, we need to consider if, 

in its own terms, it attains that level of plausibility Hick requires of such an undertaking. That is 

to say, if we grant the notion of life after death as Hick understands it, and if we agree that good 

can be brought out of evil, and concede that it may be (logically) possible - given time - that 

good may be brought out of all the sin and suffering that has and will occur, is it existenti ally 

plausible that this will be so, and if so, is this adequate to our lament for the suffering we have 

123 Hick's 'reversals' may be attributed to confusing the narrative saying of our salvation with God's act of creation and redemption. 'God's single, eternal act (which he is) finds contingent expression in a single process of gracious self-bestowal, a single world, a single history' (Lash 1986a, 68); see further below 4 .9. 
124 Lash 1979, 169-170. 
125 Lash 1979, 166-167. 
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undergone and have to undergo? 
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3.5 The 'End' 

The major objection posed to the plausibilty of Rick's argument is the contention that the 

good 'end' - the life of personal and moral perfection - to which the world process brings us, can 

be attained by other, less harrowing and sorrowful means. It is suggested that the vast show of 

this vale of soul-making could be dispensed with, and the same end attained. In other words, the 

contention that God could have made us such that we loved and lived as we should, not only 

defeats the free will defence but Hick's instrumental theodicy as well. This criticism is 

compelling to the extent that Hick accepts the Flew-Mackie critique of the free will defence. 

Hick's response is to invite consideration of a perfect world which is not the end result of a 

painful process. The lesson we are intended to take, is that such a world would not and could not 

contain all that we now most value. The perfection we desire can only be learnt, not given. Thus, 

for example, after Hume, Hick imagines a world where God transforms every potential evil to 

good.126 When one person tries to murder another, the bullet turns to air, the knife to paper.127 In 

such a world, Hick contends, there would be no need of morality for there would be no evil. 

There would be no need of virtue, of 'self-sacrifice, care for others, devotion to the public good , 

courage, perseverance, skill or honesty', for no situation would call them forth. 

To the suggestion that the world would be better with less suffering, Hick argues that it 

would not. 128 'If, for example, divine providence had eliminated Hitler in his infancy we might 

now point instead to Mussolini as an example of a human monster whom God ought secretly to 

have excised from the human race; and if there were no Mussolini we should point to someone 

126 Hume [1779] 1947 , 253. 
127 EGLI, 360. 
128 Hume (1779] 1947 thought the world would be better with less evil (254); and Madden & Hare that it has far too much (29) . 
129 EGLI, 363. 
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How cogent is this argument? Griffin notes its 'initial plausibility', but goes on to suggest 
that it shows a lack of divine wisdom. 

For we as human parents are able to decide rather well where the proper balance is between overprotecting our children so that they will fail to develop on the one hand, and exposing them to so much danger that they will probably perish before they have a chance to develop, on the other. Surely God, if perfectly wise, could find some place to strike a balance between the present world, which is somewhat too dangerous for most of God's children, and a world in which moral qualities would not develop at all.130 

Unfortunately, Griffin's analogical argument does not work. It assumes that we can see the 
world as parents, whereas in fact we can only see it as children. However, Rick's theodicy claims 
to see the world as God sees it - that's what makes it, for him, a theological explanation. So 
Hick can claim that if there was less evil we would still think it too much, when in fact what we 
have is just right. This is the best of all possible worlds: there is neither too much nor too linle 
suffering in it, there is just the right amount for our good. 

If not a world with less suffering, what about a world with more virtue, naturally endowed? 
Hume suggested that 'In order to cure most of the ills of human life, I require not that man 
should have the wings of the eagle, the swiftness of the stag, the force of the ox, the arms of the 
lion ... much less do I demand the sagacity of an angel or cherubim. I am contented to take an 
increase in one single power or faculty of his soul' .131 He was content with the capacity for 
application and perseverance, for 'almost all the moral, as well as natural evils of human life 
arise from idleness'. But Hick objects that 'if all men were endowed with, let us say, twice as 
much industry and perseverance as at present, this would mean not only that good men would 
work twice as hard for good ends but also that evil men would work twice as hard for evil 
ends'.132 

13o Griffin 1976, 189. 
131 Hume (1779] 1947, 256-257. 
132 EGLl, 365. 
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It appears that these sort of arguments and counter-arguments can be extended almost 

indefini tely. We need some other way of deciding the issue. We need to ask whether or not it is 

possible in principle to conceive and describe a 'perfect ' world, and if not, does it matter? 

It should be noted that in the above three arguments, Hick counters the suggestion of an 

immediately 'perfect' world by noting that our understanding of good is bound up with our 

understanding of evil, that you cannot have one without the other, and that our judgement of 

good and evil is relative. These two points seem undeniable. For both of them are, as we may 

say, grammatical. If words have meaning through use, our moral language could have no 

meaning in a 'perfect' world, for it would have no use. So we cannot say that people in a 

' perfect' world are good, but nor can we say that they are bad. We cannot say whether such a 

world would be better or worse than our own.133 

But does this 'agnosticism ' matter? Ninian Smart thinks that it does. He argues that it 

discredits the view that an immediately 'perfect' world would be as good or better than one 

slowly and arduously produced.134 But if it discredits that view, it also discredits Hick 's argument 

that the 'end ' justifies the means. For we have no way by which to assess the moral worth of 

such a state. 

Hick is aware of the difficulty of both wanting to say that we cannot have good without 

evil, and that we will do so nevertheless. 

But if only challenges and obstacles and sufferings can evoke the highest 
moral quali ties within us, will not these evils still be necessary in heaven? 
If, fo r example, courage presupposes danger on earth, why does it not also 
presuppose danger in heaven? If love is at its strongest and deepest amidst 
trials and diffi culties, must there not be trials and difficulties in heaven al so?13s 

Hick sketches three possible answers to these questions. Firstly, it is possible that 'earthly virtues 

133 Phillips 1977, 105. 
134 Smart 1961 and 1962. 
135 EGLl, 387. 'Is heaven to be a place where the redeemed are loved and respected by God primarily for what they would do and could do if only they were some place else' (Kane 1975a, 14)? 
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will become heavenly qualities analogous to courage, perseverance, truthfulness, etc.' . They 
'would no longer presuppose evils to be overcome and temptations to be resisted', and they could 
be arrived at only 'via their corresponding earthly virtues' .136 (But is there really a difference 
between human virtues and their postulated heavenly analogues? Surely both must be understood 
as dispositions or attitudes? And since human virtues do not require the world to be as it is, no 
more can the heavenly qualities.) Secondly, 'perhaps mundane courage, faithfulness, etc., can all 
be seen as modes of relationship to God (even when God is not explicitly believed in), which 
relationship takes other forms in the heavenly environment'. 137 And thirdly, perhaps the heavenly 
state is very much like the present order; 'perhaps there are challenges and tasks, problems and 
pains in heaven'. 138 Hick believes this to be a possibility because the basic content of the concept 
of the blessed state is 'that of a life lived in a wholly right relationship to God' . But if we adopt 
this third possibility we are describing a state which is logically capable of being more speedily 
attained than it clearly is. However, in conclusion, Hick chooses to remain safely agnostic about 
the final goal of the human endeavour: 

Our imaginative resources are so utterly inadequate to whatever the power and wisdom of God may have in store for 'just men made perfect' that these are probably but childish guesses. It is perhaps best merely to insist that the problem raised does not rest upon any alleged logical contradiction, but upon the difficulty of conceiving the concrete character of the best possible fulfilment of human existence.139 

McClosky notes that this 'is a serious defect in the argument, because it means that the argument 
can at best show that moral evil may have a justification, and not that it has a justification. It is 
both logically and practically impossible to supplement and complete the argument. It is 
necessarily incomplete and inconclusive even if its general principle is sound' .140 

136 EGLl, 387. 
137 EGLI , 387. 
138 EGLI, 387-88. 
139 EGLI, 388. 
140 McCJosky in Pike 1964, 81. 
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Rick' s conclusion means that his theodicy no more than asserts the (logical) possibility that 

there may be an 'end ' sufficient to justify the 'means' . It is not able to support the plausibili ty of 

this assertion, as Hick requires that it should. It is thus appropriate that we now tum to consider 

Rick ' s own (unintended) argument for the implausibility of his theodicy. 
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3.6 Dysteleological Suffering 

In Evil and the God of Love, Hick appears to suggest that there is too much evil and 

suffering in the world, too much 'genuine' or 'unabsorbed' evil, too much 'affliction' : that there 

is purely dysteleological suffering. 141 Faced with the birth of physically and mentally handicapped 

children, and the death of others from cerebral meningitis, he declares that he does not have a 

theory of evil. He appeals to 'mystery' . 

The mystery of dysteleological suffering is a real mystery, impenetrable to 
the rationalizing human mind. It challenges Christian faith with its utterly 
baffling, alien, destructive meaninglessness. 142 

Here - a moment of truth in the space of rationality - Hick admits that much (most) 

suffering serves no purpose. Rahner puts it succinctly: 'The children burned to death by napalm 

bombs were not going through a process of human maturing'. 

In innumerable cases there is suffering which is destructive in its effects , 
despite all good will to endure it in a human and Christian way, which 
simply demands too much from a person, warps and damages his character, 
leaves him preoccupied solely with satisfying the most primitive needs of 
existence, makes him stupid or wicked.143 

But this view is inconsistent with Rick' s theodicy, which claims that all evils, even those of I I 

which it is most difficult to see how any good could come, will be eschatologically valorised.144 

Dysteleological suffering, 'genuine ', 'unabsorbed' , 'meaningless ' evil, ' affliction ' , is only 

apparent: ' apparently dysteleological misery' .145 Thus Rick's appeal to 'mystery' in the face of 

sheerly absurd suffering is puzzling, an unexpected tear in his text; a confusion in his theodicy.1
•

6 

141 EGLJ , 366. 'Genuine' evil is Griffin's term; J. L. Mackie 1982 talks of 'unabsorbed' evil (154-155); and Weil 1951 talks of ' affliction ', a suffering that is more than suffering. · 
142 EGLJ, 371. 
143 Rahner 1961-1984, 19:203. 
144 See Herman, 75. 
145 EGLI, 370. 
146 See Pucceni, 266. 
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Admittedly, Hick tries to take back with one hand what he has given away with the other, 

or at least some of it. 

Detached theological reflection can note that this very irrationality and this lack of ethical meaning contribute to the character of the world as a place in which true human goodness can occur and in which loving sympathy and compassionate self-sacrifice can take place.147 

When people are confronted with undeserved suffering they may respond with sympathy, 

'unselfish kindness and goodwill which are among the highest values of personal life' .148 

But as a justification, this observation is morally objectionable. Does the State of Israel 

justify the Holocaust? Does 'Band Aid' justify the Ethiopean famine? Sympathy cannot explain or 

justify suffering. Who, in compassion, would not wish that there were no need for sympathy? 

While it is possible to acknowledge with Karl Rahner that there is some truth in the 

suggestion that suffering calls forth virtues and qualities we would not otherwise attain, this truth 

is best stated as an imperative. 

Live in such a way that the suffering affecting you and your milieu does not in the last resort tum your attitude to God into one of despair, but perfects you, even though the process of maturation leads through all the abysses of dying and death with Jesus. 149 

The possibility of virtue does not justify the absurdity of so much of human suffering. 

MacKinnon makes the point trenchantly .. 

147 EGLI, 371-372. 
148 EGLI, 371. 

It is the grossest insult to suffering men and women to suggest that their pain may provide a school in which others may learn lessons of self-knowledge and achieve a personal moral integrity. This is the fundamental 'lie in the soul' of much that is written by those who seek to make the so-called problem of evil disappear in the mists of a 'vale of soul making' . 150 

149 Rahner 1961-1984, 19:203. 
150 MacKinnon 1974, 169. 
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But it is this point - aimed directly at such a theodicy as Rick's - which is acknowledged in the 

text of Evil and the God of Love. It contains a moment of truly theological reflection, which 

locates the ' mystery' of evil in the 'mystery' of God. But the text must be read with care, and a 

distinction drawn between it and the theodicy it contains. The moment when and the place where 

it acknowledges the incomprehensibility of evil is not part of the theodicy. Or, if it is, shall we 

say it is a temporary loss of nerve in the face of a world 'saturated by suffering'?151 A momentary 

troubling of otherwise calm waters? Or shall we say that it is an admission of failure, an 

acknowledgement that theodicy is not the way to articulate a Christian response to evil and 

suffering? It seems that we must press home the advantage. Hick's theodicy is unable to meet the 

criteria of consistency and plausibility set for it.152 It fails just as soon as it is 'confronted with 

misfortunes whose excesses cannot be compensated for by any known perfection'. 153 An 

implausible possibility cannot withstand the gaze of those entering the gas chamber. 

151 Lash 1986b, 186. 
152 Hick 1981d, 39. 
153 Ricoeur 1985, 641. 
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3.7 Christ and Redemption 

Though Rick's theodicy cannot be considered an adequate theological reflection on evil in 

the light of the Christian gospel, it is possible to appropriate its central themes for the sketch of 

such a task. As with Rick's account of religious faith, where we pressed home his fundamental 

insight into the interpretative character of experience, and his account of theological discourse, 

where we developed his passing comment on theology as critical reflection, so we will take up 

and develop some of the themes in his theodicy. 

We propose to take as our starting point, Rick's insistence on the importance of the 

eschatological state or 'end'. This is the central insight of his theodicy. That Christianity responds 

to evil by seeing it from an eternal or eschatological perspective, from the 'end' of all things. 

Before proceeding further with this, a few comments on the manner of our reading are in 

order. Firstly, if it appears arbitrary to have selected the eschatological focus of Rick's theodicy 

for our further reflections, and in like manner, the interpretative character of experience in Rick's 

religious epistemology, and the role of critical reflection in his theological method, we can only 

appeal to their placing in our reading, and the fruitfulness of that location. Their proper measure 

and claim to legitimacy is the insight which privileging them affords in reading Rick's discourse, 

and in considering the tasks it undertakes. 

Secondly, we want to draw attention to the common theme of our foci, namely the 

interpretative character of religious faith, theological reflection, and the Christian response to sin 

and suffering. We may put it this way: the absence of a properly constituted hermeneutic is the 

source of debilitation in Rick's theological discourse as a whole. (It is as if Hick forgets the 

principle of interpretation he establishes in his epistemology.) It is the presence of 'naive realism'. 

The failure to reflect on the phenomena of evil and suffering in the light of the gospels, 

evidenced in Rick's theodicy, is a failure of hermeneutics. It is not so much, as Stewart 

Sutherland might suggest, a failure to read the tradition in the space of suffering, as to read the 

111 
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tradition against evil.154 As we said above in chapter one, and as we shall be saying again below, 
Christian reading is not passive, but active appropriation and enactment. Christianity understands 
itself - at least on the basis of a certain self-reflection - to be interpretative in so far as it seeks to 
be transformative: to read the world in so far as it seeks to change it. 155 

Throughout we have presumed, for the sake of argument, that when Hick undertook to 
reflect on Christianity in the space of suffering, in the 'middest' of the world, he had at least 
located the relevant aspects (texts) of the tradition. But with the failure of his theodicy, this must 
be questioned. In particular, we must question the absence of the cross from his reflections. 156 

It goes (almost) without saying that Christianity is founded on the confession of Jesus of 
Nazareth as the Christ. In Mark's gospel, Peter proclaims Jesus to be the Christ at the 'middest ', 
in the middle of the story. 157 

And Jesus went on with his disciples, to the villages of Caesarea Philippi; and on the way he asked his disciples, 'Who do men say that I am'? And they told him, 'John the Baptist; and others say, Elijah; and others one of the prophets'. And he asked them, 'But who do you say that I am '? Peter answered him, 'You are the Christ'. 158 

But this confession cannot be truthfully made on the basis of illusion, in particular on the 
expectation of a 'happy-ending'. 

And he began to teach them that the Son of man must suffer many things, and be rejected by the elders and the chief priests and the scribes, and be killed, and after three days rise again. And he said this plainly. And Peter took him, and began to rebuke him. But turning and seeing his disciples, he rebuked Peter, and said, 'Get behind me, Satan! For you are not on the side of God, but of men. >1
59 

154 Sutherland 1984a, 19-35. 
155 Lash 1981, 145-148. 
156 'As Hick pursues his theodicy, it becomes clear that the foundation upon which he depends throughout his work is natural theology: God is known not principally from the Bible and Christ, nor from human moral nature, or social institution, or religious language, but from the created nature of the world' (M. B. Mackie 1980, 10). 
157 Kerrnode 1979, 138-140. 
158 Mark 8:27-30; compare Mark 14:60-72. 
159 Mark 8:31-33; compare Matthew 4:1-11. 
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It is only in the face of the world's grim realities, of evil and death, that such a confession 

can be made. As Nicholas Lash observes, 'no such affirmation concerning the "truth" of an 

individual would be possible before the end of that individual's history, before his death' .160 The 

confession of Christ is made in sight of the cross. 

And Jesus uttered a loud cry, and breathed his last. And the curtain of the 
temple was tom in two, from top to bottom. And when the centurion, who 
stood facing him, saw that he thus breathed his last, he said, 'Truly this 
man was the Son of God! >1

61 

It is here, if anywhere, that Christian reflection on evil and suffering must begin. And it is 

here that it must end. For Christianity, in its attempt to say the redemption of the world, has from 

the first declared the cross to be God's act for our salvation, 'the privileged locus of the exercise 

of divine power' .162 But for Hick, the cross is an 'illustration' or 'example' of evil done and 

undergone. It is the 'climax ' of the 'biblical history of evil', the worst imaginable event. 

Here were pain and violent destruction, gross injustice, the apparent defeat 
of the righteous, and the premature death of a still-young man. But further 
... this death was the slaying of God's Messiah ... Here, then, the problem 
of evil rises to its ultimate maximum; for in its quality this was an evil than 
which no greater can be conceived. 163 

The sense in which the death of Christ, ' the greatest evil of all ', is also 'the greatest good 

of all', is the sense in which it 'reveals' and 'illustrates' God's 'attitude' toward us. 

160 

161 

162 

163 

164 

Lash 1981, 76. 
Mark 15:37-39. 
Lash 1981, 182. 
EGLI, 280. 
Hick 1968a, 41. 

Looking at the cross as a part of history we can see that it was in this 
ultimate crisis of his life that Jesus' attitudes were definitively expressed and 
therefore that God 's love for mankind was finally and fully embodied. 
Jesus' whole life was God's love made visible on earth; but in his 
crucifixion we see that love in its most testing and thus also in its most 
revealing moment. 164 
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But is there no more to the Christian confession of Jesus' death as God's 'decisive' 

self-saying (self-sacrifice), than this? Is it simply the claim that 'Christ's passion is in some way a 

demonstration of what is true of God's eternal nature'?165 Hick insists that it could only be this, 'a 

dramatic revelation of the depth of God's love', if it is also more than this. 'For love is not 

genuinely expressed in self-sacrificial actions whose purpose is simply to express love' .166 If the 

cross is an 'illustration' of God's love, it is an illustration to some purpose. It is God's act for us. 

Toe death of Christ is that event which initiates a history of moral endeavour and transformation. 

It begins the fulfilment of 'God's undefeatable purpose' in history. 167 

The coming of Christ, and the final stark revelation in his death of the 
meaning of his life, have transformed our human situation ... The risen 
Christ is a reality in the lives of all who have begun to respond to the 
challenge of his life, a challenge that was made finally inescapable by his 
death.168 

However, it is far from clear that Rick's account of the cross, as 'illustration' and 'moral 

light', is adequate to the faith that proclaims the death of Jesus to be the act in which God 

'exerted definitive pressure, "determined" the course and outcome of human history' .169 For if the 

death of Jesus (and the life it concluded) is merely an 'illustration' of God's love, merely the 

beginning in history of a tradition of moral endeavour and transformation, it is hard to see how it 

could be any more than one such event among several, one ' revelation' among others.170 It is very 

hard to see how it could be either 'decisive' or 'definitive'. Nor is it easy to see how it could be 

'effective' for human history as a whole. But it is precisely such characteristics - decisiveness, 

definitiveness, universal effectiveness - that the Christian tradition ascribes to it. Indeed, it is these 

ascriptions which consti tute the death of Jesus the event it is for Christian faith. 

165 Wiles 1974, 79. 
166 Hick 1968a, 42. 
167 Hick 1968a, 42. 
168 Hick 1968a, 46-47. 
169 Lash 1981, 119. 
17° For Hick, Jesus is a 'role model; he demonstrates God' s Jove and shows how evil can be met; he educates humanity' (M. B. Mackie 1980, 175). 
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165 Wiles 1974, 79. 
166 Hick 1968a, 42. 
167 Hick 1968a, 42. 
168 Hick 1968a, 46-47. 
169 Lash1981,119. 
110 For Hick, Jesus is a 'role model; he demonstrates God's love and shows how evil can be met; he educates humanity ' (M. B. Mackie 1980, 175). 
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It is simply not enough to claim, with Maurice Wiles, that in 'the world of historical 

experience, the passion has done much and continues to do much; nor are there grounds for 

limiting its potential effectiveness in the future' .171 For equally, it is true to say that the cross has 

done little, and continues to do little; and there are no grounds for thinking it will do more in the 

future. If the death of Jesus is merely an 'illustration' of God's love and an 'example' to us, it 

must be judged historically ineffective. This is true of all 'exemplary' figures. 'From time 

immemorial we have been confronted by exemplary figures: Socrates, Gautama, Mohammed, 

Guru Nanak, Gandhi; and so forth, but man is still what he was before, and his situation has not 

changed' .172 

The force of this objection to the 'exemplarism' expressed by Hick and Wiles, is not that 

we are other than we were, or that we should not strive to be other than we are, but that we are 

and may be what we would not be if it were not for God's 'decisive' and 'effective' act in 

Christ. 'In the Word made flesh, we have to reckon not with the disclosure of a principle, but 

with a human history that, in virtue of its origins, grounds, and issue in eternity, is in its concrete 

particularity decisive for all who went before, who were its contemporaries, and who come 

after' .173 Thus moral endeavour and transformation are the fruit and not the condition of our 

redemption. That is why, 'were such transformation not to occur, the characteristic claims of 

Christian belief would have been falsified' .174 

This, then, is how we may begin to say, or at least to show, that 'elusive something more' , 

that ' will o' the wisp', of which Wiles despairs.175 The 'decisive' act of God in Christ is the gift 

of grace by which we may take up our task and begin to change the world . Against 

'exemplarism', moral endeavour and transformation are not our own achievements, but God's gift 

to us through his act in Christ. 

171 Wiles 1974, 80. 
172 Surin 1983b, 334. 
173 MacKinnon 1966, 173. 
174 Lash 1979, 116. 
175 Wiles 1974, 81-82. 
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174 Lash 1979, 116. 
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As we saw above, it is not possible to confess Christ truthfully except in the space of 
suffering. When Peter speaks at the mid-:point of Mark's gospel, Jesus replies with the first 
prolepsis of his passion. If Peter is the church (tu es Petrus), the Christian community is 
constituted in the shadow of the cross. It is only there that it can truthfully make its confession, 
knowing that it is also a commitment to make its own that fidelity to God's 'will ' which Jesus 
prayed in Gethsemane (while his disciples slept) and enacted at Calvary (while they hid). It is 
precisely because the confession of Christ is also a comminnent to discipleship, to make his story 
one's own story, that it is not so much the proclamation of a bold assertion as the praying of a 
humble hope. 176 For it must be enacted in order to be true. As we also said above, it is not 
possible to make such a confession/comminnent until the 'end' of that history of which it is 
made. And the history of Jesus, though in one sense it is finished, is not finished in another 
sense. It is not finished in that the history of the human race is still being told. Until the story of 
the world has come to an end, the confession of Jesus as the Christ, as the decisive, definitive 
and universally effective act of God in history, is made in advance of its confirmation, 
proleptically, as prayer and hope that the task of its enacnnent will not be confounded. 

The (chronological) ground of this hope is belief in the resurrection (and thus incarnation) 
of Jesus. 177 That the death of Jesus on the cross, in the shadow of which Christian confession and 
comminnent, witness and dedication are made, was the enactment of his dependence on and 
fidelity to God. And that this act, his dying into God, was the achievement of his freedom, 
identity and eternity. 178 

If the doctrine of the resurrection is true, then nothing whatsoever, no circumstance, no suffering, no cracking by chaos of sanity, no betrayal, no oppression, no collapse of sense, structure or relationship, can justify the admission that, at the end of the day, the darkness has the last word. 179 

176 For this and what follows see Lash 1981, 193. 
l77 Incarnation and resurrection are two stories by which we say one history, who he was and how it went with him. In the 'context of Christian belief, "resurrection" is part of what "incarnation" means' (Lash 1986a, 171). Compare Barth [1919] 1933, 195: 'The Resurrection is the non-historical relating of the whole historical life of Jesus to its origin in God'. See further below 4.9. 
178 Lash 1981, 193. 
179 Lash 1986a, 184-185. 
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The above, then, provides some indication of how we might go about the articulation of a 

Christian response to sin and suffering. Rathe.r than constructing a theory of how the world is and 

will be, we have pointed to the confession of Jesus as the Christ, which affirms in hope that our 

salvation is always already achieved (by God), and yet at the same time a task we have to enact 

in the space of suffering. 

It is because Christian hope is grounded in the proleptic 'end' which is the death and 

resurrection of Jesus Christ, that its affirmation of God's achievement - now already and yet to 

come - is reticent. Because it affirms that God's act in Christ is decisive and effective for the 

whole world, Christianity cannot be given over to despair. It knows that things will be different if 

we make them different, and that we can make them different because they are different. Thus 

Christians do not have licence to 'act a tragedy'. But neither do they have licence to act a 

comedy. For Christians know that things will be different only if we make them different, even if 

they are already different. In other words, God's decisive and effective act in Christ is only such 

if we so have it. And that - how we will have it - is what we do not know. Nicholas Lash puts 

this well when he asks: 'Is there not a sense in which, in asking (as we do) everything for us, it 

is only of ourselves and of each other that we can ask it? Grace is gift, but it is gift constitutive 

and transformative of, not intrusive into, ourselves and our circumstances. There is no deus ex 

machina for us, any more than there was for Christ on Calvary'. 180 Here is the mystery of our 

freedom. 

The Christian response to evil is not an explanation of its presence. It remains a problem 

and a question, a challenge to endurance and engagement.181 But by directing our attention to the 

confession of Christ crucified it may allow us to see how the story of Jesus enables an 

appropriate response to sin and suffering, not in theory but in practice. It locates the 

incomprehensibility of evil in the incomprehensibility of God. For Christian faith, God 's absence 

180 Lash 1986a, 213 . 
181 As Ricoeur notes, 'the problem of evil remains a challenge that is never completely overcome'; an enigma that is 'elevated to the rank of a terminal aporia by the very work of thinking that finally fails' (Ricoeur 1985, 644) . 
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is the mark of his presence, in the cry of dereliction and the emptiness of the tomb.182 God' s trace 
is found in the incomprehensibility of our suffering. 

Acceptance of God as the intractable mystery and the silent acceptance of the inexplicability and unanswerability of suffering are one and the same event ... the acceptance of suffering without an answer other than the incomprehensibility of God and his freedom is the concrete form in which we accept God himself and allow him to be God. If there is not directly or indirectly this absolute acceptance of the incomprehensibility of suffering, all that can really happen is the affirmation of our own idea of God and not the affirmation of God himself.183 

For Rahner this answer can be heard only if we are prepared to surrender to God in that fidelity 
which Christ enacted at Calvary, and in which was his and our true freedom. This answer is the 
only one possible. 

This answer can be heard only if we surrender ourselves to God. If we do not achieve this love, forgetting itself for God, or, better, if we do not accept it as given to us, there is nothing left but naked despair at the absurdity of our suffering, a despair which is really the only form of atheism that must be taken seriously. There is no blessed light to illumine the dark abyss of suffering other than God himself. And we find him only when we lovingly assent to the incomprehensibility of God himself, without which he would not be God.184 

This response is not ' resignation ' but 'action' , not passive acceptance but active engagement. The 
Christian response to evil is to act against it. 185 

Ricoeur writes of a ' catharsis of the lament' which leads to the insight that it is only if we 
accept the incomprehensibility of evil in the mystery of God and avoid the temptation to make 
God other than he is, that we can come to accept that grace already given to us in Christ to enact 
our redemption which is already now and yet to come. This 'catharsis' leads through mourning 
and complaint to a dispossession and renouncement whereby we accept God as he is in his 

182 Mark 15:34; 16:1-8. 
183 Ralmer 1961-1984, 19:207. 
184 Ralmer 1961-1984, 19:208. 
185 Ricoeur 1985, 645. 
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incomprehensible mystery and find our true freedom in fidelity to his will. For both Rahner and 

Ricoeur the Christian response to evil leads .us, with Job, 'to love God for nought', to renounce 

our illusory claim to autonomy for a true freedom in fidelity which enables us to act against sin 

and withstand suffering.186 

At the beginning of this chapter we noted that theodicy is an exercise in apologetics, an 

attempt to defend the plausibility of the Christian faith in the face of human anguish, sin and 

suffering. It seeks to show the rationality of Christian belief by explaining God's world. What it 

does not do is to question whether it is appropriate to do so. If, as we suggested in chapter one, 

religious belief, and in our case Christian belief - the discourse and practice which constitutes it -

provides a framework and thus a 'world', it also provides a 'rationality' which is not answerable 

to any other. It does not have to be defended at the bar of some other reason.187 This, as we saw, 

was precisely what Hick attempted when he subjected theological discourse to an empiricist 

criterion of meaning. Hick is a 'rationalist' in so far as he advocates an ' approach according to 

which the practice of faith is judged at best irresponsible and at worst superstition except in so 

far as its grounds have been established and secured by techniques of verification that are 

independent of specifically religious consideration' .188 As Lash goes on to say, the rationalist 

strategy presupposes that 'except in so far as we have succeeded in "securing" reality 

theoretically, our patterns of action and policy are irresponsible' .189 It is this desire for a 

theoretical underpinning, defensible at the bar of an empiricist rationality which led Hick to 

suppose that theological statements could be empirically verified , and that the phenomena of evil 

could be given some perfectly plausible explanation within a grand world-story/theory. But if the 

'rationaHty' proper to Christian discourse is precisely the transcendence and incomprehensibility 

of God, this desire appears foolish and the failure of its task inevitable. 

186 Ricoeur 1985, 647. 
187 It is well to remind ourselves here, that to insist on the unanswerability of Christianity to the claims of some other 'rationality' is not to put it beyond the force of criticism, test and possible falsification. (Lash 1986a, 116.) 
188 Lash 1986a, 114. 
189 Lash 1986a, 115. 
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In other words, the failure of theodicy is assured in so far as it attempts to carry out a 
rationalist strategy of explanation within the space of suffering and of a discourse and practice 
resolutely set against it. As we have seen, Christianity affirms that the decisive and universally 
effective act of God in Christ has achieved our redemption, now already. But it affirms thls on 
the basis of its hope, not of a knowledge only possible at the end of history. Thus precisely that 
at which Hick aims in his theodicy, knowledge of the 'end', is denied to Christian faith. Hick's 
theodicy seeks to know too much, to look too far into the mystery of God's future, to enact the 
closure of the world. 

Frank Kermode has observed that people, like poets, 'rush "into the middest", in medius 
res, when they are born; they also die in mediis rebus, and to make sense of their span they need 
fictive concords with significant ends, such as give meaning to lives and poems'. 190 There is no 
reason to suppose that theologians are different, and the fact of theodicy is the proof. But it does 
not follow that theologians should not be different in this regard; and they should be different if 
in fact Christianity does not offer a 'concordant structure' to the world, where 'the end is in 
harmony with the beginning, the middle with the beginning and end' .191 

It is possible, as Kermode observes, to read the Bible as a concordant structure. 'It begins at 
the beginning ("In the beginning ... ") and ends with a vision of the end ("Even so, come, Lord 
Jesus"); the first book is Genesis, the last Apocalypse'. 192 But as he also observes, the 'Book of 
Revelation made its way only slowly into the canon - it is still unacceptable to Greek 
Orthodoxy'. 193 

If it is possible to read the Bible as closed, it is also possible to read it as resistant to 
closure. The 'end' of Mark's gospel is such a resistance. In Roland Banhes' terms, it is a 'text of 
bliss' , rising out of history 'like a scandal (an irregularity) ... the trace of a cut'. 194 

190 Kermode 1967, 7. 
191 Kermode 1967, 6. 
192 Kermode 1967, 6. 
193 Kermode 1967, 7. 
194 Barthes [1973) 1976, 21. 
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And they went out and fled from the tomb; for trembling and astonishment had come upon them; and they said nothing to any one, for they were afraid.195 

Thus we have sketched the exploration of two accounts of the 'end'. As 'open-ended ' and 

as 'close-ended'. The first is affirmed as a prayer, promise or hope, proleptically present in the 

death of Christ, traced by abandonment and emptiness, affirmed at Pentecost. The second is 

(hypothetically) asserted as knowledge, a description and explanation of what is to come, a telos 

and 'ending' - 'the end ' . Both constitute a response to our sin and suffering, and to the 'occasion' 

of our death, an attempt to say what Christianity seeks to show about our mortality, not just that 

of Jesus but of each one of us. This further concern with our mortality is the subject of the next 

chapter. 

195 Mark 16:8. 
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Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus 
were baptized into his death? We were buried therefore with him by 
baptism into death, so that as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory 
of the Father, we too might walk in newness of life. 1 

Only love can believe the Resurrection.2 

Romans 6:3-4. 
Wittgenstein 1980, 33e. 
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4.1 Fear of Death 

When Jaques Pohler published When I Say God (1977), and said that he 'believed in all the 

"essential truths of the Christian faith" except the resurrection', he discovered just how central 

this belief is for many people: the belief that not only Jesus but everyone is called to eternal life.3 

My position allowed me to encounter - almost face to face - the fear which 
death inspires and the way in which it weighs down on Christian faith. The 
violence of the attacks, the rigour of the condemnations, the depths of the 
dissent of which I was the object could not lay claim to either faith in God 
or faith in Jesus Christ as their pretext or their motive: their only possible 
cause was the fear of death. I experienced it, I saw it almost naked; it is 
terrifying. I do not know how terrifying death is, but I do not know whether 
it can be more terrifying than the fear which it inspires.4 

Jesus preached the already arrived and coming Kingdom of God in this world; but people prefer 

to believe in their coming and not yet arrived immortality in another world.5 For they think and 

say: 'If there is no eternal life, nothing makes sense: life is not worth the trouble, and faith is not 

worth the trouble. God is no use ' .6 Hick shares this belief. 'Any religious understanding of human 

existence - not merely of one 's own existence but of the life of humanity as a whole - positively 

requires some kind of immortality belief and would be radically incoherent without it' .7 

But as Pohler suggests in the passage cited above, this view comes dangerously close to 

displacing Christ from the centre of faith and replacing him with the self-concern of the 

individual believer. We must ask: Does our life matter to us that much? Or better: Does our life 

matter to us in that way, that we want to live for ever? 

Pohier, 80; see Kerr 1985. 
Pohier, 81. 
'The good news that he announced was not: the Kingdom is near because you will soon pass on to another world, but: the Kingdom of God, i.e. God, is here because God is coming to this world. The Beatitudes and the Sermon on the Mount are not the map of a life in another world but the map of another life in this world' (Pohier, 101). 

Pohier, 82. 
DELl, 11; see also Hebblethwaite 1984, 206. 

11 
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Hick does not believe that ' religious understanding' requires ' some kind of immortality 

belief' because people want to live for ever, but that religious belief, especially Orristian beli ef, 

leads them to expect that they will. 8 The particular sort of Christian belief that leads them to 

expect this is belief in the love of God. 

There are two arguments by which belief in the love of God leads to belief in everlasting 

life. Firstly, if God is love then this world is a Divina Commedia, and not a tragedy. Therefore 

good will be brought out of evil, and for that to happen there must be a life after death. Theodicy 

requires eschatology. 9 However as we saw in the last chapter, immortality may not be the 'last 

act' deus ex machina it is here taken to be: Christianity has resources for a different sort of 

response to human travail. So, secondly, if God is love he loves us for ever, his love does not 

weaken or pass away. Thus he will keep us in existence for ever so that he may love us for 

ever.10 The love of God bears within itself the promise of immortality.u 

But it simply does not follow from what Christian faith believes about the love of God for 

us that he wants to keep us in existence for ever. 12 Another premise is required to reach that 

conclusion. Is this other premise the desire for immortality? Perhaps it is not so much that the 

love of God bears within itself the promise of eternity as that human love bears within itself the 

desire to live for ever? 

Fearing death as we do, it is dangerous to deduce belief in eternity from belief in the love 

of God. For we may too easily be persuaded to neglect the differences between life and death, the 

love of God and our desire fo r everlasting life. Belief in resurrection to eternal life must begin 

elsewhere. 

Hick 1983f, 332b. 

DELI, 156-166. 
10 See Sherry, 82. 
l l Compare Pohier, 84. 
12 See Jantzen. Pace 'Loisy and others' (Nineharn, 322), Jesus's refutation of the Sadducees rests on a typical Rabbinic argument which is not about God 's love for us. 
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It is important to be clear about this because Hick is not. He writes that 'Jesus' disciples 
believed in life after death before and independently of his resurrection' .13 But whether or not 
they did - and there is less evidence for this than Hick suggests - it is a mistake to think that 
their belief ih the resurrection of Christ is necessarily the same belief as any other that they may 
have held about life after death, either before or after the death of Christ.14 It is important not to 
confuse the metaphors used by the early Christians with what it is that they were seeking to say 
about the death of Jesus, even if what they sought to say can only be said by the use of those 
metaphors. What they belived about Christ's death and their own began and only began with his 
death. That is where we must begin also. 

This Jesus God raised up, and of that we all are witnesses. 15 

This we confess, not because it is deduced from belief in the love of God, but because it is given 
to us to tell in so far as we give ourselves to its telling. 'The starting point must be the decisive 
event: Christ's resurrection' .16 And it is upon this that theology is called to reflect - for the good 
of the whole church. What does the story of Jesus' resurrection mean, and what do we mean 
when we say that we have hope of resurrection to eternal life? 

Rick's reflection on death begins with a fundamental decision to interpret resurrection to 
eternal life as transition to post-mortem existence, and the Christian hope as the expectation of 
this . Hick rules out other interpretations as either incoherent or reductionist; either they make no 
sense or they collapse life after death into life before it. 

Thus D. Z. Phillips' discussion of eternal life is 'so amorphous as to be virtually 
meaningless'; 11 and Jurgen Moltmann, in reverting to ' uncriticized biblical imagery' , turns his 
back on 'the task of formulating a coherent and credible Christian expectation', renouncing the 

13 DELl, 179. 
14 See Ladd, 58 and Torrance 1976, 35. 
15 Acts 2:32. 
16 Lampe in Lampe & MacKinnon, 98; see also Anderson 1986, 32. 17 DELl, 109. 
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' theologian 's responsibility in this sphere' .18 Paul Tillich's account of resurrection offers ']j ttle 

more than an experience of intellectual confusion ', a display of 'unresolved contradictions ' in the 

face of which 'the reader cart only suffer in silence ' .19 On Charles Hartshorne's view, ' there is no 

human life after death, no continued consciousness, no continued interaction with other people 

and with an envirorunent'. It simply is 'not a doctrine of man's immortal life'. 20 And while 

Wolfhart Pannenberg ' s theory of eternal life is 'subtle and interesting ' , it is of the ' recapitulation 

type ' , which, like Hartshorne' s, 'permits of no new actions and consequently no fu1ther 

development of character beyond death'. 21 Finally, Karl Rahner's early notion of 'pancosmic 

existence' is 'excessively unclear' and with Hartshorne's and Pannenberg 's ideas, allows no room 

for 'free responsible, character-forming decisions' and 'actions' beyond death.22 

Having noted Rick's fundamental decision to interpret resurrection to eternal life as 

transition to post-mortem existence, we shall, in the rest of this chapter, examine the coherence 

and theological adequacy of his interpretation. Firstly, we shall look at his pareschatology and 

eschatology, his theoretical account of post-mortem existence. Our chief interest will be t11e 

method by which it is constructed. Secondly, we shall consider Rick's account of the human 

person, and how it is that we are immortal. We will be particularly interested in the evidence for 

such a view, and its coherence. Finally, we shall offer a sketch of how we may further say the 

Christian hope of resurrection to eternal life, drawing on some of the central ideas in Hick 's 

eschatology while at the same time confirming our criticisms and rejection of his other ideas, 

discussed earlier in the chapter. 

18 DELI, 215 . 
19 DELI, 216-217. 
20 DELI, 219. 
21 DELI, 221-225. 
22 DELI, 234-235. For a critique of Hick's reading of Moltmann, Tillich and Pannenberg, see Schmitt, 165-1 67. 
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4.2 Life After Death 

Rick's pareschatology presents a 'possible picture' of a person's journey after bodily death. 

(It is the projected route that most people will take; only saints go by a different way, a more 

direct path.)23 The pareschatology describes the route and the eschatology describes the 

destination. 

Simply stated, the pareschaton consists in two phases which may be repeated any number of 

times. Their repetition depends upon individual recalcitrance. In the first phase the person remains 

in a disembodied state, undergoing a process of reflection and self-realisation. This is followed by 

re-embodiment in another world for a period of time during which the individual makes (or fai ls 

to make) further progress toward the final goal. Rick's pareschatology can thus be read as 

re-working the traditional doctrine of purgatory. (It can also be read as re-working the gnostic 

myth of the soul's escape from matter through knowledge of true self-interest in the abandonment 

of egoism.) 

Hick elaborates his account of the first pareschatological phase - the period of disembodied 

purgation - by drawing on the Tibetan Bardo Thodo/, western parapsychology, and H. H. Price's 

essay 'Survival and the Idea of "Another World"' (1955). He names the first phase the bardo 

state. 

According to the theory developed in Price' s essay, the disembodied person exists in a 

mind-dependent 'world' . This 'world' appears to be a fully three-dimensional reality, but is in 

fact a solipsistic 'dream'.24 It is projected from a person's memories, expectations and desires; and 

it is purgatorial precisely because it is the product of desire. With the projection of desire comes 

self-knowledge, and with self-knowledge comes the will to change. Disembodied people are able 

telepathically to communicate with others; and even form common, and in this telepathic sense, 

23 DELl , 400. 
24 DELl, 265. 
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shared environments.25 

Hick criticises Price's theory on three points. Firstly, an environment entirely plastic to 

individual indulgence would frustrate purgation and sanctification. 

For it is by grappling with the demands of an objective environment of 
which we are ourselves a part, presenting us with work to be done, 
problems to be solved, difficulties to be met and hardships to be endured, 
that human intelligence and character have developed.26 

Secondly, it is difficult to see how there could be communal mind-dependent worlds, for it is 

hard to suppose an 'exact, continuous and detailed correlation of desires' between two individuals, 

let alone between 'great multitudes of miscellaneous people populating one and the same world ' .27 

And thirdly, such mind-dependent worlds, individual or communal, would be deceits . \Vhile 

appearing to be real and objective they would in fact be imaginary and subjective. 28 

Yet Hick is attracted by the idea of a mind-dependent world as a means of self-disclosure. 

He believes that this aspect of Price's theory is confirmed by the stories of the Bardo Thodol, a 

product of the tantric tradition in Tibetan Mahayana Buddhism. It 'professes to describe the bardo 

(literally bar, "between", do, "two") state between death and rebirth, and was read to the dying 

person to help him to understand and respond rightly to what was about to happen to him'. 29 

In the first bardo state (Chikha Bardo) people encounter the 'Radiance of the Clear Light of 

Pure Reality' and have the opportunity of renouncing 'ego-existence' and abandoning themselves 

to the Light. However most people fail to do this and enter the second bardo state (Chonyid 

Bardo). There they encounter 'karmic illusions' . 

25 DELI, 266. 

The self is ... clothed in a karmic body formed by his own past thoughts 
and deeds, and he involuntarily fabricates for himself encounters with good 
and evil powers, the peaceful and wrathful deities.30 

26 DELI , 273; compare Penelhum 1979, 157. 
27 DELI, 271. 
28 DELI, 269. 
29 DELI , 400. 
30 DELI, 401. 
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These experiences are followed by others 'of inexorable judgement before the Lord of the Dead 
and of ensuing punishments in various hells'. 31 After that, in the third bardo state (Ldpa Bardo), 
people are drawn to their next embodiment in a world appropriate to their karmic attainment. 

Hick is particularly interested in the second bardo state, which closely resembles Price's 
notion of a mind-dependent world. Hick postulates that after death, 'released from the pressures 
and threats which sustain our self-image in this life, the mind realistically appraises itself in a 
kind of psychoanalytic experience and the outcome reaches consciousness in the imagery provided 
by one's religious faith'. 32 The mind discovers its 'psychic structure' or karma. This 
self-realisation is either climactic and decisive - with. images drawn from religious mythology 
inciting a moment of decision and judgement - or more prolonged and diffuse, waiting on 
'positive intimations of higher realms and better possibilities of existence, felt in moments of 
enlightenment; or of a negative reaction against the boredom and emptiness of the current 
existence' .33 With the attainment of self-knowledge and a subsequent desire for change, the 
disembodied person is re-embodied 'in another world in another space'. 

Hick supposes that our present life is originary. We have neither been here nor elsewhere 
before. Thus our future re-embodied life need not follow the pattern of this one: we need not 
begin as children and grow into adults. Hick is not sure what this future embodied life will be 
like, whether or not, for example, it will involve sexual differentiation and reproduction. But he is 
sure that it will involve a 'real spatio-temporal environment, functioning in accordance with its 
own laws, within which there will be real personal life - a world with its own concrete character, 
its own history, its own absorbing and urgent concerns, its own crises, perils, achievements, 
sacrifices, and its own terminus giving shape and meaning to existence within it'. 34 For without 
these things there can be no further growth toward human fulfilment. 

31 DELl , 403. 
32 DELl, 403. 
33 DELl, 417. 
34 DELI, 418 . 
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Eventually, after an indetenninate number of embodied lives, the human person attains to 

perfection in the eschaton. This perfection is constituted by the transcendence of egoism. 

Since personality is essentially outward-looking, as a relationship to other persons, whilst the ego fonns a boundary limiting true personal life, the perfected individual will have become a personality without egoity, a living 
consciousness which is transparent to the other consciousnesses in relation to which it lives in a full community of love.35 

While the journey to this state involves successive embodiments, the final perfection will probably 

be unembodied, 'beyond both matter and time, or at least time as we know it' .36 

There are any number of criticisms that can and have been made of Rick's projected 

pareschatology and eschatology.37 But we are not concerned with these. For reasons that will 

become apparent in the following sections, to detail the evidential and philosophical problems 

involved in Rick's possible picture of afterlife would be like kicking over the rubble once the 

building was down. Here we want to tum our attention to a more properly theological difficulty 

with Rick's projected journey. This difficulty concerns the method by which he has mapped the 

route. 

What guides Hick in selecting this and rejecting that? We have seen that it is not the 

Christian tradition. Rather than the resurrection of Jesus he starts with a deduction from the love 

of God. But this deduction of itself cannot deliver the baroque splendour of Hick's 

pareschatology. Why think that Price or the Bardo Thodol have anything to tell us about the next 

life, when the Christian themes of judgement, heaven and hell, do not? Penelhum discerns the 

operation of two related methodological principles in Rick's work: look for insights from other 

religious traditions; and where there are two or more interpretations of some aspect of your own 

tradition, choose that one which best accords with those insights. But it is questionable whether 

Rick's text even displays this degree of system. The most that Hick takes over from other 

35 DELI, 460. 
36 DELI, 463. 
37 See Penelhum 1979, 157-162. 
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traditions is the notion of reincarnation, suitably modified. This is then wedded with Price 's 

theory of mind-dependent worlds and the whole coloured with terms from the Bardo Thodol. We 

can see what Hick has done but not why. It is difficult to discern a coherent strategy.38 

However since Hick can write that the ' long-term development of the universe and of 

human existence as part of it may be other than any of our earthly religious traditions 

anticipate',39 it is more important to consider how he thinks we will survive death, rather than his 

speculations about what we will find if we do. If eternal life is strictly future life, a continuation 

of existence after death, this life we now enjoy must be capable of sustaining that life we are to 

enjoy: we must be such that we can survive death and live post-mortem. What are we that we 

can do this? 

38 See Penelhum 1979, 160-161 ; and Schmitt, 165-167. 
39 PRP, 124-1 25. 
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4.3 The Human Person 

Hick begins his discussion of the human person by drawing a distinction between the 

physical and . the non-physical, the body and the mind. The mind is defined as 'the thinking, 

feeling, willing, remembering consciousness which is now composing these sentences'.40 It is 

clothed with the matter of the body - the soul in the machine.41 

For Hick, 'soul' language expresses the individual's value and worth in the sight of God. 

'To speak of man as a soul is to speak mythologically ... The myth of the soul expresses a faith 

in the intrinsic value of the human individual as an end in himself' .42 More particularly, soul 

language expresses the value of the human person as a fully developed personal being. Such 

fullness of being is only achieved through interaction with other persons. Thus 'the embryo is a 

potential soul - that is to say, a potential moraVspiritual self' .43 Determining the point at which a 

potential soul is actualised is, in Rick's view, a matter of decision involving an 'unavoidable 

element of arbitrariness'. 44 

Hick collapses the traditional tripartite division of the human person as body, mind and 

soul, into a dualism of mind and body. But he retains the incorporeality of the soul as the nature 

of the mind or self. It is an immaterial entity. Yet the mind is not a special creation of God, 

infused at a precise if unknown moment of time into the growing foetus . Rather, it is a 

potentiality of the physical organism, a blown bubble that floats away at the moment of death. 

It is because we are essentially a non-physical mind - with our conscious egoism and 

personalism, unconscious thoughts and potential for atmanic collectivism45 
- that we can survive 

40 DELI, 35. 
41 For a sustained contemporary defence of mind/brain dualism see Lewis 1969, 1973 and 1982. 42 DELI, 45. 
43 DELI, 46. 
44 DELI, 46. 
45 For Hick, atman is that 'ideal state of human consciousness which waits to be realized through the negating of individual egoity' (DELl, 52). It is an eschatological concept. The goal of the world process is 'a return to unity at a higher level, a movement from pre-individualized unity through separate egoity to a supra-individual unity' (DELI, 52-53) . Here Hick's neo-Hegeliartism is at its most evident. 
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the death of our bodies, the merely contingent instruments of our present action and expression. 

But how are minds related to bodies, and how can it be shown that we are as Hick says and not 

simply the bodies with which we are so intimate? 

Hick presents four possible accounts of the relation between mind and body, the first 

'monist', the second and third 'dualist', and the last 'interactionist' . 

1. The mind and body (or more particularly brain) refer to one and the same entity. (Mind/brain identity theory.) 
2. The mind and body refer to different entities, but the former is wholly dependent upon the latter. (Epiphenomenalism.) 
3. The mind and body refer to different entities, but they interact and are both essential for consciousness. 
4. The mind and body refer to different entities, but they interact and the latter is not essential for continuing consciousness. 

Hick favours the last of these accounts. He believes that while it cannot be established, 

neither can it be disproved. The door to 'belief in the survival of the conscious self is, if not 

open, at least unlocked.46 Hick seeks to establish what we may call his Cartesian interactionism 

by discrediting mind/brain identity theory and epiphenomenalism. We shall follow him in his 

venture. 

There are many different mind/brain identity theories, but one of the most interesting is 

Bunge's 'psychoneural monism'. It holds that the mind is an emergent property of the brain. The 

mind is the set of emergent properties and functions displayed by the central nervous system in 

mentating animals. 47 These properties or functions are systematic because they are emergent wi th 

regard to a vastly _complex biosystem. Neither physics, chemistry, nor biology, are sufficient for a 

full and precise account of the central nervous system and its functioning as a minding entity. 

New laws, concepts, and theories are required. The theory of 'psychoneural monism' allows for 

epistemological reductionism in so far as the central nervous system and its emergent properties 

are the subject of scientific discourse. But it does not entail ontological reductionism, as in the 

46 DELl , 112. 
47 Bunge, 6. 
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case of a radical materialism, precisely because it equates the mental with the emergent properties 
of the physically constituted system, and not with that system as such. 

Hick argues that while there is enough empirical evidence to establish a significant 
correlation between mental events and brain processes this provides no evidence for their 
identification. Mental events still appear to be radically different from brain processes. Hick thinks 
that identity theory needs further support but that this is unlikely to be forthcoming. In order to 
identify correlated events as the same event it is necessary to establish that the events in question 
have the same temporal and spatial locations.48 Hick argues that the spatial location of mental 
events cannot be established without begging the question. He cites Norman Malcolm. 

How do we make the further test of whether my thought occurred inside my skull? For it would have to be a further test: it would have to be one logically independent of the test for the presence of the brain process, because [the mind/brain identity] thesis is that the identity is contingent. But no one has any notion of what it would mean to test for the occurrence of the thought inside my skull independently of testing for a brain process. The idea of such a test is not intelligible.49 

But this objection no more than indicates the theoretical nature of psychoneural monism. The 
suggested identity between brain and mind is the proper thesis and presupposition for further 
enquiry and possible experimental confirmation of the theory. Further, the theory does not hold 
mind/brain identity to be contingent rather than necessary, pace Hick and Malcolm. What is 
meant by contingent identity in this regard is explained by Richard Swinburne. He writes that a 
'synthetic or logically contingent proposition is one which it is coherent to suppose true and 
coherent to suppose false' .50 According to Hick, Malcolm and Swinburne, mind/brain identity 
theory claims that psychological and neurological events have a 'logically contingent identity' .51 
But this argument confuses the logical contingency of propositions with the logical contingency 

48 DELl, 115. 
49 Malcolm in Borst, 175. 
so Swinburne 1979, 38. 
51 Swinburne 1979, 162. 
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of facts . Of course we can deny the proposition that mental events are identical with brain events 

without logical contradiction, and in this sense the identity asserted by the proposition is logically 

contingent or synthetic. But this tells us nothing about the truth of the proposition. If in fact 

mental events are identical with brain events, a proposition denying this will be false . As Edgar 

Wilson notes, what is contingent in the case of mind/brain identity is human knowledge of such 

identity, not the identity itself.52 

For psychoneural monism mental events are locatable in both time and space. While mental 

events are not things in themselves but processes in some thing, and thus not extended in space, 

they are locatable in space. This is because, on the basis of psychoneural monism, they are 

identical with neural activity or 'eventing', which consists in the processes of extended neural 

systems. 

Mental events are just as located as the corresponding plastic neural 
systems. If the latter have a fixed location, so have the mental events they engage in. And if the neural system in question happens to be itinerant, the 
mental event itself will be itinerant. In short, mental events occur in the brain. But this does not entail that the mind, as the set of all mental events, is in the head, being a set, it is nowhere.53 

Thus it is not apparent that Rick's objection to mind/brain identity theory has any force 

against psychoneural monism. We now tum to consider Rick's objections to epiphenomenalism 

and interactionism. 

According to the theory of epiphenomenalism, 'consciousness is a mere epiphenomenon, 

mirroring in a mysteriously different medium what goes on in the brain. Accordingly the states of 

the brain determine the states of the mind, and never vice versa'. 54 Hick objects that 

epiphenomenalism entails determinism: the mind is 'wholly determined by the physical brain; and 

52 E. Wilson, 118. 
53 Bunge, 89-90. This account of the location of mental events is experimentally supported by eliciting such events by means of electrical stimulation at precise points in the cerebral cortex. See Penfield; and Penfield & Rasmussen. 
54 DELl, 116. 

I 

II 

I ' 

Ill 



174 

this in tum is an integral part of the wider causal system of the material world'. 55 This objection 
equally applies to mind/brain identity theory. 'For that, too, entails that our thought processes, are, 
as brain processes, part of the unitary system of physical nature'. 56 Determinism is the chief 
objection brought by Popper against epiphenomenalism and mind/brain identity theory.57 But 
neither Popper nor Hick claim to show that determinism is not the case, only that whether or not 
it is the case, it cannot be shown to be so by rational argument. 58 

The determinism criticised by Hick is that of P. S. Laplace, which holds that 'the universe, 
as a causal system, constitutes a temporal continuum of which the earlier states determine the 
later, so that an observer knowing the entire state of the system at one point in time could , in 
principle, calculate its state at any later point in time' .59 This is described by Hick as the 'thesis 
of total determinism'. 

Hick holds that any rational argument for total detenninism 'must be logically suicidal, or 
self-refuting'. For rational belief presupposes 'intellectual freedom', and this is not consistent with 
being determined. 

Any attempt rationally to establish total determinism involves the contradiction that in arguing for it the mind must presume itself not to be completely determined, but to be freely judging, recognizing logical relations, assessing relevance and considering reasons; whereas if the determinist conclusion is true the mind is, and always has been, completely determined and has never been freely judging, etc. 60 

This argument - which entails the falsity of compatibilism, elsewhere advocated by Hick (see 
above 3:3) - is of considerable vintage. Popper traces it to Epicurus. 

55 DELI , 116. 
56 DELI , 119. 

He who says that all things happen of necessity cannot criticise another who says that not all things happen of necessity. For he has to admit that tbe 

57 Popper & Eccles, 72-88. 
58 Popper & Eccles, 81. 
59 DELI, 117. 
60 DELI , 117. 
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assertion also happens of necessity. 61 

But the argument is less telling than it appears. For it assumes that the laws of physics and 
logic are incompatible. As Popper notes, a 'computing machine may be said to be determined in 
its working by the laws of physics; but it may nevertheless work in full accordance with the laws 
of logic' .62 Thus a causally determined or necessary argument may be true. 'It is of no 
epistemological moment that a true belief came about as an effect of causal antecedents, since the 
knowledge achieved is none the less reliable and is subject to the usual criteria of coherence, 
correspondence, adequation and pragmatic consequences'.63 Hick counters this argument by 
inviting us to imagine a world where everyone is 'wholly determined' or 'programmed' . Half of 
the populace are programmed to argue for determinism, while the other half are programmed to 
argue for non-determinism. Each half is correspondingly convinced by its own arguments. Of 
course the half that argues that it is determined is correct. But, Hick continues, ' their belief that 
they are determined does not arise from the soundness of their arguments but from the fact that 
they are causally determined to think those arguments sound' .64 But this argument still assumes a 
radical distinction between physics and logic, causes and reasons. Rick's programmed people are 
unable to reason, but it is not evident that they could not be programmed to do so. 

No one will deny that computers are determined entities; yet we can imagine them capable 
of learning from information given to them or collected by themselves. Further, we can imagine 
them capable of being provided with programs for assessing arguments by which they can make 
'judgements '. Paul _Badham argues that 'we can only check the validity of our own reasons if we 
are free agents. A computer ... cannot check the validity of its own programming' .65 But this is 
incorrect. Computers do it. Donald MacKay describes how a 'computer can be programmed to 

61 Popper & Eccles, 75. For more recent statements of the argument see Farrer 1963; 171; Lucas, 115; and Badham, 125-132. 
62 Popper & Eccles, 76; see also Flew 1978, 99. 
63 E. Wilson, 262. 
64 DELl, 119. 
65 Badham, 126. 
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experiment with a variety of detailed sub-programmes compiled by itself on the basis of a library 

of information, and to discover for itself any faults ("bugs" in Americanese) in each programme it 

compiles'.66 

Finally, . it is far from evident that mind/brain identity theory necessarily implies 
determinism. For it is less than evident that the function of the brain is appropriately 

modelled by Laplacean determinism. Indeed, the appropriateness and adequacy of determinist 

mechanics for modelling the natural world (at all levels) is disputed. 

We come now to consider Rick's two versions of interactionist dualism. Both versions hold 
that 'mind and brain are independent but interacting realities, each of which can causally affect 
the other' .67 Notoriously, interactionism is unable to explain the mechanism of mind/brain 

interaction. The ' interaction of body and mind, as entities of basically different kinds, is unique 
and utterly mysterious'. 68 But Hick believes that the 'evidence for this mysterious reciprocal 
causality is overwhelming - for in every moment of waking life the mind is either acting in the 
world through its initiation of brain activity, or being affected by the world through modifications 
of the state of the brain; or indeed both at once'. 69 The evidence Hick has in mind is common 
enough. 

When the brain is tired the mind flags; when the brain is anaesthetized or concussed, consciousness is suspended; all sorts of drugs affect the quality of consciousness; the senility of the brain is senility of the personality; various mental illnesses are treated by drugs and by electric shocks to the brain; the operation of prefrontal lobotomy affects the personality as a whole; and indeed, 'there is hardly any behavioural, mental, or moral activity of which human beings are capable which cannot be eliminated or distorted to a greater or lesser extent by cerebral accidents' .70 

Rick's two versions of interactionism are differentiated by their respective accounts of the fate of 

66 MacKay 1980, 59. 
67 DELl , 120. 
68 DELl , 120. 
69 DELl , 120-121. 
10 DELl, 120. Thorpe, 324. 
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the immaterial mind at the moment of bodily death. The difference is that between the 

interactionism of Karl Popper and that of John Eccles as presented in their joint work, The Self 

and Its Brain (1977). Popper is extremely doubtful that the mind survives bodily death; whereas 

Eccles strongly believes that there 'may be some central core, the inmost self, that survives the 

death of the brain to achieve some other existence which is quite beyond anything we can 

imagine' .71 Hick is an Ecclesian interactionist, and his discussion ignores Popperian 

interactionism, concentrating on the credibility of an Ecclesian account. 

But Rick's concentration assumes that monism having been discredited, dualism can be 

defended on the basis of that evidence which otherwise would overwhelmingly support mind/brain 

identity. In other words, unless dualism is first assumed, the evidence is at least ambiguous; 

interactionism is underdetermined by the evidence. Since we are unpersuaded by Rick's 

arguments against mind/brain identity, his advocacy of interactionist dualism - his argument for 

the existence of immaterial minds - requires further support. Consequently we turn to the work of 

one of Rick's 'disciples'. 

Though Paul Badham argues in favour of interactionist dualism, he has to admit that the 

neurological evidence is ambiguous, and in principle capable of disproving his position. The 

relevant case from neurological science concerns the correct interpretation of the experiments 

conducted with people suffering from split brains, the separation of the cerebral hemispheres. On 

a monistic account such splitting should result in two consciousnesses or minds. And indeed 

Mario Bunge argues that the results of surgical commisurotomy 'show conclusively that there is 

no immaterial mind that holds the hemispheres together' .72 Bunge claims support for his position 

from the work of R. W. Sperry and M. S. Ganzzangia.73 

The study of split-brain patients has shown that ' the mechanisms of human consciousness can be split and doubled by split-brain surgery' .74 For 

7 1 Popper & Eccles, 557; on their differences see 554-561. 
72 Bunge, 85. 
73 Sperry 1964, 1977a and 1977b; Ganzzangia. 
74 Ganzzangia & LeDoux, 145. 
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example, while the patients ' left hemisphere may wish to read, his right hemispher [sic] may wish to go for a walk, and so a conflict arises within one and the same skull.75 

However not everyone is convinced. Eccles argues that the experimental results in question only 

show that 'the conscious self, with all its linguistic and sophistical behavioural performances, 

seems to be represented solely in the dominant hemisphere ... Unity of conscious experience is 

maintained at the expense of a loss of all the activities of the minor hemisphere' .76 In short the 

correct interpretation of these experimental results is not immediately obvious. But Badham is 

sufficiently impressed by the evidence to withhold judgement and admit that 'If it could be 

established that each half of a divided brain possessed its own consciousness, then I would regard 

dualism as disproved'.n 

What positive arguments has Badham to offer in support of interactionist dualism? There 

are two, one of which we have already found wanting. It is the argument that monism involves 

determinism, and that determinism is self-refuting. The other argument is from telepathy. 'My 

contention is that telepathy is an empirical fact and that telepathy is incompatible with the 

Identity Theory' .78 Hick also considers the bearing of telepathy on the relation of mind to body.79 

Accordingly we now tum to this subject. 

75 Bunge, 85. 
76 Eccles 1970, 79; see also Eccles 1965 and Popper & Eccles, 325-329. 
77 B adham, 11 1. 
78 Badham, 113. 
79 DELl , 121-126. 
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4.4 Telepathy 

If telepathy occurs, and if it is the influence of one mind upon another mind, without 

physical mediation, then it constitutes strong evidence against mind/brain identity. Bunge states 

that one of the corollaries of psychoneural monism is that mental functions 'cannot be transferred 

directly (without any physical transmission lines) from one brain to another' .80 

But is telepathy inexplicable? Could it not be - as often suggested - a fonn of 

electromagnetism? To answer this question Hick refers to the work of L. L. Vasiliev. He reached 

the conclusion that telepathy could not be explained by a theory of electromagnetic fields . Bunge 

supports this conclusion, but on the basis of experiments conducted by J. G. Taylor and E. 

Balanovski. Telepathy 'via electromagnetic waves emitted, received and decoded by brains is 

impossible if only because the radiation emitted by the brain is far too weak for that purpose' .81 

But even if the most likely . contender for an adequate physical theory of telepathy -

electromagnetic radiation - is found wanting, does this rule out all possibility of such a theory 

being produced? Hick notes that Vasiliev 'ends his book in the faith that a physical basis fo r 

telepathy will one day be found'. 82 And H. Eysenck, accepting that telepathy is an established 

fact, argues that it should not 'be interpreted as giving any support to such notions as survival 

after death, philosophical idealism or anything else' .83 But both Hick and Badham argue that the 

views of Vasiliev and Eysenck are prejudiced rather than open-minded. 'The Cardinal did not 

need to look down Galileo ' s telescope, he knew there were and could be no such thing as sun 

spots and therefore Galileo was lying when he claimed to see them ' .84 

By what mechanism, then, does telepathy · work? Hick suggests that it works by a 

psychological mechanism, a 'common unconscious through which different consciousnesses are 

80 Bunge, 75. 
81 Bunge, 75; Taylor & Balanovski 1979. 
s2 DELl, 128, n.17; see also Ducasse, 134-135. 
83 Quoted in Koestler, 14. 
84 Badharn, 115. 
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connected'.85 But this is to explain the unknown by the unknown. What is a 'common 

unconscious'? For Hick, it is that level of an immaterial mind which can communicate with the 

same level in other minds. 'That is to say, when a certain image occurs in B's consciousness and 

brain, echoing a thought or image in the mind and brain of A, it is B's mind that causes his brain 

to be in that state, and not vice versa' .86 But this sheds little light on the problem. Telepathy is 

cited as evidence for the existence of immaterial minds, but they are used to explain telepathic 

phenomena. The argument is unhelpfully circular. 

At this point it is only right to question the existence of telepathy, which we have assumed 

until now. What is the evidence for it? The anecdotes which Hick relates are insufficient to 

establish its existence.87 They are unreliable and suspect of other interpretations. Well documented 

experiments are needed. Attempts to provide them have been made since the beginning of this 

century. Typically these involve guessing games. 

Packs of cards marked in equal numbers with five different symbols (named Zener cards, after the experimenter who devised them) are thoroughly 
shuffled and are then turned up one at a time by the sender. The percipient, 
who is placed where he cannot see the cards or the sender, 'guesses' them. 
Since he has each time one chance in five of guessing correctly, if only 
'chance' is operating his score should approximate to 20%, and the longer the run the closer should be the approximation. But very good ESP subjects 
have exceeded chance expectation in their scores by margins which give 'odds against chance' of millions or even billions to one.88 

Hick refers to Robert Thouless's account of such experiments.89 The experiments are those 

of Hubert Pearce ~d Joseph Pratt;90 the experiments of Samual Soal and K. M. Goldberg; 91 an 

experiment of Lucien Warner; experiments carried out by Martin Ryzl with Pavel Stepenak;92 and 

85 DELl, 125. 
86 DELl, 126. 
87 DELl, 121-122. Hick cites stories of 'crisis apparitions'; stories where A hallucinates B, when B is in a state of crisis. Pace Hick, the most 'economical explanation' of these is psychological stress and coincidence. 88 DELl, 121. 
89 Thouless, 87-92. 
90 Rhine and Pratt. 
91 Soal & Bateman. 
92 Ryzl and Otani. 
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a series of automated experiments conducted by Helmut Schmidt.93 

The problem is that not one of these experiments is conclusive. Thouless asserts that the 

design of the Pearce-Pratt experiments carried out at the Parapsychology Laboratory of Duke 

University ' included precautions against the possibility of the experimenter cheating' .94 But he 

fails to mention that the careful investigations of C. E. M. Hansel show that it was possible for 

the experimentee to cheat. This, together with the inadequate reports of the experiments, means 

that they 'cannot be regarded as supplying evidence to support the existence of extrasensory 

perception' .95 

Even more serious are the doubts that have been raised about the Soal-Goldberg 

experiments of 1941. Once considered the most impressive evidence for precognitive telepathy, 

they are now considered one of the best conducted frauds in the buisness. 96 The experiment of 

Lucien Warner is unimpressive. The report of the experiment is incomplete, and the method by 

which targets were selected is suspect.97 The case of Pavel Stepenak and his performances with 

Milan Ryzl is unconvincing. Badham hails Stepenak as the long awaited 'consistent scorer' who 

calls in question the naturalistic world-view.98 But reading Hansel makes it difficult not to 

conclude that we are being asked to consider some very sophisticated party tricks.99 

The significance of Helmut Schmidt's experiments is that he employed a machine for 

automatic scoring and the selection of targets. However as Hansel observes, while 'automatic 

generation of targets and scoring are desirable in an ESP experiment, the design and conduct of 

the experiment are of paramount importance. The use of a machine - however foolproof - does 

not permit the experimenter to drop other experimental safeguards' .100 And it is these safeguards 

93 Sclunidt 1969a and 1969b. 
94 Thouless, 87; emphasis added. 
95 Hansel 1966, 85. For an updated account see Hansel 1980, 11-123 and Gardner, 217-231. 
96 See Scon & Haskell 1974a and 1974b; Marwick; Hansel 1980, 141 -1 67 and Gardner, 230. 
97 Hansel 1966, 63. 
98 Badham & Badham, 91. 
99 Hansel 1980, 268-271; see also Ryzl & Prau. 
100 Hansel 1980, 220. 
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which have been called in question by Hansel in an extended review of Schmidt's published 

reports. 101 He concludes: 'Perhaps what has been written here will indicate reasons for questioning 

the proof supplied by Schmidt without implying that he need necessarily have been more than a 

careless experimenter who had little idea of the precautions necessary in an ESP experiment' .102 

Gardner notes that Schmidt seldom works with another investigator; skeptics have not had access 
to his raw data and nor have they been able to replicate his experiments.103 

Hick also refers to the experiments conducted in Russia in the 1930s by Vasiliev -

mentioned above. While these fail to show that electromagnetism can account for telepathic 
communication, they apparently demonstrate the amazing power of telepathy to operate over 
considerable distances. The most significant experiment conducted by Vasiliev consisted in a 
subject being induced 'to go into a hypnotic trance, and then to awaken out of it, by someone at 

a distance who was making the hypnotic suggestions only in his own mind' .104 Some of the 
subjects were placed in a Faraday cage, a metal-screened box designed to exclude electromagnetic 
radiation. Their only means of communication with those outside the box was by means of 

pressure on a small rubber bulb which activated a pen recording marks on a rotating drum. When 
the subject fell asleep, their repeated pressure on the bulb ceased, and so did the marks recorded 

on the drum. People fell asleep whether or not they were having psychic energies beamed at 
them.105 Badham is impressed by Vasiliev's experiments and triumphantly quotes Keith Campbell: 

'Not even Hansel, that most ingenious deviser of ruses, can fault the experimental methods 
used' .106 Unfortunately for Campbell and Badham, Hansel is more ingenious than they suppose, 

and finds extensive fault with the experimental methods employed. 

Vasiliev makes little attempt to control the human factor in his experiments, but a long history of research on hypnosis, with which he was familiar, 

101 Hansel 1980. 220-232. 
102 Hansel 1980, 232. 
103 See Thouless, 91-92; Hansel 1980, 232-233 and Gardner, 200. 
104 DELI, 124. 
10s Hansel 1980, 207-208. 
106 K. Campbell, 95; Badham, 117. 
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shows the errors that can arise when such control is omitted. Also, insufficient information is given in Vasiliev's book about the precise conditions under which his experiments were carried out ... The chief , I weakness lies in the lack of precautions against errors in recording and against the experimenter being affected by what he knows about the experiment. 107 

From the above discussion it seems that the evidence for telepathy is not as convincing as 

Hick supposes, and the failure of normal science to provide an explanation unsurprising. Thus we 

have not yet found any evidence for Rick's notion of immaterial minds. 

101 Hansel 1966, 178; see also Hansel 1980, 205-209. 
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4.5 Parapsychology 

A phenomenon which may provide empirical evidence for the existence of immaterial minds 
and their survival of bodily death is 'mediumistic communications' .108 Hick confines his study of 
these to the cases of trance mediumship recorded and investigated during the classic period of 
psychical research in the last decades of the nineteenth century and the early decades of this one. 

Hansel sets forth the main technique of the trance medium thus: 

The medium appears to go into a trance during which her body is said to be taken over by one or more 'spirit controls'. These are supposed to be the spirits of deceased persons who try to pass on messages from other spirits to the medium's sitters. Their attempts at communication utilize the medium's voice and handwriting, but the controls have their own characteristics and distinguishing features, which are different from those of the medium.109 

However some people suggest that cases of trance mediumship are examples of 
'unconscious fraud '. Rather than being in actual receipt of information from departed spirits, the 
medium is in unconscious receipt of information from other living persons by telepathic means.110 

Or it may be that the ' spirit control' is a secondary personality of the medium.m According to 
this latter account 'the mediumistic trance is or is closely analogous to a state of self-induced 
hypnosis. The entranced state is a dreaming condition of consciousness in which role-playing is 
natural; the type of role played depends very largely upon suggestions received from the circle in 
which the "sensitive" lives' .112 Hick suggests that such an account offers an adequate explanation 
for the spirit controls of most of the major mediums, in particular those of the celebrated Mrs 
Piper and her control Phinuit. 113 

1~ DELI, 129. 
109 Hansel 1980, 65. Two other methods are for the medium to act 'as if one of the communicators is responsible for her speech and behaviour'; or for the medium to produce messages by automatic writing ' while retaining consciousness and apparently being her normal self throughout the proceedings' . 110 Dodds; Tyrrell. 
Ill Sidgwick. 
112 DELI , 132. 
113 DELI, 133-135; see Hodgson; and Hansel 1980, 65-66. 
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But rather than dismiss the evidential value of 'mediumistic communications', Hick finds 

convincing the idea that some mediums are telepathically in communication with other minds. 

This accounts for those mediums apparently in contact with spirits subsequently found to be 

living people.114 Thus he suggests combining the notions of 'unconscious fraud' and secondary 

personality in order to to produce an account of spirits using the complex psychological 

mechanism of secondary personality in order to communicate with the living. 

The 'information' going into the initial creation of a spirit persona would 
perhaps be largely derived telepathically from the sitters' minds, but the 
personation would then be further strengthened and its activity to some 
extent directed by the 'spirit' whose personation it is. 115 

However Hick is not entirely happy with this account. For in the reports of conversations with 

deceased spirits there is insufficient evidence to remove the suspicion ' that the spi1it 

communicators exist only within the trance situation and that their conversation is not related to 

the solid content of a life being actively lived in its own environment' .116 Thus he also entertains 

C. D. Broad 's notion of 'psychic factors'. These are things 'consisting of mental and emotional 

formations , including memories and dispositional traits, which persist as a system for a longer or 

shorter time after death and with a greater or less degree of coherence' .117 

Concluding his survey of the evidence, Hick firstly believes it probable that spirit controls 

and their kin are secondary personalities of the medium; secondly that it is possible that some 

spirit controls ha".e knowledge telepathically gained; and thirdly that it is also possible that some 

spirit controls are also formed by 'persisting psychic traces - mental fragments - left behind by 

the dead '. Thus Hick is strongly tempted to think that some spirits are using secondary 

114 DELl , 136; Seal; and Thomas. 
115 DELl, 138. For a similar theory see K. Richmond. 
116 DELl, 143. In particular, Hick is suspicious of the reported conversations between Sir Oliver Lodge and his son Raymond via the mediumship of Mrs Leonard and her spirit control Feda. See DELl, 142-143; Lodge; and Hansel 1980, 66-70. As Rahner 1961-1984 notes in a properly theological consideration of this matter, ' spiritualist seances display the spirit of the earth-bound, with their crude ideas and manias, not the tranquility of an eternity filled by God' (353). 
111 DELl, 140. See Broad, 540-541. 
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personalities to communicate with the living. 118 

How should we evaluate Rick's weighing of the evidence he considers, and the temptation 
to which it leads him? It seems that the notion of 'secondary personalities' offers an adequate 
account of 'mediumistic communications'. Cases of secondary or multiple personality disorder are 
well attested psychological phenomena.119 The idea that some mediums are in telepathic 
communication with other minds seems unlikely in view of our conclusions in the previous 
section, and Broad's notion of 'psychic factors' appears to be either unintelligible or 

undemonstrable or both. 

118 DELl, 143. 
119 Hansel 1980, 69. 
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4.6 Near-Death Experiences 

Another set of phenomena which may provide evidential support for belief in life after 

death are near-death experiences.120 These are the experiences of people who, having been 

declared 'clinically dead' - no breathing, no observable heart or brain activity - come back to 

life. 121 In a typical case the person who is dying experiences unpleasant sounds and has the 

sensation of moving down a long dark tunnel. This is followed by an out of the body experience, 

when the person is able to see what is happening around his or her body from somewhere outside 

or above it. Other experiences follow, and the person meets relatives and friends who have 

already died. Finally there is the experience of reaching some sort of barrier beyond which there 

is infinite comfort and light. But instead of passing over, the person returns to the body and life, 

often distressed at having to leave behind the 'joy, love and peace' promised on the other side.122 

Hick has not devoted much attention to these reports, most of the basic material having 

appeared after the publication of Death and Eternal Life in 1976.123 

Correspondingly, we shall be brief in pointing out the inadequacy of these experiences as 

evidence for life after death. 

Firstly it should be noted that all these experiences are explicable on normal scientific 

grounds. According to Ronald Siegel they are merely a form of hallucination. 

In the extreme situation of the onset of death a psychological protective 
circuit of the brain prevents the dying person from perceiving the danger of 
his condition, so that consciousness can escape into a dreamland. Agitations 
of the central nervous system produce euphoric feelings, extraordinary 
light-stimuli, both simple and complex visions in feverish intensity and 
rapidity. The over-loaded central nervous system simply switches off parts 
of the brain, interposing a kind of shutter between the internal and external 
world and allowing .the dying person to drift into a sphere without space 
and time, past and future. At the same time the highly active brain of the 
dying person produces 'internally', unceasingly · and unimpeded, pictures 

120 See Bad.ham & Badham, 71-89. 
121 See Moody 1976 and 1978; Fiore & Landsburg. 
122 See Kung 1984, 23-25. 
123 But see DEL2, 9-10. 
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from past and. future and brings them as far as possible into a meaningful series with the aid of infonnation about death accumulated and perceived as important in the course of life. All this means that experience close to death should be understood as a kind of final 'substitute breathing' of the dying brain, what is known as the last flickering of the fire before it finally dies out. 12A 

If such an explanation is acceptable, it follows, as Kung notes, that near-death experiences 'have 

nothing to do with the "other side", nothing to do with the supra-sensible "beyond", nothing to do 

with life after death' .125 

Secondly, those who have lived to recount their near-death experiences were never 

'biologically dead' - irrevocably dead - though they may have been declared 'clinically dead'. 

None of them really died. They were all nearly-dying but living people, and their experiences 

were of life not death. 

What then do these experiences of dying imply for life after death? To put it briefly, nothing! ... it is a duty of theological truthfulness to answer clearly that experiences of this kind prove nothing about a possible life after death: it is a question here of the last five minutes before death and not of an eternal life after death. 126 

If the notion of immaterial minds and their continued existence after bodily death has little 

or no evidential support from either the more respectable science of neurobiology or the (so far) 

less respectable science of parapsychology,121 nor from the investigations of thanatology, a 

consideration of the coherence of the notion is all the more important.128 To that task we now 

tum. 

l 2A Quoted in Kung 1984, 32-33; see Siegel & West. 
125 Kung 1984, 33. 
126 Kung 1984, 35-36. 
121 On parapsychology's scientific status see McClenon. 
128 Sherry, 78. 
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4.7 Immaterial Minds 

What is the mind, and is it really the human person? A simple answer is to say with 

Descartes that the mind is that 'thinking thing' (res cogitans) which inhabits and informs the 

'extended substance' (res extensa) of the body. We can think of the mind as an immaterial thing, 

located, at least for a time, within the material body. 

The notion of a thinking thing is required for several reasons. Firstly, it provides a means 

by which consciousness can survive bodily death. Secondly, if there were not such a thing but 

merely consciousness, a person could never lose consciousness without ceasing to be a person.129 

Thirdly, unless there is some such thing there can be no consciousness, thoughts, or experiences. 

For experiences require an experiencer to be the experiences of, as thoughts require a thinker to 

be the thoughts of, and the grin of a Cheshire cat requires a Cheshire cat to be the grin of.130 

What is a thinking thing, of what is it made? As Michael Levin notes, we tend to say 'that 

we know what a thing is when we can refer to it as a P of S, where 'P' is a term of 

individualisation and 'S' is a stuff-word' .131 We can easily say of what a material object is made, 

of what ' stuff' it is a piece. But of what is an immaterial mind or thinking thing a piece? 'Simply 

positing an X retaining its identity through time while successively satisfying predicates is useless 

unless one of the predicates is "is a piece of ... ". Without this, we don't know what X is'. 132 

Just how intelligible is the notion of an immaterial mind or thinking thing? We have seen 

that we do not know what stuff it is a piece of, so how else might we characterise it? How would 

we identify it? How would we trace it through time, and how would we differentiate it from 

others?133 Since an incorporeal thinking thing is non-extended and non-empirical, there are no 

129 Flew 1976, 143. 
130 Flew 1976, 115. 
131 Levin, 79. 
132 Levin, 79. 
133 Strawson 1974, 173. 

I I 



190 

public tests for either its presence, identity, continuity, or differentiation. 134 And if there are no 

public tests, there are no private ones. How can we tell that immaterial thinking thing Hl at time 

tl is identical with immaterial thinking thing H2 at time t2? And if we cannot, then neither can 

H2 at t2, in principle, show that it is the same as H 1 at t 1, and thus has no good reason to think 

that it is the same. 

Either the concepts of identity and difference of individual human consciousnesses are derivative from the concepts of identity and difference 
of individual people (human beings, men and women) or they are not. If 
they are, then our ordinary style of talking about human beings is not even in principle reducible in the way in which the Cartesian must hold that it is. If they are not, if a Cartesian reduction is in principle possible, then it must also be possible to make independently intelligible what is meant by identity 
and difference of human consciousness. But there is not the slightest reason 
for thinking that this can be done. 135 

If the identity of immaterial thinking things is not intelligible, then the notion itself is 

questionable.136 If it is 'merely an alledged identity-guaranteeing condition of which no 

independent characterization is possible ... [then] the doctrine amounts to no more than a pious 

assurance that all is well, deep down. It provides no reason for this assurance' .137 

With the coherence of the immaterial mind in doubt, let us ask whether a person is really 

and only a mind as distinct from a body? We can answer this question by considering the 

Cartesian argument that the identity of a person consists in their thinking or conscious self. 138 The 

argument from Descartes holds that thinking or consciousness is the essence of human identity. 

That this is so is -said to follow from the fact that one may doubt that one has a body, but not 

that one doubts. 139 

134 

135 

136 

137 

138 

139 

Penelhum 1970, 77. 

I could pretend that I had no body and that there was no world or place that I was in, but I could not pretend that I did not exist, and that, on the 

Strawson 1974, 175. 
Strawson 1974, 173-174. 
Penelhum 1970, 76-77. 
Bad.ham, 98. 
Badham, 99. 
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contrary, from the very fact that I thought of doubting the truth of other things, it followed very evidently and very certainly that I existed .. . I thereby concluded that I was a substance, of which the whole essence or nature consists in thinking, and which in order to exist needs no place and depends on no material thing. 140 

Does the conclusion follow from the premises? No. From the fact that I can doubt my body 

but not myself it does not follow that I am not a body. It does not follow that I am a thinking 
thing in a body. That conclusion only follows if the question is begged. 

Badham restates the argument by saying that 'I must identify myself with my mind since I 

can imagine myself owning and using another body'.141 Following William Kneale he invites us to 

consider waking up one morning to discover that on looking in the mirror we do not see our 

familiar face but that of a complete stranger. Yet we have to admit that we see with its eyes, 

speak with its lips, and in general have what may be termed inner perceptions of it. 142 In such a 
situation, Badham suggests, it would be very difficult, if not unreasonable, to deny that we were a 

'mental substance' rather than a thinking body. 

Kneale's and Badham's story is one of many that have been told by philosophers ever since 

John Locke told the story about the Prince and the Cobbler.143 However none of these stories 

establish what the dualist requires. Let us consider Badham 's story. Badham at time tl has body 

B 1, and .at time t2 has body B2. So we conclude that Badham is an immaterial thinking thing 

rather than a body. But need we conclude this? Can we not simply say that Badham has changed 

(BI has changed into B2)? The change is dramatic but not unfamiliar. Few of us look our best in 

the morning. The_ same sort of conclusion can be drawn from stories about the 'exchange' of 

bodies. Badham awakes one morning, looks in the mirror, and sees that he looks like John Hick. 

Similarly Hick awakes and sees that he looks like Paul Badham. Is it the exchange of immaterial 

140 Descartes, 54. 
141 Badham, 100. 
142 Knea!e, 50; Badham, 100. 
143 See Quinton 1962b. 
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minds, or simply changed bodies? 144 

But now let us consider a somewhat different story. Badham awakes one morning, still 

looking like Paul Badham, but claiming to be John Hick. Likewise Hick awakes, still looking like 

he did the night before, but claiming to be Paul Badham. Doesn't this story suggest the 

transference of immaterial minds? Unfortunately not. It is only a story about the bizarre 

phenomena of what Penelhum terms 'retrocognition'. Hick and Badham have retrocognized the 

past of the other, while simultaneously forgetting their own.145 

The only good reason for interpreting the stories we have been considering as cases of 

immaterial mind exchange is if we already have, as Penelhum notes, 'an independently intelligible 

notion of that which could be alledged to leave one body and go into the other, and our being 

able to trace this progress' .146 But that we do not have. 

The conclusion we have reached above - that there is no empirical evidence for immaterial 

minds or 'thinking things' , and that anyway the notion is incoherent - does not mean that we can 

(yet) reject Rick's account of eternal life as continued existence after death, for his 'replica 

theory' offers an account of how we may survive death 'even if the mind/brain identity thesis 

were regarded as established ' and we were only minding bodies.147 It 'proceeds in a way that does 

not require the intelligibility of an independent self or soul' .148 

144 See Broyles, 62-63. 
145 See Penelhum 1970, 85; see also Broyles, 64. 
146 Penelhum 1970, 88. 
147 DELl, 116. 
148 Penelhum 1979, 158. 
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4.8 Persons and Replicas 

Hick's replica theory is very simple.149 Consider this story: Hick, speaking on the 

resurrection of the body at a seminar in Cambridge England, suddenly ceases to exist. The next 

moment Hick comes back into existence, continuing to speak on the resurrection of the body at a 
seminar in Chicago America. Of course this story begs the question: Is the Hick who appeared in 
Chicago truly the same Hick as disappeared in Cambridge? But now consider that Chicago Hick 
has exactly the same memories, bodily features, 'beliefs, habits, and mental propensities', as 

Cambridge Hick. Thus there is everything that 'would lead us to identify the one who appeared 
with the one who disappeared, except continuous occupancy of space'. 150 It is but a small step to 

exchange Chicago for somewhere in another world or 'space' 151 in order to make a giant leap 

forward from a story about intercontinental travel to one about resurrection and survival of death. 

But if the replica theory is nothing if not simple, so also is its refutation. To the simplicity 
of Hick's replica theory stands the 'fatal Replica Objection' of Antony F1ew. What is the 
difference between the replica of Cambridge Hick, whether in Chicago or in another 'space', and 

a person other than but exactly similar to Cambridge Hick? Chicago Hick may be exactly similar 

to Cambridge Hick, an exact replica, but this does not mean that the two are necessarily the same 

person. Does the replica theory ensure Cambridge Hick travel across the Atlantic, let alone 
survival of death? Not, says F1ew, if replica Hick is merely exactly similar to Hick. To produce 

'even the most indistinguishably similar object after the first one has been totally destroyed and 

disappeared is to -produce not the same object again, but a replica' .152 F1ew is unimpressed by the 

verisimilitude of the replica to its original, no matter how exact. It remains precisely that which it 

is said to be, a copy of the thing it replicates. Copies may be perfect, but they are not the same 

149 See Hick 1960a and Shorter; and for an extended discussion of Hick's 'replica theory ' see Loughlin 1985b. 150 DELI, 280. 
151 For Hick' s notion of 'spaces' see DELI, 279; and compare Quinton 1962a; Olding; Hick 1973d and Loughlin 1985b, 316 n.11. 
152 Flew 1976, 107; see Audi, 397. 
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as their originals. 

Is a replica the same as its original? Whether this question is answered in the affinnative 
(Hick) or in the negative (Flew) there is presupposed some idea of what constitutes a person. If 
we want to know whether replica Hick is the same person as Hick, we need to have some idea of 
what constitutes Hick as a person, some idea of the identity appropriate to Hick as such, and 
some idea of the criteria by which Hick's identity may be judged. All of these ideas are 
intimately related. As Sydney Shoemaker remarks, to say 'what sort of criteria we use in making 
judgements about the identity of objects of a certain kind is to say something, often a great deal, 
about the nature (essence, or concept), of that sort of objects ' .153 

If the 'nature (essence, or concept)' of a human person is that of a mentating material 
entity, a material object which persists through time, then a person's identity will consist in much 
the same sort of thing as that of any other material object, namely spatio-temporal continuity.154 

Consequently an adequate criterion for assessing a person's identity is the requirement that one be 
able to give, at least in principle, a unique continuous descriptive history of the person in 
question.155 Thus to ask whether replica Hick is the same person as Hick is to ask for a 
continuous account of Hick's history. To answer the question is to tell Hick's life story. 

But is the story of Hick and replica Hick the life story of one and the same person? Not by 
the . criterion of identity proposed, for it is a story of radical discontinuity. Replica Hick, as a 
material entity, is completely other than, and different from , Hick. That this is so is a 
fundamental assumption of the replica theory. It is not possible, even in principle, to give a 
continuous descriptive account of Hick and replica Hick. Since the two Hicks are 
spatio-temporally discontinuous they cannot be identified as one and the same person. Thus 
Flew's objection is confinned. 

153 Shoemaker 1963, 5. 
154 Shoemaker 1963, 4-5; see also Swinburne 1977, 113-114; Loughlin 1985b, 317 n.20 and Broyles. 155 See B. WiDiams, 24. 
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But have we missed something along the way? Maybe our proposed criterion of personal 
identity is incorrect. May it not be the case. that persons, even though material entities, are not 
continuous in quite the same manner as ordinary material objects? Perhaps they are continuous in 
some other manner, or in some other manner in addition to their material continuity? Though 
persons are material entities, perhaps it is possible for them to survive gaps in their material 
being, without wholly losing their continuity and identity? That such is the case is affirmed by 
Frank Dilley.156 

A material person preserves identity, not in virtue of material continuity but, in virtue of 
structural or psychological continuity. An adequate criterion of personal identity is the 
requirement that one be able to show, at least in principle, the continuity of a person's physical 
and psychological characteristics. That such is an adequate criterion for a person's identity is 
crucial to Dilley's argument. But in its support he merely notes that 'most philosophers have 
opted to allow for a memory or psychological continuity criterion of personal identity on the 
result of protracted discussion of the puzzle cases like the cobbler/prince or like the resurrection 
replica'. 157 Some philosophers, no doubt, have been persuaded to accept memory and 
psychological continuity as adequate criteria of personal identity; but it does not follow that they 
have been . right to do so. 

Memory alone cannot function as a criterion for a person's identity since memory often 
plays false. For the most part our memories are accurate enough, they serve us well. But they are 
not infallible. Memories are either true or false, or partly true and partly false. True memories are 
those which rightly presuppose continuity between the person remembering and the person who 
experienced the thing remembered. They presuppose identity and thus cannot constitute or 
guarantee it. To think otherwise is to make, what Joseph Butler called, a 'wonderful mistake'. 158 

156 Dilley 1983; see also Davis 1986. 
157 Dilley 1983, 466. See Penelhum 1970, 15; Flew 1951a and B. Williams, 1-18. 
158 Butler, 2:280; see Loughlin 1985b, 317 n.24. 
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Though a person's memories constitute a large part of what is meant by his or her 
psychological characteristics, it may still be the case that the latter can provide a sufficient notion 
of a person's continuity and identity. We may construe a person's psychological characteristics as 
an identifiable structure, pattern, or code, the continuing presence of which is sufficient to 
constitute a person's identity. Dilley certainly thinks that we may do so. He notes that Hick 
endorses the view, attributed to Norbert Wiener, that a self is 'simply a message, a pattern of 
change in a physical substance ... theoretically independent of the physical matter which happens 
to compose that substance'. This pattern can be 'coded, transmitted, translated and re-encoded in 
other matter' .159 It is likened by Hick to patterns of sight and sound which 'may be transmitted by 
radio and translated back into sound and picture'. 160 For Hick, 'psycho-physical individuality does 
not depend upon the numerical identity of the ultimate physical constituents of the body but upon 
the pattern or "code" which is exemplified' .161 Surely the persistence of pattern constitutes the 
identity we require for personal identity? The question is whether two material objects 
exemplifying the same pattern are the same object? That they are is the claim both of Hick and 
Dilley. Replica Hick is the same person as Hick because they exemplify the same pattern. 

But consider the case of Mr Ford and his Model T. Not content with producing one, he 
produced many hundreds, and all to the same set of specifications or pattern. So not only are 
there many Model T Ford motor cars, they are all the same. But are they the same car? They are 
the same in that they exemplify the same pattern; but they are not the same in that they are 
different, separate objects. They are qualitatively , but not numerically, identical. 162 Mutatis 
mutandis the same holds of our Hicks. Replica Hick may be qualitatively the same as Hick, but 
they are not numerically the same. Our question must then be whether or not qualitative identity 
is sufficient for personal identity. 

159 Dilley 1983, 465; Wiener, 103-111. 
160 DELl , 282. 
161 DELl , 283. 
162 See Parfit 1984, 201. 
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If a replica is only qualitatively the same person as its original, in respect of exemplifying 

the same pattern, it is possible that there may be any number of them, each qualitatively the same 

person as the others. But does not the possibility of there being any number of replica Hicks 

make nonsense of the claim that one replica Hick is the same person as Hick? This objection was 

first raised with regard to Rick's replica theory by J. J. Oarke, and was considered to be crucial, 

irrefutable and fatal, by J. J. Lipner.163 Clarke argued that if there could be several replicas of the 

same person, there could not be one which was the same person as its original. 164 Hick agreed 

that there could not be more than one replica of the same person without calling in question the 

identity of replica and original, but went on to argue that there could be one replica which was 

the same person as its original.165 In this he entirely missed the point of Oarke's criticism. Clarke 

did not argue that because several replicas of one person would not contradict the concept of a 

replica, but would contradict the concept of a person's uniqueness, there cannot even be one 

replica of a person. He argued that because several replicas of one person would not contradict 

the concept of a replica, but would contradict the concept of a person's uniqueness, we can see 

that even one replica would not be the same person. And this because a replica is by definition 

capable of multiplication, and a person is not. 166 

A person is by definition unique. There cannot be two people who are exactly the same in every respect, including their consciousness and memories. That is to say, if there were a situation satisfying this description, our present concept of 'person' would utterly break down under the strain.167 

Since Hick accepts . that a person cannot be multiple, the attempt to ward off the implications of 

the concept of replication by suggesting that we may be in the sort of universe in which only one 

replica of each person will in fact occur, distinguishing between a replica (of which there may be 

163 Clarke; Lipner 1979a. For Hick's response to Clarke see Hick 1972d and DELI , 290-295. See also B. Williams, 8-9. 
164 Clarke, 20. 
165 Hick 1972d, 2; see also DELI , 292. 
166 Parfit, 268. 
167 DELI, 292. 
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many) and a 'replica' (of which there will in fact only be one), is an arbitrary and woeful 'replica 
ex machina'. 168 

It is at this point that Dilley proposes to amend Rick's theory. If qualitative identity is all 

that is needed to constitute a replica and its original the same person, then so also will it 
constitute a multiplicity of replicas and their original the same person. Dilley contends that what 
Hick should have said in response to Oarke was that 'every duplicate of the pattern which 
constitutes a particular person is the same person as that person, since he embodies the same 
pattern as the original person' .169 If one replica is the same as its original, so also are a 
multiplicity of them. 

Not only is Dilley's suggestion a better response to the problem of replication than Rick's, 
it is also consistent with the central contention of the replica theory, that continuity of pattern is 
sufficient for personal identity. However this does not mean that either Hick or Dilley have 
established the contention. Consider the case of multiple replication. By the criterion of 
psychological continuity each and every one of several replica Hicks are one and the same 
person. But it is surely the case that when a group of Hicks meet together they are not one and 
the same person, but different people. That they are different people will become more obvious 
with the passage of time, as new and differing experiences modify and change the psychological 
pattern of each Hick. Eventually not even the criterion of psychological pattern will be met by the 
developing replica Hicks. Even if they once were the same person, they will not remain so. 
'Looked at as copies of the prototype, they will become copies which are increasingly blurred or 
written-over; looked at in their own right, they will become increasingly individual 
personalities'.170 If it is true that several replicas of the same person will relate to each other as to 
different people, the same holds of the relation between one replica and its original. Consider the 
case where replica Hick appears, not in another world or 'space' after Hick has disappeared but, 

168 Lipner 1979a, 31; see Loughlin 1985b, 318 n.36. 
169 Dilley 1983, 469. 
110 B. Williams, 80-81. 
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in this 'space ' before Hick has disappeared. And consider further that both Hicks meet and talk 

with each other. This scenario, though bizarre, does not contradict the logic of replication. 171 Will 
II I the two Hicks recognise each other as the same person? It would be very odd if they did. What 1 1 

would it be, to talk to someone as if he or she were oneself? If Hick is pinched, replica Hick will 
feel nothing; and when Hick disappears, replica Hick will again feel nothing. It thus seems clear 
that even identity or continuity of psychological pattern makes no odds against the fact that a 

person and his or her replica are two different people. 

The idea that a replica is or could be the same person as its original, when that original is 

conceived as a mentating material entity, does not make good and coherent sense. The fault of 

the replica theory is not to have taken seriously the monistic account of the human person which 

it assumes, and which constitutes its interest as an empirical theory. 

Now we can conclude that Rick's notion of life after death is unevidenced and incoherent. 
But what about the notion of life 'after' death? 

171 See Parfit, 199-201. 
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4.9 Resurrection to Eternal Life 

If the Christian hope of resurrection to eternal life is not to be understood as post-mortem 

existence - as the continuation by other means of this life after death - is it then mere foolishness, 

and are Christians of all people 'most to be pitied'?172 Reading Hick would appear to suggest that 

it is and that they are. But such a conclusion would be premature. Rick's attempt to say 

resurrection life is curious in adopting an empirical/scientific approach, eschewing purely 

theological considerations. In the previous sections we have been concerned with philosophical 

problems and the search for evidence, not with theology. If, however, we reflect on the Christian 

hope in the life of the church we will find that resurrection to eternal life is not something to be 

proved, but something to be lived and proclaimed as our permanent possibility. 

In this final section of the chapter we want to sketch a way of saying the Christian hope 

that does not fall prey to the problems we have raised for Rick's eschatology. Firstly, we shall 

re-consider the 'death' from which we are set free in Jesus Christ. Secondly, we shall offer some 

thoughts on why this re-consideration is not perceived as necessary in an eschatology such as 

Rick's . We will suggest that this is due to the identification of time and eternity. Thirdly, we 

shall add a few words on judgement, heaven and hell, the traditional themes that disappear from 

Rick's eschatology. And fourthly and finally, we shall suggest the difficulty of affirming that 

'something more' which Hick and others feel to be lacking in an approach such as ours, while at 

the same time seeking to affirm it: that in Christ we have hope of dying into God's eternal 

mystery. 

Leaving behind the speculations of philosophers and parapsychologists, and turning to the 

faith of the church, we find that resurrection to eternal life is not the continuation, but the 

completion of life. 

Resurrection means not the continuation of this life, but life's completion ... 

172 I Corinthians 15: 17. 
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The Christian hope does not lead us away from this life; it is rather the 
uncovering of the truth in which God sees our life. It is the conquest of 
death, but not a flight into the Beyond. The reality of this life is involved. 
Eschatology, rightly understood, is the most practical thing that can be 
thought. 173 

As the fourth evangelist tells us: 'This is eternal life; that they know thee the only true 

God, and Jesus Christ whom thou hast sent ' .174 '"This is eternal life": dwelling in the Son and 

thus also in the Father' .175 In other words, eternal life is the life of faith. It is the discourse and 

practice, the saying and doing, which alone is the proper enactment and appropriation of God ' s 

story: the life and death of Jesus Christ. 'Truly, truly, I say to you, he who believes has eternal 

life' .176 

Another way of putting this is to say that bodily death is not the 'death' from which 

Christ's resurrection sets us free.in For Christ's death on the cross was not the 'death' from 

which he was raised. Christ ' s resurrection did not wait on his crucifixion and entombment. He 

had already ' died ' , he was already 'dead' - and 'risen' . His baptism in the Jordan was the 

inaugural sign of the one event consummated at Calvary.178 And that one event was the life and 

death of Jesus Christ, the incarnation of the Word. 

Jesus rises from the waters of the river and the coldness of the tomb to a life given over 

(given up/raised up) to God 's eternal life. He comes up out of the waters and a voice from 

heaven speaks: 'Thou art my beloved Son, with thee I am well pleased '. 179 Raised up on the 

cross, Jesus utters a loud cry and breathes his last, the curtain of the temple is tom in two, and 

the centurion says: 'Truly this man was the Son of God ' .180 

173 Barth (1947] 1949, 154; see also Rahner 1961 "1984, 4:347. 
174 John 17:3. 
175 Robinson 1985, 328 n.93; emphasis remove.d. 
176 John 6:47. 

177 Rahner 1961-1984, 4:339 n.14. 
178 See Barth (1947] 1949, 123. 
179 Mark 1:10-1 1. 
180 Mark 15:37-39; see further R. Williams, 60. 
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What then is the moment of 'death' from which Christ is raised and from which we may 

also hope to be brought to eternal life? Here we can draw on one of the central themes in Rick's 

eschatology, his insistence that the telos of the world process is the transfmmation of people from 

'self-enclosed egoity' to 'self-giving interpersonality ', or, as he now puts it, from self-centredness 

to Reality-centredness. 181 We are all to be brought from a solitary and protective concern with our 

own interests, to an open, communal concern with the interests of others. We will be inherently 

self-giving and loving. This will be our perfection and completion. And this completion is 

resurrection life: total abandonment and surrender of ourselves to the other, to God and to our 

neighbour. 182 

The 'death' from which Christ's resurrection sets us free is that self-concern which closes 

our life to the other. When we die to self and rise with Christ to the other, to God and neighbour, 

we cease to see ourselves as the centre of our world. We renounce our claims on others, our 

claims for due regard, gratitude and apology. 

To remit debts is to renounce our own personality. It means that we 
renounce everything which goes to make up our ego, without any exception. 
It means knowing that in the ego there is nothing whatever, no 
psychological element, which external circumstances could not do away 
with. It means accepting that truth. It means being happy that things should 
be so. 183 

We have no claim on others or the way things go; above all, we have no claim on death - death 

claims us. 184 If we have died with Christ in the waters of baptism, we have died to death. It no 

longer has hold over us. For we no longer have concern with ourselves but with others, with God 

and our neighbour. We no longer fear death. Our life does not matter to us; or better, our life 

does not matter to us in that way, that we want to live for ever. That it does matter in that way, 

that we do fear death, that we have concern for ourselves and not for others - these are the 

181 DELl , 51. 
182 Mark 10:17-22; 12:28-34. 
183 Weil, 151-1 52. 
184 See Phillips 1976, 35. 
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measure of our faith. We have yet to enter the waters; or if we have, we have yet to rise up out 

of them. 

And thus we can see why it is that for most (all) of us, the moment of our possible 'death' 

and resurrection is the moment of our decease. For while the sacrament of baptism is the sign of 

our death and resurrection with Christ, of a grace always already given, it waits on our enactment 

and appropriation for its fulfilment. Sacramental baptism is the sign of a task undertaken, a 

life-long immersion in the waters of the Christian story, making it our own story - our own life 

its telling. Our baptism may well (will) take a lifetime. 

If this is the meaning of eternal life, why is it mistaken for life after death? Our answer is 

that it results from a confusion about the narrative grammar of Christian belief. Given that 

Christianity testifies to a life lived and a death undergone it is only to be expected that it does so 

by narrating that life-story. The fundamental historical fact of the life and death of Jesus of 

Nazareth is the foundation of Christianity's irreducible narrativity. As we saw in discussing the 

nature of Christian myth, the story of Christ can be properly told only if it is at the same time 

lived , if his biography becomes our autobiography (see above 1.6). But the Christian story, which 

is both the story of Jesus and our own story, is also the story of God. And because it is this , it 

tells about that which is both temporal and eternal. So while we tell the life, death and 

resurrection of Jesus Christ, we must also remember that we tell of God's eternal act for our 

redemption. In other words, while we tell of one event we have to tell it two ways, as it were, 

from our side and Irom God's side. Confusion arises when we forget what we are doing, when 

we map history onto eternity, instead of discerning eternity in history. This sort of confusion 

arises from a failure to understand the 'metaphysics of the Gospel story'. 185 It mistakenly ascribes 

temporality to eternity, confusing what is said in history with how it is said . It is not that we 

know what is said other than how it is said - that we know what etemlty, God's eternity, is; but 

that we know what it is not, it is not that which is not God. It is not history. 

185 Ford, 63. 
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Precisely this confusion occurs over the death of Jesus Christ. Narrativity (temporality) is 

mistakenly ascribed to that which is narrated - God's (eternal) act in Christ. Undeniably the 

Christian tradition tells this single act as a story of successive events: Jesus dies on the cross, is 

buried, and then - on the third day - is raised from the dead. The tomb is found empty, the 

corpse gone. 

First of all we have to understand how the event of Jesus's death is related to all the other 

events of his life. It is that one event which sums up, completes and renders decisive all the 

others. It is the one event by which - as their completion - they are all defined. It is thus 

definitive of Jesus' whole life, all the events that had gone before. 'It is of its nature the totality 

of the life of Christ in act, the definitive act of his freedom, the complete integration of his time 

on earth with his human eternity'. 186 The event and act of Christ's death defines all the events and 

acts of his life as wholly, totally, given over in freedom to the life and love of God; a single 

testimony to the coming Kingdom of God already present in his words and deeds. Jesus' life is 

given over, raised up to the life of God. And if this is definitive in the event of his death, then 

the resurrection is an already accomplished fact. As Karl Rabner says: 'the resurrection of Christ 

is the manifestation of what happened in the death of Christ: the imposed and enforced handing 

over of the whole bodily man to the mystery of the merciful loving God, by the concentrated 

freedom of Christ as he disposes of his life and existence' .187 The dispossession of Christ on 

Calvary, the handing over, giving up of his life in freedom to the life of God, was always already 

a present act in his -life; and it was always already a raising up, a being raised to eternal life. 

Rabner brings this out while reflecting on how the raising up of Christ (from the waters, on 

the cross, out of the tomb) is the event in which Jesus not only gives himself to God but God 

gives himself to Jesus; that event which we call the incarnation of the Word, the life and death of 

Jesus Christ. 188 

186 Rahner 1961-1984, 4:128. 
187 Rahner 1961-1984, 4:128; see also van Beeck, 255-256. 
188 See Lash 1986a, 170. 
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The resurrection of Christ is essentially ... the event in which God 
irrevocably adopts the creature as his own reality, by his own divine 
primordial act, as he had ·'already' done in the incarnation of the Logos.189 

Thus the death of Christ is the fulfilment and completion of his life; his resurrection the 

manifestation of its completion and finality. 

The confusion of narrativity with that narrated is in this context part of a much more 

far-reaching identification of temporality and eternity, of God and world. 190 Temporality is 

ascribed to God, and God is inscribed within time. The results of this identification are disastrous 

for theology. For once it is made it becomes impossible to say how God's act in Christ, the 

incarnation of the Word, is the redemption of the whole world. For then it is merely one event in 

a sequence of events; it does not affect what has gone before, and it can only affect what comes 

after if it is causally related to all future events. In consequence, the incarnation of the Word, the 

life and death of Jesus Christ, is reduced from being the act of God by which the whole world is 

redeemed to being the illustration of some prior act, temporally located as or at the beginning of 

the world. 191 In short, creation replaces redemption. 

That the identification of time with eternity is mistaken, is further suggested by the fact that 

if God is temporal, he can love us 'eternally' only if he keeps us in existence for ever. When 

such a view is confronted with the overwhelming problems we have discussed above, there is no 1 • 

more to say. It does not allow us to comprehend how if there is no existence after death, we 

could be united with God in death and loved eternally. When the latter is affirmed but the fom1er 

denied, such a view is able to speak only of being kept alive in the memory of God. But on the 

contrary it is because God is eternal and not temporal that we are - in temporal language - always 

already in relation with God, not as fore or after thoughts, but as living people in our concrete 

existence. 

189 Rahner 1961-1984, 4: 128-129. 
190 For this identification see Hebblethwaite 1984. 
191 See Wiles 1974; compare West. 
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Hick's fundamental decision to interpret resurrection as transition, eternal life as 

immortality, means that he must reduce the human person from being that which is body and soul 

to that which is merely soul, an immaterial mind, an obscure thinking thing; something shadowy, 

which the medium meets in darkened rooms through the rapping of tables, that we can never 

touch in the shaking of hands or the kiss of lips. The risen Christ is not and cannot be the man 

who eats with his disciples, walks with them to Emmaus and there shares bread with them.192 In 

other words, Rick 's eschatology must deny what the Christian tradition has always been 

concerned to proclaim: that the whole person is raised to eternal life - the resurrection of the 

fiesh.193 

It is we, human persons, human beings, who, by God's grace, die into his 
glory, not some wraith-like element or partial feature of whatever constitutes 
our personal identity. 194 

Equally Christianity proclaims not just the resurrection to eternal life of individual souls, but the 

whole created order, the world in its fullness. 

A word must also be said about judgement, heaven and hell. Undeniably all of these notions 

have existential import, as does eschatology generally. They touch us in the present moment, not 

as 'pre-views' of the future, but, as Rabner puts it, as 'the futurity of the present'. 

An eschatological assertion is not an additional , supplementary statement 
appended to an assertion about the present and the past of man but an inner 
moment of this self-understanding of man.195 

In eschatology the future is at hand, a present concern and challenge. When it speaks of 

judgement, heaven and hell, it speaks of our 'present intrinsic possibilities ', and only thus of our 

future. It tells us that the futurity of our present is radically open. Consequently we cannot 

192 Luke 24:13-35; John 21:9-14. 
193 Raimer 1961-1984, 4:352. 
194 Lash 1986a, 182. 
195 Raimer 1961-1984, 4:332. 
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definitely affirm our salvation or damnation, nor the salvation or damnation of anyone. As Rahner 

reminds us, 'true eschatological discourse must exclude the presumptuous knowledge of a 

universal apocatastasis and of the certainty of the salvation of the individual before his death, as 

well as certain knowledge of a damnation which has actually ensued' .196 

When - as in Rick's eschatology - our future in God's eternity becomes the continuation of 

our present existence, the finality of death, and thus also life, is denied. The moment when this 

life attains definitive status is postponed indefinitely. Purgatory becomes pareschatology,197 and the 

possibility of the future in the present is suppressed. Universal salvation, as Wittgenstein 

observed, makes nonsense of everything else. 'If what we do now is to make no difference in the 

end, then all the seriousness of life is done away with' .198 

It is not possible to say with Hick and Brian Hebblethwaite that the possibility of 

damnation must be excluded because even if only one person were 'lost' it would constitute a 

'permanent evil' which would make no 'religious or moral sense' .199 Not only does this and other 

such arguments for universal salvation deny our radical freedom, our intrinsic possibility of 

choosing, with the unrepentant thief, death and not life; it also assumes that the sin and suffering 

of this world can simply be forgotten as if they had never been. This is one more way in which 

God's eternity is denied. But if - as Christianity affirms - God is not a thing like ourselves, 

subject to the passage of time, but the living God in whose eternity time comes to be and passes 

away, then all sin and suffering is present, permanent in his eternity. To put it bluntly: tl1e 

doctrine of universal salvation forgets the doctrine of the incarnation of God in Jesus Christ. It 

forgets that God suffered and died on Calvary, and that that tortured and anguished, irreversible 

and permanent act is our redemption.200 

196 Rahner 1961-1984, 4:338-339. 
l97 Hebblethwaite 1984, 218-220. 
198 Wittgenstein in Rhees, 161. It is important to note that this is a logical, not a psychological point. Hick himself is someone who combines belief in universal salvation with moral seriousness; see for example Hick 1954, 1977f, 1978e and 1980b. 
199 Hebblethwaite 1984, 216; DELl, 201. 
200 Lash 1986a, 215. 
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But now someone will say: This is all very well, but surely resurrection to eternal life 

means more than this? And indeed it does. After all, if the resurrection of Christ is the 

manifestation of his life and death as a raising up to the life of God, that manifestation is itself a 

living reality, then and now. For it is Christian belief in the resurrection of Christ that he died not 

'into chaos but into unconquerable light'. 201 It is the belief that the life of Jesus did not pass away 

into the darkness of history but into the light of God's eternal mystery. Thus we can say today 

that Jesus lives. And this is to state a fact about Jesus, a true statement about him, God, and 

ourselves.202 The evidence for belief in this fact - that Jesus did not die into emptiness but into 

the fullness of God - is his life and the life of the church in which we come to see, as did his 

first disciples, that in the stranger we meet, we meet Christ; that as we share bread together, 

Christ is with us.1.03 

Resurrection to eternal life is the life of Christ - dying to the self and rising for the other, 

for God and our neighbour. The life of Jesus and our own life are ultimately and finally inscribed 

within the. life of God, within God's eternal mystery. And if our life is always already within that 

mystery, it is into that mystery that we die. And it is this that is made manifest in the resurrection 

of Jesus Christ. 

Perhaps Karl Barth has come as close as anyone to saying the mystery of our life in the life 

of God when he wrote: 

Eternal life is not another and second life, beyond the present one. It is this 
life, but the reverse side which God sees although it is as yet hidden from 
us - this life in its relation to what He has done for the whole world, and 
therefore for us too in Jesus Christ.204 

There is not much more that we or anyone else can say. We must always remember that the 

201 Lash 1986a, 177. 
202 Lash 1986a, 178-179. 
203 Lash 1986a, 180-181. 
204 Barth 1981, 9. 
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difficulty in theology, as in philosophy, is to say no more than we know. 205 What we do know 

theologically about eschatology, about our life and death, is that whatever we say must be said 

within the context of what we say about God. As Barth reminds us: 'Eschatology is not the 

framework in which to speak of this living God but he is the framework in which to speak of 

eschatology'. 206 And this means that eschatology, resurrection to eternal life, is ultimately a 

mystery about which, while affirming, we must keep a proper silence. 

God is the absolute mystery. And hence the consummation, the absolute 
nearness to God, is itself an ineffable mystery to which we go and which 
the dead who have died in the Lord have found . There is not much we can 
say. But it is the mystery of unspeakable bliss. No wonder then that the 
sheer silence of bliss cannot be heard by our ears.207 

* 

In .this and the last chapter we have offered a critical reading of Rick's theodicy and 

eschatology. In both we have engaged with the philosophical and evidential problems as Hick 

presents them, while also offering a theological critique of his thought. The main theme of our 

criticism has been the lack of a Christological hermeneutic, the failure to reflect on sin and 

suffering in the shadow of the cross, to confront our fear of death in the death of Jesus Christ. To I 
characterise Rick's theological failure as the lack of a 'Christological hermeneutic' is to thematize j1 

our earlier insistence that Rick's theology is distorted by his failure to maintain his insight into 

the interpretative nature of religious faith. This thematization of our critique provides the subject 

for our fifth and final chapter: the person of Jesus Christ in the work of John Hick. 

20s Wittgenstein [1958] 1969, 45. 
206 Barth 1981, 235. 
207 Rahner 1961-1984, 4:352 
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John 19:5. 

211 

Jesus came out, wearing the crown of thorns and the purple robe. Pilate said 
to them, 'Here is the man '! 1 

In the Gospels ... all men are equal and God himself is a man.2 

Wittgenstein 1980, 30e. 
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5.1 The Mythographers 

In 1977 The Myth of God Incarnate was published, edited by John Hick. It contained ten 

essays by several leading British theologians. Their common theme was the rejection of the 

traditional doctrine of the incarnation. Whatever else Jesus of Nazareth was, he was not 'literally' 

the incarnation of the Second Person of the Trinity, the Son of God, the divine Logos. At the 

most these titles serve to indicate the significance or importance of Jesus as the focus of ce11ain 

religious beliefs and practices. 

The following year, in the wake of many more immediate and heated responses,3 John 

Coventry published a short article in Theology in which he neatly and carefully pointed out 

almost everything that is theologically wrong with the mythographers' case. Chief among their 

faults is a shared empiricism, principally exhibited in privileging historical criticism over the 

mediation of Christ in the Christian tradition. The mythographers, as Coventry noted, held that 

Christian faith is grounded in the New Testament texts, and that it is through and behind them 

that we meet the object of Christian faith, the historical Jesus as disclosed to biblical criticism. 4 

From this starting point they went on to argue that if we but look at Jesus of Nazareth, as he 

really was, we will see that he was not God incarnate. 

However, as Coventry pointed out, this perception is not a contingent result of historical 

inquiry but a necessary implication of historical method. 'Limitation of the inquiry to the 

historical Jesus systematically excludes considering him as in any traditional sense divine' . 

4 

If you put together the starting-point of Christology in the full humanness of 
Jesus and ... the assumptions that the historical Jesus is the object of faitJ1, 
and that the New Testament is the primary locus where the Jesus of faitJ1 is 
to be encountered, it is inevitable that sooner or later you will get results 
substantially those of The Myth. 5 

Green; Carey; for later discussion see D. Calvert and Crawford 
Coventry, 253 . 
Coventry, 255. 
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Whereas, if, with Coventry, we start in faith , and acknowledge that the ground of Christian 

belief is the resurrection of Christ and that the object of faith is the Risen Lord, biblical 

scholarship, even if it were to 'succeed in its understandable endeavour and produce an 

unimpeachable record of what Jesus said and did, and of how people reacted to him at the time', 

would 'not by itself constitute the gospel message nor be a witness to Christian faith' .6 

The mythographers believed that Christology should be done from 'below', from the bottom 

up, by way of 'ascent'; and not from 'above', from the top down, by way of 'descent' .7 We 

should begin with the historical Jesus of Nazareth, and with what it is about his life and death 

that compelled the first Christians to confess him as the Christ. In recent years several theologians 

have started their Christologies from 'below'. For example, Wolfhart Pannenberg, John Robinson 

and Hans Kung. 8 

Doing Christology from 'below' means 'that we do not make ourselves equal to God and 

consider everything, as it were, looking down from heaven. It means considering Jesus and his 

history from an earthly standpoint, from the standpoint of people of his own time, and asking: 

what did people really see in him, how did Jesus' disciples understand him'?9 This view of the 

matter is not particularly new. Thus for example J. F. Bethune-Baker in 1921 : 

Today, when in every department of investigation we begin with the 
relatively known and reason from what we find there to the unknown , it is 
Jesus as Man in His life in the world that we want to take as our starting 
point once again - as at the outset He was ... It is by finding out how He 
was man - what He was in His place in the historic process - that we may 
come to understand in what sense He was and is also God.JO 

Christology from 'below' inscribes 'naive realism' within theological reflection on the 

person of Jesus Christ. If we take a 'good look ' at Jesus of Nazareth, as he really was, we will 

Coventry, 254. 
On Christology from 'above' and 'below' see Lash 1980. 
Pannenberg [1964) 1968, Robinson 1973 and Kung 1977. 
Kung in Kung & Lapide, 23; compare Hick 1966c, 149. 

10 Bethune-Baker, 287-288. 
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see the truth about him. Christology from 'below' forgets that taking a 'good look' is never 

innocent, but always, irreducibly, guilty of prejudice. The historical method, of its nature, can 

only reveal certain limited facts .11 

It is a net with its own sort of meshes let down into the ocean of total fact 
and gathering whatever harvest of fishes that sort of net will catch. No net 
will catch all the living matter in the water and no historical method will 
fish up the whole of live historical reality, unless we give to 'historical 
reality ' the tautological sense of 'what our historical method fishes up'. 
There is plenty of history that will forever elude historical inquiry and it is 
pretty obvious that the supernatural being of Jesus Christ is some of that. 

. The Christian faith is not believed on historical grounds alone, that is, on 
grounds which unaided history can establish: it is believed on living 
testimony of a special kind.12 

This is not to say that Christology can dispense with historical inquiry; that the doctrine of 

the incarnation can be affirmed irrespective of whatever else we believe about Jesus, even that he 

never existed. Christology refers to an actual individual - concrete, conditioned and contingent. 

Thus it is correct that Christian theology use historical criticism as a check, but not as more than 

a check, such that it is (ab)used by it. 13 Simply to give the truth about Jesus over to historical 

criticism, as in effect Hick does, is to forget that the truth about a person cannot be given simply 

or entirely by a secular methodology such as lies at the heart of historical criticism. It forgets 

further that it is precisely the Christian claim that Jesus was not simply a man who lived at a 

certain time in a certain way, but that while he was this he is also the Christ, the Son of God. It 

is this claim that cannot be given by an irreducibly empiricist methodology. Christian faith has to 

forge its own way of speaking. And this it did in the gospels: 'mythistory' if you will. There the 

Christian imagination, as 'the intellect in quest of appropriate precision' ,14 achieves its mediatorial 

11 In fact the limitations of historical criticism are more serious: most of the facts it reveals (especially in biblical studies) are about the way it reads its texts. While it is a path that must be trodden, it tells us a good deal less about Jesus than many suppose, while theology tells us a good deal more. Today theology must be posthistorico -cri tical. For simple, friendly but devastating criticism of critical method (as found in D. E. Nineham) see Downing; for a minimal indication of new directions in biblical studies see Harvey. 
12 Farrer 1976, 127; compare Hebblethwaite 1972, 271. 
13 Farrer 1976, 127. 
14 Lash in Goulder 1979, 21. 
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task in the power of the Spirit. 

The Word of God is never to be given over to a purely subjective, existential 

self-understanding. Necessarily it comes to us through human mediation, contingent and 

conditioned as all such mediation must be. But it is never only this. For it comes to us in the 

dialectic between the objective, historically concrete person Jesus of Nazareth, and the mediation 

of that life in the witness of the Church, in the scriptures it preserves and performs. 15 The Word 

of God comes to us in the tension between Jesus of Nazareth and our contemporary 

self-understanding, as people of our time and place. It is the belief of the church, the community 

which gives itself over to the task of appropriating and enacting the dynamics of this dialectic, of 

living this tension, that, in doing so, it is acting in the power of the Spirit. It is a power disclosed 

from the very first in the Christian mediation of the Christ. Thus the Jesus of faith is not the 

constructed object of a secularist historical criticism, a person wholly alien in his historical 

particularity, but the person who is mediated in the dialectic of Christian witness; a person who 

not only was but now is present in the life of the community as the Risen Lord, present in the 

eucharistic assembly. 

There is no doubt that the development of the doctrine of the incarnation took place over a 

considerable period of time, even if, as Coventry believes, the essentials of the doctrine had been 

developed by the time Paul wrote to the Romans. 16 But either 'one is convinced that the 

development took place under the guidance of God's Spirit, or one is not' .17 It is clear that the 

mythographers were not, and therefore saw the development as no more ' than an imaginative 

construction out of ... traditional religious imagery by an excited group, valueless to us today' .18 

The arguments employed in The Myth rest on a refusal to take seriously the claim that the 

Christian tradition truthfully (really) mediates the person and meaning of Jesus of Nazareth, which 

1s See Lash 1986a, 37-46. 
16 Coventry, 255. 
17 Coventry, 256. 
18 Coventry, 256. 
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refusal results from privileging the evidence of empiricist historical criticism. If the incarnation of 

God in Jesus cannot be verified by empirical/historical means, then it is unbelievable.19 This view 

is succinctly stated by one of the mythographers, Frances Young: 'If Jesus was an entirely normal 

human being, no evidence can be produced for the incarnation. If no evidence can be produced, 

there can be no basis on which to claim that an incarnation took place' .20 

The 'naive realism' displayed by the mythographers is the key to understanding the 

development of Rick's Christological reflections. We now tum to the story of that development. 

19 Compare John 20:24-29. 
20 Goulder 1979, 62; emphasis removed. 
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5.2 Substance and Agape 

Rick's early Christological reflections can be found in an essay on D. M. Baillie 's 

Christology. The central point about Baillie 's Christology is its use of the notion of the 'paradox 

of grace'. 

If ... men ... experience the paradox of grace for themselves in fragmentary 
ways, and are constrained to say, 'It was not I but God', may not this be a 
clue to the understanding of that perfect life in which the paradox is 
complete and absolute, that life of Jesus which, being the perfection of 
humanity, is also, and even in a deeper and prior sense, the very life of God 
Himself?21 

But Baillie's account of the incarnation is, according to Hick, an 'elucidation of the 

adjectival concept of divinity', and not the credal affirmation of Christ's deity. 'The Nicene and 

Chalcedonian JX)Sition is that God was in Christ in a unique sense which is not approximated or 

paralleled in the case of any other life' .22 

Though Baillie's account does attempt to ascribe a unique status and soteriological 

significance to Jesus by affirming that if 'God in some measure lives and acts in us it is because 

first, and without measure, He lived and acted in Christ ' ,23 Hick argued that this cannot be the 

case, for the 'paradox of grace' is universal and not merely Christian. One cannot say that the 

' good-deeds' of non-Christians are performed without grace unless one is also prepared to say 

that 'pagan saints have achieved without divine help what Christian saints have only been able to 

achieve with that help'. 24 But neither can one say that the 'good-deeds ' of non-Christians are 

performed with grace unless one is also prepared to say that they are causally related to the 

incarnation. But one cannot say that, for they are not. Thus Baillie is left 'occupying the 

unsatisfactory position that Christ's uniqueness is one of degree - degree of divinely enabled 

21 D. M. Baillie, 117. 
22 Hick 1958a, 6. 
23 D. M. Baillie, 128. 
24 Hick 1958a, 7. 
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moral achievement'. 

This argument is interesting not because it is correct, which it is not, but because it displays 

Rick's empiricist tendencies. He holds that God's grace can be held to be effective only if it is 

possible to trace the 'causal mechanism' by which it operates, a mechanism which must be 

empirically tangible. Hick's argument assumes that the connection between the 'paradox of grace' 

- without measure - in Christ, and the 'paradox of grace' - in some measure - in the rest of 

humankind, is only possible if people are 'in Christ' as members of the historic church. It appears 

not to have occurred to Hick that if the 'connection' or 'mechanism' is thought otherwise, 

Baillie's position is much more acceptable. However, what is interesting from our point of view 

is that here Hick displays that empiricism we discerned in his account of redemption - Christ as 

moral exemplar, whose work is achieved in our imitative moral transformation (see above 3.8). 

Hick also tried to spear D. M. Baillie's account of the incarnation on the horns of a 

dilemma. Either God acts first and we respond, or we act first and God responds. In terms of the 

incarnation, either Jesus was predestined to live a good life, or this good man was adopted by 

God. Though John Baillie supported a predestinarian reading of D. M. Baillie,25 Hick believed 

that D. M. Baillie was committed to a non-predestinarian interpretation of the notion of the 

'paradox of grace'. 

He is simply saying that when, in the mystery of personal freedom, a man 
does choose rightly, what he has done is to allow the divine grace to 
operate within him. We can do wrong by ourselves, but we can only do 
right by surrendering to the grace of God; and this grace is always, 
available, always the prior condition of mans good works'. 26 

However Hick's reading of D. M. Baillie misses the point. For Hick, the decision to 

surrender to God, and accept his always already proffered gift of grace, is ours alone. That choice 

is not the fruit of God's grace. Whereas for D. M. Baillie, the whole point of the 'paradox of 

is J. Baillie 1958, 269. 
26 Hick 1958a, 9. 
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grace' is that the decision to surrender to God's grace is itself the gracious act of God. As John 

Baillie rightly noted of Rick 's account of the 'paradox of grace': 

The only prevenience here ascribed to God is that He offers His grace prior 
to man's allowing Him to exercise it, and my brother would certainly have 
said that that is not enough. There is no particular paradox, no mysterious 
relation of grace to free-will, about the familiar situation of being offered a 
good thing by somebody and then deciding to accept it. If nothing more 
than this is implied, the whole paradox is destroyed. We must surely say not 
only that God graciously offers us His salvation, but also that only by His 
grace are we enabled to respond to it' .27 

One of the most notable features of this early article is the stringency of Rick's criteria for 

interpreting the doctrine of the incarnation. This stringency - not evident in Faith and 

Knowledge~ - was short lived. Maurice Wiles, in an article responding to Rick's article on D. M. 

Baillie, suggested such stringency would lead to tears: 'destructive of Baillie's theory, but ... also 

destructive of any conceivable theory whatever'. 29 Indeed Hick never managed to meet his own 

challenge, and fifteen years later endorsed Wiles' view by arguing that incamational theories were 

category mistakes and the cause of all Christological heresy.30 

After 1958 Hick set himself the task of finding a contemporary idiom that would continue 

to do the work of ' substance' in Chalcedonian Christology, for he believed that the assertion of 

continuity between Jesus and God need not employ the notion of substance. Moreover, while the 

idea of substance had once appeared 'clear and adequate', it was now felt to have an 'odour of 

ambiguity and metaphysical pretension ', and had been dropped from the 'working vocabulary of 

contemporary philosophy'. The concept would either have to be rethought or a new one found . 

In 1966 Hick contributed an article on 'Christology at the Crossroads' to the Festschrift for 

H. H. Farmer, Prospect for Theology. 31 He reprinted a large part of it in God and the Universe of 

27 J. Baillie 1958, 269. 
~ FKl, 280. 
29 Wiles 1963, 62. 
30 GUF2, 170-171. 
31 Hick 1966c; first published as 1959a. 
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Faiths.32 It is notable for a number of reasons . Firstly, it inscribed the question of Christology 

within the larger problem of religious plurality, 'the most disturbing theological problem that 

Christianity is likely to have to face corporately during the next hundred years or so ' .33 Secondly, 

it strengthened Rick's concern with Jesus as an ordinary human person like the rest of us . This 

concern - the result of Rick's abiding empiricism - had led him in the years since 1958 to be 

much more tolerant toward degree Christologies such as those advocated by Norman Pittenger 

and Nels Ferre. He now felt that 'neo-Arian' Christologies were genuine options, for he 

recognised their valid concern with the claim that Jesus was genuinely and unambiguously 

human. 34 Nevertheless Hick still wished to stand on the side of ' historic orthodoxy ', though he no 

longer knew of any 'knock-down' arguments against degree Christology.35 

Hick attempted to restate Chalcedonian Christology in terms of agape rather than substance. 

Between God and Jesus there is a dynamic identity of action. Such identity is true to Christian 

experience. The Christian claim concerning Jesus Christ is that in him the divine agape has been 

'inhistorized'. The 'compassion and concern which was expressed in Jesus' dealings with the men 

and women he met were identical with God 's agape towards those particular individuals '.36 Jesus ' 

agape was not merely a reflection or representation of God 's agape, it ' actually and literally was 

God's Agape acting towards them '. Hick argued that this way of putting the matter retained the 

intent of the Chalcedonian use of homoousios.31 

32 GUF2, 148-164. 
33 Hick 1966c, 139. 
34 Hick 1966c, 150. 
35 Hick 1966c, 149. 
36 Hick 1966c, 154. 

The eternal divine Agape towards mankind 'caused ' Jesus' agape towards 
the men and women whom he met, in a sense analogous to that in which 
the radiating energy of the sun 'causes' the falling of its rays upon the 
earth 's surface. That is to say, the sun radiating forth its light, and that light 
illuminating and warming the surface of the globe, form one continuous 
complex event; and likewise the divine Agape exerting itself in relation to 
mankind, and operating on earth as the agape of Jesus, form one continuous 
event in virtue of which we can say that Jesus was God's attitude to 

37 Hick 1966c, 155; compare FK1, 225. 
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mankind incarnate.38 

Hick acknowledged that his account of the relation between Jesus and God was no more 

'self-explanatory than the assertion that Christ was of one substance with the Father'. But he 

wished 'tentatively to suggest that the continuity-of-agapeing formulation may today be more 

intelligible than the oneness-of-substance formulation. Let us proclaim the homoagape rather than 

the homoousia! For we know, at least ostensibly (and what better way could there be?), what we 

mean by agape, but, we do not know what we mean by substance'. 39 

Unfortunately it is possible to read Rick's agape Christology as yet another degree 

Christology. If Jesus' agape is identical with God's agape (because the finite does not exclude the 

infinite), why cannot we say the same about the agape of everyone? Indeed D. M. Baillie's notion 

of the 'paradox of grace' would lead us to say this. Further, if everyone's agape is not identical 

with God's agape, then, by Rick's own argument, the finite does exclude the infinite, and God's 

agape is not 'all the agapethere is'. If we want to preserve Rick's agape Christology from this 

interpretation we will have to say something to the effect that though Jesus' agape appeared to be 

his, it was really God's. But then this is to move too far in the other direction.40 It would seem 

that Rick's agape Christology is either a degree or a docetic one, and either way fails in its 

self-appointed task. 

The interesting point about Rick's agape Christology is the reason for its collapse into 

either adoptionism or docetism. This reason is its failure to understand the nature of the task it 

undertakes, the restating of 'historic orthodoxy' for today. For it conceives the problem to be a 

matter of determining a new ontological category with which to express the relation between 

Jesus and God. It simply assumes that the whole point of the tradition is to assert that in sonie 

ontological category, whether of 'entity' or 'event', Jesus and God are the same ('numerically 

38 Hick 1966c, 164. 
39 Hick 1966c, 165; compare Goulder 1977a, 62. 
40 See Pittenger, 18-19. 
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identical'). Either they are, in some sense, the same stuff (substance), or they perform the same 

act (agape).41 

When we read in Hick, that 'the sun radiating forth its light, and that light illuminating and 

warming the surface of the globe, form one continuous complex event; and likewise the divine 

Agapeexerting itself in relation to mankind, and operating on earth as the agape of Jesus form 

one continuous event in virtue of which we can say that Jesus was God's attitude to mankind 

incarnate', we can say, after Lonergan on Tertullian, that it shows how much Rick's mind is tied 

to images.42 The point is not that Hick uses images - the light and warmth of the sun - but that he 

is 'tied' to them. That, in other words, he fails to appreciate the metaphorical use of these images 

in providing a grammatical rule for how we should and should not speak of Jesus and God 

together and apart. Rather, he treats them as descriptions. To speak of Jesus and God as the same 

substance, or their love as the same agape, is to describe literally the nature of their ontological 

(numerical) identity. 

Thus neither Tertullian nor Hick discover with Athanasius, the 'fundamental little rule' 43 that 

all that is said of the Father is also said of the Son, except that the Son is Son, and not Father.44 

This simple grammatical rule is, as Lonergan has brought out in his study of ante-Nicene 

theology, the meaning of the Nicene/Chalcedonian assertion of 'consubstantiality' . It is a 

proposition about propositions.45 

Whatever propositions are true of the Father also are true of the Son, except 
that the Father is Father and not Son and that the Son is Son and not Father.'1~ 

This rule is like Augustine's heuristic use of 'person': 

41 See Mascall, 123. 
42 Lonergan 1976, 46. 
43 Lonergan 1974, 250. 
44 Lonergan 1976, 47. 
45 See MacK.innon 1972, 291. 
46 Lonergan 1974, 251. 
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The La tins said . .. one essence or substance, three persons ... in order that 
we might be able to give some kind of an answer when we were asked, 
what are the three ... when human feebleness sought to express in words the 
doctrine about the Lord God its Creator . .. it feared to say three essences, 
lest a diversity of any kind should be understood in that highest equality. 
But on the other hand it could not say that they were not three somethings 
... From the Scriptures we learn that that there is the Father, the Son, and 
the Holy Spirit, that the Son is not the same as the Father, and that the 
Holy Spirit is not the same as the Father and t.l-ie Son. When asked to 
explain what these three were, it answered substances or persons. It did not 
want these words to be understood in the sense of a diversity; it merely 
wanted to reject any similarity, so that not only would the unity be 
understood there, because they were called one essence, but the Trinity also, 
because they were called three substances or persons.47 

In the decree of Chalcedon, 'nature' means what there are two of in Christ, while 'person' or 

'hypostasis' means what there is one of in Christ.48 

What is a person or hypostasis? It is in the Trinity what there are three of 
and in the Incarnation what there is one of. What is a nature? In the Trinity 
it is what there is one of and in the Incarnation it is what there are two of.49 

Hick was aware that the point of Chalcedon was not the assertion of consubstantiality as 

such, but the identification and distinction of God and Jesus, Father and Son. 'The point of the 

"homoousios" was to insist upon identity in distinction from likeness, reflection, imitation, 

representation, or any other relation holding between entities which are numerically and ontically 

distinct'. 50 He saw that it does not matter whether substance or some other category or language 

is used, so long as the intended identification and distinction is maintained . 'The notion of 

"substance" was used at Nicea to insist ... that between Jesus Christ and the Godhead there is an 

all-important identity'. 51 But the point was only half grasped, and not as one about grammar, 

about how we are to talk of God and Jesus. This much is clear from from the fact that Hick felt 

it necessary to find a descriptive category with which to speak of identity. But it is also evident 

47 Augustine [416] 1963, 229-234. 
48 Lonergan 1974, 252. 
49 Lonergan 1974, 259. 
5o Hick 1966c, 150. 
51 Hick 1966c, 150; emphasis added . 
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from the fact that he held that to speak of the consubstantiality of Jesus and God, was 'as though 

one were saying that Christ is made out of the same lump of divine substance as the Godhead 

and thus shares the divine nature, as two loaves of bread might be made from the same lump of 

dough and thus be composed of the same substance' .52 

Unfortunately any insight that Hick may once have had into the Chalcedonian use of 

substance language as a means of excluding misconceptions and directing the saying of Jesus in 

relation to God, has since been lost or abandoned. In a recent discussion of Rahner's Christology, 

Hick argues that it is the Chalcedonian use of substance language which necessitates the 

ascription of uniqueness and absoluteness to Jesus Christ. 53 There could hardly be a more 

wrong-headed reversal of the movement of Christian theology than this! 54 

52 Hick 1966c, 151. 
53 PRP, 57. 
54 See van Beeck, 114. 
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5.3 Metaphor and the Son of God 

A shift from a 'naive' to a ' critical' realism55 appeared to be presaged in Rick's 1973 essay 

'Incarnation · and Mythology', where he announced the intention of investigating the 'logical 

character' of incamational language. But in this and succeeding essays - 'Jesus and the World 

Religions' 56 and 'Religious Pluralism and Absolute Oaims' 57 
- he continued to maintain that the 

object of Christian faith is Jesus of Nazareth as he is known to biblical criticism. In this sense 

Rick's Christological reflections and attentions from 1973 onward can be read as one. 

Hick no longer holds, as he once did, that incamational language, whether of substance or 

agape, is descriptive of ontological realities. But this is not because he has come to see that such 

language is used heuristically or grammatically. Instead he has come to see that it is merely 

'poetic' or 'metaphorical' - as Hick understands metaphor and poetry. The traditional language of 

Christology is not literally descriptive of Jesus' person, but metaphorically expressive of the 

significance he has for the believer. There is no third option. Either incamational language is 

mythological (expressive) or it is theoretical (descriptive) - metaphorical or literal. 

We must give some account of the sharp dichotomies Hick establishes between myth and 

theory, expression and description, metaphor and literal speech. We have already considered his 

notion of myth as that which points to, stands in for, something else, which something else is the 

whole point of the myth (see above 1.5). Rick's notion of metaphor is similar. It also points to, 

stands in or substitutes for, another thing, which, as its opposite, is literal. Indeed we may think 

of myth as an 'extended metaphor', within which metaphors are placed and from which they are 

taken. (Hick draws this distinction in terms of mythological images and narratives , the former 

deriving from the latter.)58 But however we draw up these relations and distinctions, the important 

55 Lonergan 1976, 47-48. 
56 Hick 1977e. 
57 Hick 1984g. 
58 GUF2, 167. 
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point is that neither myth nor metaphor have cognitive content. They merely point to, substitute 

for, something else that does. At the most .they express and/or evoke an appropriate attitude to 

that something else. They are at best secondary cyphers and at worst redundant decorations. 

Janet Martin Soskice has provided a useful typology of theories of metaphor according to 

how they understand 'metaphorical achievement'. She distinguishes between Substitutive, Emotive 

and Incremental theories: 'those that see metaphor as a decorative way of saying what could be 

said literally; those that see metaphor as original not in what it says but in the affective impact it 

has; and those that see metaphor as a unique cognitive vehicle enabling one to say things that can 

be said in no other way' .59 

Clearly Rick's account of metaphor is Emotive. It assumes, with the Substitution theory, 

that 'metaphor is a consequence of deviancy in word usage and that a given metaphor could be 

suppressed with no detriment to the cognitive content of the text in which it was found'.(,O For 

Hick, to say that Jesus of Nazareth is the Son of God does not tell us anything about who he is, 

but rather invites us to respond to him in a certain way. 'It is suggested by the Emotive theory 

that, while the deviant usage loses any genuine cognitive content, at the same time it gains an 

unspecified emotional one' .61 

However this account is deeply flawed. For it is unable to explain how a metaphor 

appropriately evokes an attitude without being guided by some cognitive content. Why is tl1e 

metaphor of divine sonship appropriate to Jesus unless he is in some sense (metaphorically) 

God's Son? 'There must be some guiding cognitive features which the emotive response is the 

response to. We cannot conceive of emotive "import" apart from a cognitive content which elicits 

it' _62 

59 Soskice, 24. 
60 Soskice, 27. 
61 Soskice, 27. 
62 Soskice, 27. For a discussion of this problem with regard to Hick's account of myth see Loughlin 1984, 325. 
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Apart from this problem, the emotive theory of metaphor is also prescriptive rather thai, 

descriptive. This becomes evident when we dispense with metaphor. For then we discover that we 

have also thrown out a certain cognitive content. Rick's historico-critical and non-metaphorical 

account of Jesus simply does not have the same cognitive content as the traditional one. To say 

that Jesus was 'intensely and overwhelmingly conscious of the reality of God ... his spirit ... open 

to God and his life a continuous response to the divine love ... so powerfully God-conscious that 

his life vibrated, as it were, to the divine life' ,63 is not the same as saying that Jesus is the Son of 

God, as this metaphor is located within the Christian gospels and epistles. 

But it is not just that historical criticism represents a different person to that pictured by 

traditional Christology. The difference goes deeper than that. Historical criticism gives us only a 

representation, a hypothetical picture of Jesus of Nazareth. But traditional Christology actually 

mediates the meaning of Jesus as the Christ, God's Word to us and with us. For it is not just a 

picture, a tentative representation, but a self-involving confession which declares that in this man 

we find the meaning of our lives. In other words, the primary act of Christological meaning is not 

representation, but mediation and confession. 

To note the failure of the Emotive theory in describing the achievement of metaphorical 

use, is to become aware that its assertions are no better founded than the claims of logical 

empiricism about meaningful and meaningless statements. It is then not surprising to find Soskice 

noting that the emotivist, 'non-cognitivist view of metaphor is sometimes associated with certain 

dicta concerning meaning put forward by the logical positivists' .64 

If we refuse to be persuaded by Rick's prescriptive account of metaphor, and choose instead 

to hold an incremental theory as descriptive of actual metaphorical use, we can happily accept his 

claim that incarnational language is metaphorical without thereby being committed to the view 

that it is meaningless. We can, with Soskice, hold that metaphor is a way of ' speaking about one 

63 Hick 1977e, 172. 
64 Soskice, 26. Compare Stanesby, 43. 
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thing in terms which are seen to be suggestive of another': a 'form of language use with a unity 

of subject-matter and which yet draws upon two (or more) sets of associations, and does so, 

characteristically, by involving the consideration of a model or models' .65 

A metaphor - in its cognitive use - draws on at least two 'networks of associations' in order 

to speak of its subject. (Metaphor is 'interanimative' .) The networks on which it draws are not 

just subjects, but terms: thus 'metaphysical streets', 'tattered scruples'. 66 And it draws on these 

terms in view of an underlying model or models. These models are, as it were, the dominant 

associations in any particular reading or construe} of metaphor. 

Thus, as Soskice notes, 'in construing a metaphor like "writhing script", one might associate 

with "writhing" not only actions similar to writhing such as twisting and squirming, but also 

entities which are known to writhe, such as snakes or persons in pain' .67 The construe! or reading 

of metaphor depends upon an ability to see it as suggesting a model or models which enable one 

to go on extending its significance.68 Thus if we say that a theologian's work 'flows', 'runs 

smoothly', is 'full', 'steady' or 'deep', we understand that the theology is being spoken of in 

terms suggestive of a river. (When we say that Jesus is the Son of God we are speaking of him 

in terms suggestive of filiation.) 'It is the capacity of the lively metaphor to suggest models that 

enable us to "go on" which gives the clue to the richness of metaphorical description'. 69 Finally, 

with Soskice, we should say that metaphorical reference is a function of intention, either of the 

speaker or listener, writer or reader.70 

65 Sosldce, 49. 
66 Soskice, 50. 
67 Sosldce, 50. 
68 Sosldce, 51. 
69 Sosldce, 51. 
10 Soskice, 52-53. 
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5.4 History and Coherence 

We now tum to consider Rick's reasons for ceasing to think of incamational language as 

literal description in favour of understanding it as metaphorical expression. He offers two 

arguments. 

Firstly, the doctrine of the incarnation is historically compromised. This is the critical intent 

of a number of historical parallels that Hick draws between the 'exaltation'71 or 'deification' 72 of 

Jesus and similar religious figures. Hick insinuates that if what was said of Jesus was said of 

others, we should believe what was said of those others if we also believe what was similarly 

said of Jesus. 

Hick contends that 'Buddhology and Christology developed in comparable ways'. 

The human Gautama came to be thought of as the incarnation of a 
transcendent, pre-existent Buddha as the human Jesus came to be thought of 
as the incarnation of the pre-existent Logos or divine Son. And in the 
Mahayana the transcendent Buddha is one with the Absolute as in 
Christianity the eternal Son is one with God the Father. Thus Gautama was 
the Dharma (Truth) made flesh, as Jesus was the Word made flesh. 73 

In both Christianity and Buddhism we see ' at work a tendency of the religious mind'. 74 Hick does 

not want to say whether the exaltation of Gautama in Mahayana Buddhism is right or wrong, but 

clearly he does want to suggest that it is a matter of the human mind, a process that, whether 

taking place within Buddhism or Christianity, does not need reference to anything other than the 

context of its formation in order to be understood. 

Again, a similar suggestion is implicit in the parallels Hick draws between the resurrection 

of Jesus and that of Lazarus, the widow's son and the daughter of Jairus.75 Here we have a 

71 Hick 1977e, 168. 
72 Hick 1977e, 176. 
73 Hick 1977e, 169. 
74 Hick 1977e, 170. 
75 John 11 :144, Luke 7:11-17 and Mark 5:35-43. 
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common tendency of the religious mind which in the case of Jesus no more than indicates 'that 

he had a special place within God's providence'.76 (Hick appears blithely unaware or unconcerned 

that the Christian community has always read these stories in relation to the story of Jesus' death 

and resurrection, and thus as resonant reflections of the redemptive significance of that life and 

death.) 

Hick sketches the process whereby the early Christian church broke with the 'unitarian 

monotheism' of its Jewish heritage and came to 'worship a human beingm as a common enough 

movement of religious thought in the 'ancient world'. 78 As Frances Young notes of the 

development of the doctrine of the incarnation: 

The cultural atmosphere of the ancient world, pervading not only pagan 
circles but also various Jewish traditions and, as far as we can tell, affecting 
many social and intellectual strata of society, was conducive to the 
development of this idea. It is to the general syncretistic state of religion in 
the relevant period that we must look for an explanation of the rise of this 
doctrine. 79 

The doctrine of the incarnation is simply the product of cultural context, and that is that. As 

Michael Goulder remarks of his own history of incamational origins: 'What I mean is that it is 

not believable today'. 80 

With these historians Hick is happy to commit the genetic fallacy of thinking that once we 

have said how a belief came to expression we have said all that is to be said.81 He gives scant 

attention to what the early church was trying to say in drawing on the religious and cultural 

resources it did. Seemingly unaware that the suggestions implicit in the historical parellels he 

draws are non sequiturs, Hick assumes that whereas the Jews understood the ascription of divine 

sonship to be a metaphorical usage, the early Christians wished to affirm a literal, physical 

76 Hick 1977e, 171. 
77 Hick 1977e, 173. 
78 Hick 1977e, 174. 
79 F. Young, 117. 
so Goulder 1977b, 85 . 
81 See Kerr 1986, 161. 
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filiality between Jesus and God! 82 Here as elsewhere in his Christological reflections Hick 

descends to the level of crass caricature.83 

It seems not to have occurred to Hick that there might be a more interesting theological 

account of the development of the doctrine of the incarnation, one which, taking belief in God's 

incarnation seriously, seeks to disclose the action of the Spirit in the contingencies of history. 

(Even Goulder was prepared to admit this possibility insofar as 'the creation of a myth believable 

through the ancient and medieval worlds was of crucial importance to the establishment of the 

church' .)84 Nor does it seem to have occurred to Hick that very little follows from noting that the 

Christian confession of Jesus as the Son of God, consubstantial with the Father, is 'very far from 

anything that the historical Jesus can reasonably be supposed to have thought or taught'. 85 Hick 

thinks that this somehow suggests the falsity of the traditional credal assertions of Jesus' relation 

to God. Though why it should, or why anyone should suppose that Jesus might have taught or 

thought these things, is unclear. 86 

Rick's second argument against the doctrine of the incarnation is the charge of incoherence. 

He contends that it has never been possible to give Chalcedon's diphystic Christology any 

content. 'It remains a form of words without assignable meaning' .87 Here it is clear that Hick 

believes that Chalcedon was not merely safeguarding the faith of the Church against error, by 

saying what that faith is not, nor merely saying the mystery of Jesus Christ, the identification and 

distinction of Jesus and God, the man who is for God and God for us, but that it was also 

attempting to rend_er that mystery intelligible and comprehensible. This belief betrays a failure of 

historical and theological understanding on Rick's part. Though the Fathers at Chalcedon were 

concerned to preserve the Christian confession of Jesus Christ, they did not presume to render 

82 Hick 1977e, 175. 
83 Compare PRP, 52-53. 
84 Goulder 1977b, 84-85. 
85 Hick 1977e, 171. 
86 See McCabe 1977, 354-355. 
87 Hick 1977e, 178. 
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God's act in his life and death intelligible or comprehensible, reasonable or acceptable. 

But Hick, persevering with the idea that Chalcedon intended an intelligible description of 

the 'God-Man', derides its formulation as logically absurd. 

To say, without explanation, that the historical Jesus of Nazareth was also 
God is as devoid of meaning as to say that this circle drawn with a pencil 
on paper is also a square.88 

From this observation Hick concludes with remarkable rapidity that the 'real point and value of 

the incarnational doctrine is not indicative but expressive, not to assert a metaphysical fact but to 

express a valuation and evoke an attitude'.89 

It is not entirely clear from Hick's text why he thinks that the doctrine of the incarnation is 

a logical blunder akin to asserting the existence of a square circle. But he appears to think that it 

involves God in doing the sort of thing that he cannot do. And indeed, if you think that God is 

the sort of person that Hick takes him to be - a disembodied personal consciousness90 
- then there 

may well be a problem. 

'A ' god could not also be 'a' man, any more than a dog could be a cat ... 
We might have ' a' god letting on to be 'a' man ... we might have a god 
who turned himself, or got turned , into a man so effectively that he just was 
a man, and couldn't help it, as the companions of Ulysses, perhaps, are to 
be taken to have become real pigs under the influence of Circe's wand ... 
we might try a composite solution: a god so possessing or indwelling in 
man that the man's mind remains but is heavily under the divine influence 
... [but] the primitive Christians ... never so thought of God in Christ, 
because God, though he was spirit, was not a spirit. 91 

Most theologians, and Hick himself at other times and in other texts, are not sanguine about 

our knowledge of God. Indeed, even Hick' s fellow mythographer, Maurice Wiles, noted that it is 

'much harder to plot the border-line between sense and nonsense in talking about the mystery of 

88 Hick 1977e, 178. 
89 Hick 1977e, 178. 
9o PRP, 132. 
91 Farrer 1976, 129-130. 
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God' than it is in talking about square circles.92 But it appears to be just such putative knowledge 

of what God can and cannot do that lies behind Rick's criticism. This confidence is betrayed 

again in a more recent discussion of Rahner's Christology. Hick cites the following passage in 

which Rahner attempts to say, after Chalcedon, the identification and distinction of Jesus and 

God. 

Only a divine Person can possess as its own a freedom really distinct from 
itself in such a way that this freedom does not cease to be truly free even 
with regard to the divine Person possessing it, while it continues to qualify 
this very Person as its ontological subject. For it is only in the case of God 
that it is conceivable at all that he himself can constitute something in a 
state of distinction from himself. This is precisely an attribute of his divinity 
as such and his intrinsic creativity: to be able, by himself and through his 
own act as such, to constitute something in being which by the very fact of 
its being radically dependent (because wholly constituted in being), also 
aquires autonomy, independent reality and truth (precisely because it is 
constituted in being by the one, unique God), and all this precisely with 
respect to the God who constitutes it in being. 93 

Hick comments: 'But the tortuous complexity of [Rahner 's] argument conceals the simple 

proposition that God, being God, can do anything, and therefore can become a genuinely free and 

independent being whilst remaining God' .94 It is clearly this proposition that Hick cannot accept. 

Not only can he not accept it, he cannot even accept that one could accept it without 

talking nonsense. However in order to advance this claim - that the doctrine of the incarnation is 

manifestly absurd - Hick has to know a lot about God and about what it is to be a human person. 

But the implicit claim to so much knowledge is highly questionable. What does Hick know about 

human nature that he is so confident that God could not be incarnate in Jesus of Nazareth? 

92 Goulder 1979, 5-6. 

Can it be said, without qualification, that we 'know' man, that man is 
known to man, that man is transparent to himself? How are we to account 
for the profound disagreements that exist among men concerning man's 
meaning, nature and destiny? Is not fear breeding intolerance at the root of 
much human conflict? And is not one of the grounds of this fear the fact 
that we experience the irreducible otherness of people very different from 

93 Rahner 1961-1984, 1:162; quoted in PRP, 57. 
94 PRP, 58 . 
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ourselves as a threat to our own fragile achievement of identity and 
self-understanding?95 

Must we not say with Lash that the 'paradox and tragedy of man is that he is unable to attain his 

own nature because he is unable, and knows himself unable, fully and with complete transparency 

to "express" himself'?96 Must we not admit that we are a mystery to ourselves? And if we must, 

how can Hick deny the possibility of the Christian claim to recognise in Jesus of Nazareth the 

'initial healing of the gap between expression and the reality that seeks expression'?97 

Again, what does Hick know of God that God could not be incarnate in, consubstantial 

with, Jesus of Nazareth? To know this much implies that Hick knows something about the sort of 

thing that God is, and thus about the sort of thing that he cannot do; he knows that God and 

Jesus are mutually exclusive. But how does he know this? However he knows it, it is not by way 

of Christian faith which starts out from, and only from, God 's self-saying in Jesus Christ. And the 

God who thus speaks, lives and dies, is not a thing which could be exclusive of any other thing. 

'It may be part of the meaning of man that he is not any other creature; it cannot be part of the 

meaning of man that he is not God. God is not one of the items in some universe which have to 

be excluded if it is just man that you are talking about. God could not be an item in any 

universe' .98 

As Austin Farrer puts it, the 'combination of God and man in Christ is not the combination 

of two determinate sorts of being, the divine and the human, either compatible with one another 

or incompatible'. 99 Rather: 

95 Lash 1980, 40. 
96 Lash 1980, 40. 
97 Lash 1980, 40-41. 
98 McCabe 1977, 353 . 
99 Farrer 1976, 137. 

The infinite energy who creates the human Jesus fortifies and redoubles his 
creative act in living, or being, that man by personal identification. And 
God, infinite God, no more ceases to be God by thus being Jesus than · he 
ceases to be God by making Jesus. But neither, on its side, is the humanity 
of Jesus forced, .altered, or overborne. For God's incarnation consists 
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precisely in being the man Jesus and not in being anything else. God, 
becoming incarnate, does not first become a non-human angelic form and 
then go and force that form on Jesus. Jesus is the form his incarnation 
takes, and Jesus is a man.100 

The doctrine of the incarnation cannot be denied on theological grounds. For theology - as 

the self-understanding of the Christian faith - must accept, as a truth of the life it serves, that its 

only knowledge of God is his self-saying in the life and death of Jesus Christ. Thus it is a 

sufficient theological refutation of Rick's assertion to say that if God was incarnate in Jesus of 

Nazareth then that is what God could (and did) do. 101 No doubt Hick would not be satisfied with 

this answer. For it does not say how God was incarnate in Jesus of Nazareth. But it is a non 

sequitur to suppose that because we cannot say how Jesus was and is the mystery of God with us 

and for us, we must deny that he was and is the mystery of our redemption and salvation. 

However, it would be fair to say that in so far as one was unable even to begin to 

understand, however dimly, that Jesus of Nazareth was and is God incarnate, this might suggest 

that the doctrine rested on a mistake. Thus it is a legitimate theological task to try to say how the 

mystery of God with us in Jesus Christ may be thought, spoken and lived. 

100 Farrer 1976, 130. 
101 Mascall, 131. 
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5.5 Truly God and Truly Man 

'At the heart of the Christian faith is the conviction that God has expressed himself 

concretely in our history, has become part of the fonn and meaning and texture of that history, as 

a man' .102 We cannot sketch here how this truth may best be said. A sketch of the doctrine of the 

incarnation, if it were to be comprehensive, would be driven back, as MacKinnon puts it, to the 

'doctrine of the trinity, and in particular the easily dismissed question of the relation of the 

essential to the economic trinity'. 103 It would have to mention such matters as the pre-existence of 

the Son and the ascension of Jesus to the right hand of the Father. But we can suggest how such 

a sketch would look in the face of Rick's criticism of the doctrine of the incarnation. 

Clearly it must insist that God is not such that he can be known to be incapable of doing 

what Christian faith believes he has revealed himself as having done in the very act of doing it. 

That is a large task to undertake, but its necessity must be a persistent theme, evident in a 

continuing stress on the incomprehensibility, mystery and transcendence of God, as the one who 

is hidden and 'wholly other' . 

In just the same way as we are led to consider the incomprehensibility of God when we 

reflect on sin and suffering, death and eternal life, so also when we seek to understand the 

doctrine of the incarnation, to 'grasp in faith the mystery which is Jesus'. 104 Just because 

theological reflection starts out from and returns to the life and death of Jesus Christ, it is forever 

returning to and starting out from the mystery and incomprehensibility of God. For the 'mystery 

of Jesus is, like all mysteries, the mystery of what "God" means'. 105 

It is precisely because God is utterly transcendent that he can be and is God for us and with 

us. This point is made by Rahner in the passage we have already quoted: God is able to 

102 Lash 1981, 143. 
103 MacKinnon 1972, 296. 
104 McCabe 1977, 352. 
10s McCabe 1977, 353. 



237 

constitute Jesus in being as 'radically dependent ' on and yet independent of himself, precisely 

because he is the one 'unique God'. 

In the incarnation, the Logos creates by taking on, and takes on by 
emptying himself. Hence we can verify here, in the most radical and 
specifically unique way the axiom of all relationship between God and 
creature, namely that the closeness and the distance, the submissiveness and 
the independence of the creature do not grow in inverse but in like 
proportion. Thus Christ is most radically man, and his humanity is the 
freest and most independent, not in spite of, but because of its being taken 
up, by being constituted as the self-transcendence of God. 106 

In order to speak of the mystery of God in Christ we are forced to a paradoxical dialectic. 

(The point of Chalcedon is precisely the preservation of this possibility.) To speak of Jesus Christ 

is not only to speak of a man who lived and died, but of a future that is yet to come, but which 

in some sense is here already - our permanent possibility (see above 3.8 and 4.9).107 If we say 

that the Word became flesh we must also say the flesh became Word.108 We must say that God is 

a man: a man is God. We can say this without contradiction because, as Farrer, McCabe and 

Lash, amongst others, have said, there is no 'logical space ' common to both God and man. Yet 

our language is always suggesting the opposite - here is the root of the confusions on which 

Rick's critique trades. 

In so far as we speak of God and man in the same breath, we are obliged to 
do so in sentences the form of which suggests that we have to choose: 
either (with Hegel) 'God' as subject, and human existence as predicate, or 
(with Feuerbach) 'man' as subject and God as predicated abstraction. 109 

But this is a false dilemma, no matter how unavoidable it may appear. Thus we are forced to 

dialectic. 'Our positive religious assertions are in need of continual corrective negation or critical 

purification'.110 This task is always before us . 

106 Rahner 1961-1984, 4:117; emphasis added. On the incarnation as the transcendence of God see Anderson 1975. 
107 Lash 1981, 143. 
108 Lash 1981, 144. 
109 Lash 1981, 144. 
110 Lash 1981, 144. 

,I 
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Once we have grasped that God is 'wholly other' , the absolute difference - and reveals 

himself as such in the power of his transcendence, given over to the flesh of the world - we will 

see how we may begin to untangle the confusions engendered by 'naive realism', which begins 

Christology from 'below', aiming to arrive at the solution of a peculiar metaphysical conundrum. 

We will be able to see that if God and humankind do not occupy the same space, and yet 'the 

man ' is God, our concepts of divinity and humanity, of 'God' and 'man', have been put 'back 

into the melting-pot ' . 

The christological confession does not affirm the mysterious conjunction of 
two 'knowns'. The problems of Christology, of human history - man's 
making of man - read as the history of God's agency, do not reside simply 
in the conjunction ('divine and human') but also in both of its terms.111 

The mystery of Jesus Christ is both the mystery of God and ourselves to our ourselves. This 

is why the Christian confession of Christ, the task of bearing testimony in word and deed to his 

life and death, has always been a self-involving enactment of trust in him as the truth of the 

mystery we are to ourselves and the mystery of the God who is for us in the man who is for 

God. 

Thus we must - if we are not to cease doing theology - decline Rick's persuasion, not 

merely to rejcet the use of certain metaphors of Jesus, but to cease to hold the identity and 

distinction between Jesus and God which they attempt to say, and instead see Jesus as someone 

who serves as the focus of certain values which may be found elsewhere, orientation to which 

constitutes 'liberation' and 'salvation'. 

This latter perception of Jesus is advocated by Hick in the light of his theology of religions. 

As we have already noted, Hick insists that the problem of Christology cannot be dissociated 

from that of religious plurality. He has made the 'plea' that 'we should have an integrated faith in 

which our Christology and our theology of religions cohere with one another' .112 But this 

lll Lash 1981, 186. 
112 PRP, 65. 
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coherence is purchased at the price of a revisionist Christianity (not merely Christology), one 

which no longer believes in the (triune) God who decisively acts for our redemption in the life 

and death of Jesus Christ. Hick discerns a trend toward this sort of Christianity in contemporary 

theology. He points to a handful of theologians - John Knox and Norman Pittenger, D. M. Baillie 

and Geoffrey Lampe. By arguing that these theologians make it 'possible for Christians to think 

without basic inconsistency in terms of religious pluralism' ,113 Hick suggests that traditional 

Christology is unable to accommodate the reality of religious plurality. Consequently, in the 

following sections we shall consider the case Hick advances for his revisionist theology of 

religions. 

113 PRP, 65. 
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5.6 The Copernican Paradigm 

In 1781 Immanuel Kant published the Critique of Pure Reason, in which, 'proceeding 

precisely on the lines of Copernicus' primary hypothesis', he accomplished a Copernican 

revolution in Western epistemology. 114 Hick, proceeding in the wake of both Copernicus and 

Kant, has proposed a similar Copernican revolution in the Christian theology of religions.115 

Copernicus, as Kant wrote, 'Failing of satisfactory progress in explaining the movements of 

the heavenly bodies on the supposition that they all revolved round the spectator ... tried whether 

he might not have better success if he made the spectator to revolve and the stars to remain at 

rest'. 116 Similarly Hick, failing of satisfactory progress in explaining the world religions on the 

supposition that they all revolve round Christianity, has tried whether he might not have better 

success if he makes Christianity to revolve with the other religions, and God or the Real to 

remain at rest. Thus Hick proposes a new paradigm of the world religions. 117 

A paradigm in natural science, according to Thomas Kuhn, is a particular scientific 

achievement - of law, theory, application and instrumentation - which gives rise to and serves as 

a model for a coherent tradition of scientific research. Examples of such traditions are Ptolemaic 

and Copernican astronomy, Aristotelian and Newtonian dynamics, and corpuscular and wave 

optics. These traditions are founded on concrete scientific achievements, the memory of which is 

preserved in classic textbooks - Aristotle's Physica, Ptolemy's Almagest, Newton's Principia and 

Opticks.us 

A theological paradigm is very like a scientific one.119 A particular answer to a question or 

solution of a problem, a particular way of accounting for some aspect of the Christian faith, gives 

114 Kant [1781/1787) 1933, 22. For a short account of Kant's Copernican revolution see Wedberg, 2:171-174. 
11 5 Hick 1977d, 120-132. Cohn-Sherbok proposes a similar Copernican revolution in the Jewish theology of world religions. 
11 5 Kant [1781/1787) 1933, 21-22. 
117 See Almond; Forrester; Knitter; Race; and D'Costa 1984. 
118 Kuhn, 10. 
119 See Barbour, 92-142; and more recently, Kung 1980, 106-115. 
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rise to and seives as a model for a coherent theological tradition. These paradigmatic solutions 

and theological achievements are preseived in the classic works of theology - Augustine 's De 

civitate Dei, Aquinas's Summa, Barth's Dogmatics, Rahner's Investigations. 

For most of the time normal science and theology persist; the paradigms are in place, their 

traditions established, respected and unquestioned. But every now and then a paradigm comes 

under strain, malfunctions and breaks down. It is no longer adequate to the problem it was 

originally intended to meet120 There are too many puzzles it cannot solve, too many anomalies for 

which it cannot account. So there is a revolution, and a new paradigm comes to take its place. 

Hick thinks that the old Christian paradigm of the world religions has broken down, and that a 

new one is called for. 

But why does Hick think that the old paradigm has broken down, why does he fail of 

satisfactory progress in explaining the world religions on the supposition that they all revolve 

round Christianity? Hick believes that one would expect a 'far higher incidence and quality of 

saintliness in one tradition - namely, that in which contact with the Transcendent occurs in "its 

purest and most salvifically effective form" - than in the others. But this does not seem to be the 

case ... so far as human obseivation and historical memory can tell ... [it] occurs to about the 

same extent within each of the great world traditions' .121 That is, on the basis of the traditional 

paradigm one would expect one religion to be pre-eminent. But in fact, so far as 'human 

obseivation and historical memory ' can tell, the world religions are all similar in form , function 

and efficacy. They contradict expectation. This is the reason for Rick's failure of satisfactory 

progress with the traditional paradigm and his impetus for proposing a new one.122 The traditional 

paradigm simply does not account for the co-equal soteriological effectiveness of the world 

religions. 

120 Kuhn, 91. 
121 Hick 1984b, 158. 
122 See Hick 1977d, 133-147. This was first delivered in 1972 as a public lecture at Carrs Lane Church Centre, Birmingham. Compare Barnes, 218. 
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For Hick, the world religions are the same but different, and different in different ways. 

They have different historical beliefs, such as whether Jesus did or did not die on the cross; 

different quasi-historical or transhistorical beliefs, such as the acceptance or rejection of the 

doctrine of reincarnation; and different mythological and theological beliefs, such as whether the 

divine is personal or non-personal.123 But in all this difference - the multiplicity and diversity of 

beliefs, the variety of ways of living, of being and doing - Hick sees an obvious and common 

soteriological structure.124 It 'is evident, when one witnesses worship within the great world faiths, 

including Christianity, that the same sort of thing is going on in each, namely the directing of the 

worshippers' attention upon a (putative) higher and transcendent reality, in relation to which lies 

the human being's ultimate good'. 125 

Because the world religions are about the same thing - the transformation of people from 

self-centredness to Reality-centredness - and because they all appear to be equally successful (and 

unsuccessful) in this,1 26 Hick concludes that they are all experiencing and responding to the same 

transcendent reality. 127 The argument is from common form and function to common orientation 

and reference. Thus Hick arrives at his new paradigm of the world religions by induction from 

their observed co-equal soteriological effectiveness.128 But how can the world religions have a 

common transcendent reference when their concepts and images of ultimate reality are so 

different? The answer to this question takes us to the heart of Rick's Copernican revolution. 

In the preface to the second edition of the Critique of Pure Reason (1787) Kant wrote: 

Hitherto it has been assumed that all our knowledge must confom1 to 
objects. But all attempts to extend our knowledge of objects by establishing 
something in regard to them a priori, by means of concepts, have, on this 
assumption, ended in failure. We must therefore make trial whether we may 
not have more success in the truth of metaphysics, if we suppose that 

123 Hick 1983d, 485-487. 
124 Hidk 1981c, 452-453 . 
125 Hick 1980d, 132; see also Hick 1980a, 45 and 1981a, 46. 
126 Hick 1984b 158. 
121 Hick 1984b, 156-158 . 
128 Hick 1984b, 156. 
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objects must confonn to our knowledge' .129 

The Kantian tum to the subject is the heart of not only Kant ' s but also Rick ' s Copernican 

revolution. Hitherto it has been assumed that all our knowledge of ultimate reality or the Real 

must confonn to it. But all attempts to extend our knowledge of the Real by establishing 

something in regard to it a priori, by means of concepts, have, on this assumption, ended in 

failure . We must therefore make trial whether we may not have more success, in the tasks of 

metaphysics, if we suppose that the Real must confonn to our knowledge. 

Neither Kant's objects, nor Rick's Real collapse into mere human projection because of the 

distinction between things in themselves and things as they appear to be, the distinction between 

noumena and phenomena. Thus the world religions have a common transcendent reference insofar 

as they refer to ultimate reality in itself (noumenon); and diverse and divergent concepts and 

images of that reality insofar as they refer to how it appears to be (phenomena).130 

Just as we see and respond to the world in terms of interpretative concepts and structures of 

thought, so we experience and respond to ultimate transcendent reality. And if we look at the way 

in which the world religions see and understand that reality, we will be able to see and 

understand the concepts and structures of religious thought. On this basis Hick provides the 

following analysis.131 

There are two basic concepts operative in religious thought which between them, and with 

the diverse input of human cultures, give rise to the whole range of images of ultimate 

transcendent reality or the Real to be found in the world religions. These concepts are the Real as 

personal and the Real as non-personal. These basic concepts are schematized or concretized in 

terms of specific images: divine personae in regard to the concept of the Real as personal, and 

divine impersonae in regard to the concept of the Real as non-personal. On the one hand we have 

129 Kant [1781] 1933, 22. 
130 Hick introduced the distinction between the unknown noumenon of ultimate reality and the known phenomena of religious mythology as early as 1976, in a paper delivered to the Calgary Conference on Mysticism; see Hick 1977g. 
131 Hick 1984b, 160-164. 
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such as Yahweh, Allah, Shiva and Krishna; on the other hand we have such as Brahman, the 

Dharma, the Tao, Nirvana and sunyatli. The variety and diversity of these images is due to the • 
variety and diversity of human cultures. But they are not mere cultural products, human 

projections, because they all arise from experience of, and in response to, ultimate transcendent 

reality. This reality is unknown in itself, given under no description and caught by no name. 

Rick's paradigm is said to offer a better account of the world religions - of their difference 

and commonality - than the more traditional exclusivist and inclusivist paradigms. In the next 

section we are going to see if and how this claim can be evaluated. 
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5.7 Persuasion and Charm 

Rick's argument is grounded in the observed co-equal soteriological effectiveness and 

commonality of the world religions. So we begin our consideration with this observation. Are the 

world religions as Hick says they are? We may think this an easy question to answer, a simple 

matter of consulting the phenomenology and comparative study of religion. Numerous scholars 

have written numerous books detailing religious differences and similarities, and many of them 

have little difficulty relating the religions one to another. For example, Anantanand Rambachan 

has no difficulty in relating the 'spiritual' values of Christianity and Hinduism. 

The Brihadaranyaka Upanishad . .. enJoms upon us the values of 
self-restraint (dama), giving (dana) and compassion (daya). In a text like the 
Bhagavadgttli, the references are more direct ... compassion (maitra), 
humility (amanitva), sharing (dana), gentleness (mardava), forgiveness 
(kshama), modesty (hri), harmlessness (ahinsa), purity (sauca), fearlessness 
(abhaya), patience (kshanti), serenity (santi) and freedom from egoism 
(nirahamka) ... These are undoubtedly among the important values 
emphasized and exemplified in the life of Jesus.132 

It can be argued that, with equal ease, Hick relates the Christian notion of original sin to 

the Hindu notion of maya and the Buddhist notion of dukkha; the Christian God to the 'infinite 

being-consciousness-bliss' of the Hindu notion of Brahman and the Buddhist notions of nirva~ia 

and sunyatii. 133 But others are highly critical of such moves. Thus Gavin D'Costa takes Hick to 

task for relating the Christian notion of sin to the Buddhist notion of dukkha. 

132 Rambachan, 258 . 
133 PRP, 69. 

For a start, both terms have a multiplicity of meanings according to the 
different varieties of the Christian and Buddhist traditions. For a liberal 
Irenaean Christian like Hick, sin has a vastly different import to that of a 
Lutheran Christian, like Pannenberg, and a Roman Catholic, like Rahn·er. 
Furthermore, dukkha takes on quite a different colouring for a Japanese 
Buddhist in the Pure Land tradition of Shin-Shu, deriving from Shinran, and 
a Sri Lankan monk in the Theravadin tradition. 134 

134 D'Costa 1985b, 221-222. 
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But allowing for the complexity and diversity of meaning which any term may have in a 

developed and multifarious tradition, and recognising that religions must be seen in their cultural 

context - religious discourse in the context of religious practice, the 'language game' in the 'fonn 

of life' 135 
- it.may still be possible to affirm the relations Hick claims to observe. After all, Hick 

may be read as merely relating, not equating, various religious ideas and notions. Further, he may 

be read as only concerned to establish structural relations, not fundamental identifications: the 

fallen life is to faith in God as the pervasiveness of dukkha is to moksha. Sin may have a variety 

of meanings in Christianity, and dukkha a variety of meanings in Buddhism, but this does not 

mean that they cannot be significantly related to each other in a family of resemblances. To 

paraphrase Wittgenstein, we may call something sin because it has a relationship with several 

other things that we call sin; and this gives it an indirect relationship to other things we also call 

sin. We extend our concept of sin as in 'spinning a thread we twist fibre on fibre'. The 'strength 

of the thread does not reside in the fact that some one fibre runs through its whole length, but in 

the overlapping of many fibres' .136 If this is possible within a religion, surely it is possible 

between religions? In the same thread we may find the different fibres of sin and dukkha in all 

their variety. 

But this does not get us closer to answering our question. Allowing for all the sensitivities, 

and employing forces of consideration equal to the complexity of the subject, will not produce a 

clear cut answer. For, as Cornelius Ernst observes, such comparative study must be guided 'by 

some indistinct sense of comparable features, at the very least by some hypothesis of structural 

frames or of human possibilities' .137 The comparative study of religion is irreducibly compromised 

by the humanity of its practitioners. 

We want to ask whether the world religions are as Hick says they are. But the question is 

mistaken, for it forgets who wants to ask it. We want to ask it, or you want to ask it, or they 

135 For this salutary reminder see D'Costa 1985d; and Ernst, 144. 
136 Wittgenstein [1953) 1958, 67. 
l37 Ernst, 29. 
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want to ask it. Someone in a particular situation wants to ask it. But the question does not 

presuppose a particular situation, it presupposes an absolute one. It fondly imagines that the world 

religions can be seen as they really are. But no one can do that. The question forgets the 

relativity of human perception. It engages in what Bernard Lonergan calls the 'nonsense of naive 

realism, of the super-look that looks at both the looking and the looked-at'. 138 

We can see things only from where we are, though we can try to imagine what they look 

like from somewhere else. It would be nice if we could see things from an absolute point of 

view, a point of view which all people would agree to share. But people will not, and we cannot. 

We can see things from our own point of view, try to see them from someone else's point of 

view; but we cannot see them from an absolute or universally agreed point of view. If we look at 

the world religions from Rick's point of view then of course they will appear similarly 

soteriologically effective (or ineffective). But if we look at them from the point of view of 

someone else, then they may seem radically dissimilar. 139 

If we want to consider a point of view we have to look at the view from that point and 

decide whether we like what we see. For a point of view cannot be made 'logically or even 

probabilistically compelling for those who refuse to step into the circle' .140 In order to assess 

Rick's point of view we must stand where he stands, and see the world religions as he sees them. 

But how do we decide if we like what he sees? What criteria can we use? Wittgenstein's lectures 

on aesthetic judgement suggest a possible answer. The relevant criteria of assessment may be as 

indeterminate as this: a matter of intuition and feeling. They may be as precise or imprecise as 

those used in aesthetic judgement. Criteria for assessing Rick's view of the world religions may , 1 

not be such as whether it is possible to give an exact account of their co-equal soteriological 

effectiveness - by reference to some objective or neutral algorithm or measure - but whether, 

138 Lonergan 1974, 15. 
l39 For example see Hughes, 18-19 and Cupitt 1979, 141. 
140 Kuhn, 93. 
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when presented with his view of them, we say 'Yes, that's right'. 141 It may be that one criterion 

for assessing Hick's view of the world religions is simply that when we see them as he does we 

are satisfied. 142 

Wittgenstein remarks that certain kinds of explanation are 'overwhelming'. 'At a given time 

the attraction of a certain kind of explanation is greater than you can conceive. In particular, 

explanation of the kind "This is really only this'". 143 In the context of his lectures, Wittgenstein's 

remark refers to Freud's interpretation of dreams; 144 but we refer it to Hick's interpretation of the 

world religions as soteriologically similar. For us, Hick's view of the world religions - that which 

appear so dissimilar are really similar145 
- may be overwhelmingly attractive. We may adopt it 

simply because, like Freudian interpretation of dreams, we find it has a 'peculiar charm' .146 

If this is the sort of criterion that operates, and if it is the only sort of criterion that can 

operate - we need to be careful. For the fact, if it is a fact, that it operates, suggests something 

about why we find, if we do, Hick's view of the world religions so attractive. Wittgenstein brings 

this out in relation to the operation of such a criterion in the 'Darwin upheaval'. 

One circle of admirers who said: 'Of course', and another circle who said: 
'Of course not'. Why in the Hell should a man say 'of course'? (The idea 
was that of monocellular organisms becoming more and more complicated 
until they became mammals, men, etc.) Did anyone see this process 
happening? No. Has anyone seen it happening now? No. The evidence of 
breeding is just a drop in the bucket. But there were thousands of books in 
which this was said to be the obvious solution. People were certain on 
grounds which were extremely thin. Couldn't there have been an attitude 
which said: 'I don't know. It is an interesting hypothesis which may 
eventually be well confirmed ' ? This shows how you can be persuaded of a 
certain thing. In the end you forget entirely every question of verification, 
you are just sure it must have been like that. 147 

141 Wittgenstein 1966, 18. 
142 Wittgenstein 1966, 20. 
143 Wittgenstein 1966, 24. 
144 See Cioffi . 
145 On Hick's view, the world religions appear similar if you pay anention to their soteriological structure and effectiveness and consider their differences, in discourse and practice, as secondary cultural formations. 
146 Wittgenstein 1966, 25. 'We are caused to re-dream our life in surroundings such that its aspect changed - and it was the charm that made us do it ' (Cioffi, p.210). 
141 Wittgenstein 1966, 26-27. 
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This suggests that if we find Rick's view of the world religions attractive, it is because we 

are persuaded to see them as he does. Wittgenstein has a very pertinent comment in this regard . 

'Those sentences have the form of persuasion in particular which say "This is really this" ... there 

are certain differences which you have been persuaded to neglect' .148 Persuasion and neglecting 

'certain differences' are not in themselves bad; it all depends on what we are persuaded to, and 

what we neglect.149 Thus if considerations of satisfaction, attraction and charm, are the sort, and 

the only sort of criteria that may operate in assessing a point of view such as Rick's - assessment 

as a matter of persuasion - we need to ask, not are the world religions as Hick sees them (what 

meaning could this question have anyway?), but what is the import of seeing them that way?150 

An answer to this question may have something to do with the commonly held belief that 

to establish the co-equal soteriological effectiveness of the world religions is to achieve, or to be 

well on the way to achieving, harmony and peace on earth - at least between the religions of the 

world. Friedrich Heiler remarks that whoever recognises the unity of the world religions 'must 

take it seriously by tolerance in word and deed' .151 The point is not that this may be an incorrect 

conclusion to draw from the co-equal soteriological effectiveness of the world religions; but that 

the desire for harmony and unity between the religions of the world may lead to the conclusion, 

erroneous or not, that they are so. In other words, the desire for harmony may be that which 

makes the perception of co-equal soteriological effectiveness such an attractive and persuasive 

point of view.152 To make this suggestion precise in Rick's case: it may not be so much that his 

paradigm of the world religions is an induction from their observed co-equal soteriological 

148 Wittgenstein 1966, 27. 
149 Wittgenstein 1966 notes: 'Freud has very intelligent reasons for saying what he says, great imagination and colossal prejudice, and prejudice which is very likely to mislead people' (26). 
150 Wittgenstein's comment on the attraction of Darwinian theory appears to suggest that against a mere persuasion one way or the other, a third, more logical and determinate method of assessment may be possible. But this third way - which reserves judgement and waits on more evidence - may be forever sitting on the fence. The point about a point of view - Darwinian, Freudian or Hickean - is that one is persuaded or not, not by the evidence, but aboul the evidence. 
151 Heiler, 19. 
152 Such a desire can also be traced in the texts of several other pluralists; see for example W. C. Smith, 12-13 and Gilkey. 
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effectiveness, as that their putative co-equal soteriological effectiveness is deduced from, an 

inevitable function of, entertaining a Copernican paradigm of the world religions. A paradigm 

made irresistable by its promise of harmony. 153 

Which comes first, the fact of co-equal soteriological effectiveness which enables harmony, 

or the desire for harmony which suggests co-equal soteriological effectiveness; the paradigm or its 

concomitant view of the world religions? We can come at this point by asking whether Rick's 

paradigm can be induced from the observed co-equal soteriological effectiveness of the world 

religions, as he claims. 154 A moment's reflection will show that the answer must be no. 

Consider that Rick's induction cannot be made without assuming the veracity of the world 

religions. Hick acknowledges this when he refers to the 'basic religious conviction' that 'religion 

is not, as a totality, illusion and self-deception' . He notes that this conviction 'normally takes the 

form of the claim that some one particular religion is a valid response to the divine' .155 But 

religious pluralism must apply it to the 'entire realm of religions and not only to one favoured 

religion' .156 Hick argues that it must do this because of the co-equal soteriological effectiveness of 

the world religions, all of which point to the same transcendent reality. But of course this is 

incorrect. There is no reason why one must conclude a common reference or signification from 

the observed 'fact' of co-equal soteriological effectiveness. One could just as well conclude that 

no matter how soteriologically similar the world religions, Christianity is the one true faith, even 

if this would be what Hick calls 'sublime bigotry'. 157 For it is no more a prejudice than the 

conclusion that the religions are all true faiths. But it is precisely this latter prejudice - as a 

pre-judgement in faith - that religious pluralism must make if it is to argue that neither Christian 

153 The desire for harmony is related to what Rouner 1986 notes as the inclusion of 'theological repentance' within 'political and economic repentance for the sins of Western colonialism'. Only this can explain the 'otherwise inexplicable asymmetry in currenJ inJer-religious dialogue' (109) . 
154 PRP, 97. 
155 Hick 1980d, 131. 
156 Hick 1980d, 132. 
151 Hick 1980d, 132. 
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exclusivism nor inclusivism adequately (truthfully) model the reality of the world religions. 158 

The same problem is brought to light when one considers that from the putative co-equal 

soteriological effectiveness of the world religions one could, depending on one's prejudice/faith 

'induce' that . all the religions are equally false or true, or that each is true in its own way. For 

example, John Cobb has suggested that each religion 'names' a different reality and proposes a 

particular response to it. 159 Thus by appealing to the same evidence/phenomena to which Hick 

points, we could claim a sort of 'poly-ultimatism '. Rick's contrary induction simply betrays an 

assumed 'mono-ultimatism', which is not necessarily supported by the religious phenomena. 

The problem with trying to establish religious pluralism by inductive argument is one of 

underdetermination. As Mary Hesse notes, 'there is a logical problem about the inference of 

theories from observations, because this cannot be made logically conclusive: there are in 

principle always an indefinite number of theories that fit the observed facts more or less 

adequately' .160 The observation to which Hick points - the co-equal soteriological effectiveness of 

the world religions - is itself, as is all observation, theory-laden. It is infected with the theory it is 

claimed to support. 

Whether or not the world religions are as Hick says they are, his paradigm does not follow 

simply from their observed or assumed co-equal soteriological effectiveness.161 Thus we propose 

treating his paradigm sui generis, and asking whether or not it is one which we might find 

adequate and acceptable as a Christian paradigm of the world religions. How it comes to us for 

consideration is not to the point; the point is whether it will do. We propose to explore this 

158 It is interesting to note that at one point (at least) Hick acknowledges that his 'inductive' argument seeks to interpret the 'phenomenological data' from the ' standpoint of the basic conviction that religious experience is ... in part, an effect ... of the presence and pressure of a transcendent divine Reality' (PRP, 97). What he does not acknowledge is that this 'conviction' is doing all the work. 
159 Cobb, 156. 
160 Hesse, vii-viii; see also 235-255. 
161 Certainly, Hick's paradigm would not follow theologically from recognizing the co-equal soteriological effectiveness or 'salutary efficacy' of world religions. As Cornelius Ernst notes: 'After some communication prolonged into intimacy with some non-Christian, I may become sure that it is at least as likely that he is doing God's will as that I am; and I may make this sense the touchstone of my appreciation of the salutary efficacy of his religion and of other non-Christian religions. But that does not absolve me from the task of exhibiting in appropriate human terms just my sense of communication with my neighbour in Jesus Christ' (Ernst, 223). 
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question by considering how the paradigm says God. 
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5.8 The Empty Space 

The displacement of God from the centre of the universe of faiths is integral to the 

Copernican paradigm. God is placed on the periphery with the deities of the other religions. 

According to Rick's model the Christian God is a divine persona~. a projected image, formed at 

the interface between religious consciousness and the Real. 162 The true reference or signification of 

Christian discourse about God is the unknown noumenon of ultimate reality. It is important to 

stress this point, for it has been argued that Hick covertly retains the Christian God at the centre 

of the universe of faiths. 163 

Notoriously, Rick's account of the eschaton in Death and Eternal Life, while intended as 

generally acceptable to different religious traditions, is religiously particular and thus unacceptable 

to many. 

When the preferred eschatology emerges at the close, the various elements 
within it are not offered as different aspects or interpretations, but rather as 
successive experienced phases of a common future of which each tradition 
has managed to describe a part. The Advaitist teaching is explicitly rejected 
on the last page, on the ground that its Vishishadvaitist competitor can be 
reconciled with Christian expectations. 164 

However, Rick's global eschatology does not logically favour one tradition over another. 

Logically it favours none of them. It is Hick who does that. This becomes clear when we see that 

Hick can also say that within his global eschatology the end-state can be depicted as 'conceived 

in advaitic Hindu or in the various schools of Buddhist thought' .165 Logically, global theology 

neither describes the real nor the eschaton. 

162 PRP, 42. 
163 D'Costa 1986a, 44. A similar view is advanced in Newbigin, 184-1 85. 
164 Penelhum 1979, 150-151. 
165 PRP, 124. This confirms Loughlin 1985a, though the logical structure of Hick's global eschatology is not mentioned there. 
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Thus while it is right to note that Rick's pluralism must, as a necessary premise, assume 

that all religions are more or less (equally) authentic in so far as they relate us to a reality which 

grounds an ultimately benevolent world process, it is incorrect to argue that this undisclosed 

premise is, in some sense, Christian faith in a loving God. The question is: What is it faith in? 

At the centre of Hick's universe of faiths there is an 'empty space', not to be filled by any 

conceptuality or account, neither the Nirvana of Buddhism, nor the God of Christianity. Rick's 

universe of faiths is like Roland Barthes's Tokyo: it possesses a centre, but this centre is empty. 

'The entire city turns around a site ... forbidden .. . a residence concealed beneath foliage, 

protected by moats, inhabited by an emperor who is never seen, which is to say, literally, by no 

one knows who'. 166 This absent 'presence' raises the question of religious truth in an acute fonn . 

For Barth the distinction between God in himself and God as he is known is the 'first step' 

on the 'steep slope' that leads 'to the dangerous abysses of the nineteenth century ' . 

On this steep slope the first step is obviously that of beginning to pay 
homage to a distinctive dualism between a God in himself who no longer 
concerns us and an all the more relevant God for us, between an 
ontologically grounded God and a God who is actual only in the 'situation 
of proclamation' . The second step which usually follows is that in the 
interests of a better understanding of this God a move is made to take with 
terrible 'seriousness' the reality of man, his history, his sin, his decisions. 
And then the third step is not long in coming, for in consequence of taking 
man and his reality with increasingly reverent seriousness, God becomes an 
increasingly indefinite, obscure, and uncertain factor and finally ... he is 
declared to be dead. 167 

This sort of criticism has been developed by several modem writers with particular 

reference to Rick's work,1 68 and Don Cupitt concludes a review of Rick's collection of essays, 

God Has Many Names, by urging that when: 

Everything said of God is seen as highly variable, symbolic and culturally 
conditioned, then religious language ceases actually to describe God. It 
becomes cultural expression, not metaphysical description. God becomes an 

166 Barthes [1970) 1982, 30. 
167 Barth 1981, 241. 
168 See Byrne; and Trigg. 
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I-know-not-what, like substance in Locke's philosophy, on the point of 
vanishing altogether. Why not just take one more step and say that religion 
is wholly human and that religious practices and values must be chosen and 
followed for their own .sakes, disinterestedly?169 

How can mck claim to know that there is a correspondence between religious concepts and 

images of ultimate reality and that reality in itself? How can he claim to know that there is a 

corresponding noumenal reality at all? Might the world religions not be equally false, as equally 

true? Might they not be mere projection and illusion? Is Rick's paradigm of the world religions 

not a sceptical model, and therefore an irreligious one? 

Rick's response to this problem is an affirmation of belief in the noumenal reality that lies 

behind or grounds phenomenal perception. 

The answer must echo Kant's statement that his distinction between 
phenomenon, or appearance, and noumenon, or reality, results in a 
"transcendental idealism" which is at the same time an "empirical 
realism".170 That is to say, the world as we perceive it is real, not illusion; 
but it is the appearance to us of that which exists in itself outside our 
experience of it ... Something essentially similar has to be said about the 
human awareness of God [understood as ultimate transcendent reality] . God 
as experienced by this or that individual or group is real, not illusory; and 
yet the experience of God is partial and is adapted to our human spiritual 
capacities ... Thus in expounding this situation we have to try to keep two 
themes in balance: the agnostic theme that we only know God partially and 
imperfectly, and the positive theme that we really do know God as 
practically and savingly related to ourselves. 171 

Such an affirmation of ultimate transcendent reality is an act of faith. Surely it is adequate 

to the challenge of religious scepticism, and consistent with religious commitment? For what 

other answer could Hick, or anyone else, give, or want to give? While we have stressed the 

radical denial of complete religious knowledge in Rick's position - we know that there is ultimate 

reality, not what it is - surely this no more than states what is held to be true in Christianity with 

l69 Cupitt 1980a. 
110 Kant [1781) 1933, 346-348 . 
m Hick 1980d, 143. 



256 

regard to 'faith's dark knowledge' of God?172 However, this way of stating the matter exposes 

what is the real problem with Hick's paradigm of the world religions for Christian theology. 

It can never be sufficient simply to say that God reveals himself, but at the 
same time it must also be confessed that God is the one as whom he reveals 
himself, that he does not contradict himself in his speech, that he does not 
proceed arbitrarily in his action, that he does not act 'as if' in declaring 
himself, that once and for all, even though and even while he constantly 
meets us in new and different ways, he is 'no other', but the same 
yesterday, today, and forever, the faithful God in all his speech and action 
and self-declaration.173 

While it is true that Christianity does not claim to know what God is, while it insists that it 

can say only what God is not, it also insists that God is definitively revealed in the life, death and 

resurrection of Jesus Christ. While it does not claim to say God in an absolute sense - for it 

claims that God is transcendent and cannot be said absolutely - it does claim to bear witness, 

however imperfectly, to God's definitive self-saying. 

It is because God has first spoken, that Christianity can speak after him; and speak of him 

as the one who is hidden, the God who is unknown. For Christianity, God 's self-saying 

(self-giving) is primary; it is the ground of Christian speech. Christianity knows that God is 

unknowable, understands that he cannot be understood; yet not because of a Kantian epistemology 

or some other philosophical speculation, but because of God's Word, spoken in the concrete 

reality of history as a life lived and a death undergone. 

While both Hick and Christianity refuse the temptation to say what ultimate reality (or God) 

is in itself (or himself) , Christianity also refuses to abandon its historical mission to say God ' s 

self-saying. It continues trying to tell, in its discourse and practice, the life and death of Jesus 

Christ as the life of God with us. But Hick has no such testimony to bear, unless it is to all the 

'revelations ' and 'manifestations ' that found the world religions. For there is no tradition founded 

on the attested 'revelation' of the Real and its divine personae and impersonae. Thus again we 

172 Lash 1986a, 132; compare Hick 1983a, 82-83. 
113 Barth 1981 , 241. 
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are left with the question: What is it that founds Rick's affirmation of religious values, the good 

of turning from self to Reality, and, above all, the belief that the world is ultimately a benevolent 

process, ordered by ultimate reality for our final good?174 As Leroy Rouner notes , pluralism 

becomes dogmatism without some explanation of how it knows what it claims.175 

The point to be made here, is not to question the nature of this 'faith', this belief in 

ultimate reality and its ordering of a benevolent world process, but to ask, in the light of our 

discussion about the unknowability of the noumenal reality, how this faith is warranted? Our 

question is not seeking an argument by which a certain secular rationality could be convinced that 

this 'faith' was meaningful, rational, probable, acceptable; but how this 'faith' understands itself 

to be grounded when its object is unknowable. In other words, what corresponds to the 

'revelation' which in other religious traditions provides the framework of their 'rationality': for 

Christianity, the incarnation of God in the life and death of Jesus Christ. For it seems that without 

such a revelation, the ' faith' of religious pluralism cannot even begin to say ultimate reality. 

Hick may want to appeal to religious experience at this point. But such a move is vitiated 

by his insistence on the interpretative element in such experience, the hermeneutic of discourse 

and practice, culture and tradition - 'revelation' - which conditions experience. 

The way in which we experience our environment depends upon the system 
of concepts that we use and ... this is carried from generation to generation 
in the language in terms of which we think and behave ... if we ask why it 
is that Christians, Buddhists, Jews, Muslims, Hindus report such different 
perceptions of the divine, the answer that suggests itself is that they are 
operating with different sets of religious concepts in terms of which they 
experience in characteristically different ways. 176 

Nor will it do to appeal to some sort of unthematized common religious experience, for this 

notion is also a cultural formation - a formation of the eighteenth century enlightenment: 177 nor 

174 See D'Costa 1986a, 40. 
175 Rouner 1986, 113. 
176 PRP, 26. 
177 See S. Williams, 314. 

1, 
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will anything be gained by appealing to a common experience of transfonnation from self to 

Reality-centredness, for, as we have seen, the induction from this putative similarity is 

underdetermined and inconclusive - the only force it may have is its 'chann' for us. 

Thus we are forced - if we are not to probe into the psyhcology of the man - to conclude 

that Hick's religious pluralism is held, not as a faith - in the sense of a way of life to which one 

has given oneself over - but as a theory to which one subscribes in varying strength, depending 

on how one assesses its probability at any particular time. 178 This judgement is confirmed by Hick 

when he writes of religious pluralism that it is an 'hypothesis' which attempts to 'make sense' of 

religious phenomena on the basis of the 'conviction' that religion is not 'pure projection' but 

'veridical' of encounter with 'transcendent divine Reality'. This 'Reality' is a 'postulate' of the 

theory which, overall, Hick thinks 'more probable' than any other.179 

But if religious pluralism is a tentative theory, a piece of philosophical speculation, and not 

something which arises out of the dynamics of the Christian life, it must be w1acceptable to 

Christian theology as reflective attention to that life. It simply is not credible to suppose that 

Christian theology could advocate abandoning divine revelation in favour of a theoretical 

postulate - Rick's noumenal Real. For theology the idea is ludicrous. And if what appears to be 

Hick's ' faith' in the Real is in fact the entertaining of a hypothetical construct, it would seem that 

the Humean critique of religious pluralism is correct, that to advocate it as a possible Christian 

theology of religions - as a theory which a Christian could hold - is already to have accepted 

Cupitt's invitation. 

(At the heart of the Christian mystery is the full emptiness, the divine absence, enacted and 

disclosed in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. But Hick would have Christianity 

empty this fullness, fill this emptiness, making do with an empty and silent space.) 

178 PRP, 100. 
119 See PRP, 96-109. 
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If we conclude that Hick's paradigm of world faiths, his ' genial view that "God Has Many 

Names'" ,1 80 is not acceptable as a Christian theology of religions, we have not necessarily 

concluded that the dominant paradigm presently in place is adequate. Nor have we concluded , 

what we have assumed, that the paradigm in place is some broad version of what Hick, Race and 

D'Costa, call ' inclusivism ' . We have not concluded that Christianity is the sort of tradition and 

way of life that has or should have a paradigm of the world religions. These questions have been 

outside our present interest What we have sought to see is why Hick has advocated a pluralist 

paradigm, and why this must be unacceptable to Christianity, if not to any other religion or 

person. Needless to say, none of what has been written above is intended to foreclose on the 

theological task of self-understanding as the response of Christianity to its interrogation by the 

world religions. 181 

1so Rouner 1986, 110. 
181 Ernst, 30. 
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5.9 Revelation and Religion 

As we have stressed throughout, Christianity bears wimess to the life and death of Jesus 

Christ, the origin and goal of its testimony - he who was and is to come precisely because he is 

the eternal God. It is a religion of revelation. The reality of religious plurality is from the first 

understood in this context. There are certain initial assumptions which Christianity bears to the 

cultural and religious diversity of the world. Some of these run directly counter to the 

presuppositions of religious pluralism. 

Christian theology does not begin with the belief that all the world religions are equal or 

similar in some way, that somehow they are all saying the same thing. That belief waits on 

evidence; similarly the claim that all the religions are equally soteriologically effective (or 

ineffective). 

Christianity is a way of salvation, liberation and transformation; it is concerned that people 

take up and accept the permanent possibility of their redemption: changing themselves and the 

concrete circumstances of their lives. For this God came into the world, and the Christian life is 

the historical testimony to that divine act. The salvation to which Christianity points, and for 

which it works, is only there for us, as our permanent possibility, through God's act in Jesus 

Christ. Thus while it would be of concern to learn that throughout history the Christian religion 

was inimical to human transformation,182 such effectiveness as it has is not the point of the 

Christian faith. In other words, Christianity cannot be reduced to the limit of a social function . 

Nor does Christian theology begin with the belief that all religions refer to the same truth. It 

does not presume to equate God with any other deity or religious absolute. If 'God' is not the 

name of some 'thing', no matter how exalted, but rather the metaphor by which Christianity 

refers to the attributes (of God) given in the stories (of God), whose reference it proclaims; 183 

182 See Lash 1981, 148. 
183 See Lash 1986a, 158-166. 
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then different canons of story may have different reference.184 As Aquinas put it: 'Unbelievers do 

not "believe that there is a God" in the sense in which this can be regarded as an act of faith. 

They do not believe that God exists under the conditions which faith defines' .185 For Christianity 

it is the story of Jesus Christ that has divine reference. Thus it is that we can come to the Father 

only through the Son:186 other stories may lead elsewhere, to other truths.187 

The question of whether the world religions are talking of the same truth is one that is open 

for Christian theology, but one that is to be settled by reference to Jesus Christ, the way the truth 

and the life. For Christian self-understanding all other truths are relative to this - the life and 

death of 'the man' for others, mediated in the dialectic of the Christian tradition. 

'There is no other name under heaven given among men by which we must 
be saved' .188 Christian believers make the bold claim that no other language 
than that which speaks of the crucified and his resurrection can speak 
comprehensively of what it is to be ' saved ' , to be whole as a human being 
before God. The Christian can respond to the work of human salvage and 
restoration wherever it occurs by 'naming ' it as Christ's work.189 

However, all that we have said refers only to how Christian theology must proceed, not to 

the action of God in the world for our salvation. God is not bound by the religion that bears 

witness to his decisive act in Jesus Christ. As Barth reminds us, ' it can never be the case that the 

Word of God is confined to tlle proclamation of the existing Church, or to the proclamation of 

the Church as known to us , or to the talk about God in this known Church which specially claims 

to be proclamation' .190 

Nevertheless, this belief - that God acts how and where he will - is not a philosophical 

speculation but a revealed truth. Christian theology maintains the fact of God's freedom as 

184 Lindbeck, 48-49. 
185 Quoted in Lindbeck, 70 n.3; emphasis added. See Aquinas, 31 :66-69; and Preller. 
186 John 14:6. 
187 This view waits on showing the incommensurability of different canons. Compare Geach 1969, 100-116 and Durrant 1971 with Lipner 1979b. 
188 Acts 4:12. 
189 R. Williams, 71-72. 
190 Barth 1936-1977, 1/1:54. 
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something given to it, which it serves by attempting to say it better. Thus with Barth we must 

also remember: 

However it may stand with the undoubted possibilities of God outside the 
Church or in a new Church; however it may stand with the greater sphere, 
perhaps unknown to us, of the visible Church, or even with the real, if 
involuntary, proclamation by other elements of Church life within the 
Church perceived by us, there can be no doubt that, together with the 
commission which it may seek to obey by listening and responding in these 
other functions, the Church known to us has a special commission of 
proclamation, and therefore .not merely of listening and response but 
decisively of talk about God both to men and for them, and that it neglects 
this commission if it seeks to proclaim what it has no commission to do or 
when it has no commission to do so.191 

Theology must not presume. Whatever God's action outside Christianity in the world it 

cannot indulge in idle speculations, especially those which seek to undermine the reason for 

proclaiming God's freedom to act for our salvation and the salvation of the whole world. With 

Pierre Jossua the Christian must say: 

I have not taken over anything or anyone: historical events and human 
beings are what they are, what they seek to be and claim to be; I do not 
make them either seek God or find God against their will. To put what I 
believe quite simply: my God himself seeks them, and doubtless finds them, 
by ways of which I have no knowledge. At most, hearing the gospel and 
observing life sometimes allows me to sense some points of convergence. 192 

Christianity is a relative absolute, a particular universality - one among many. It is universal 

in so far as it offers its gospel to the \VOrld, and seeks in the world for the fulfilment of its 

gospel. It recognizes the possibility of liberation and salvation in other traditions just as it does in 

its own, by the light of Christ. But in so far as Christian theology recognizes the possibility of 

liberation and salvation in other traditions, the universal mediation of God's grace, it recognizes it 

in their historical particularity and difference. 

Other stories and other confessions enrich the Christian's commitment: a 

191 Barth 1936-1977 1/1:55-56. 
192 Jossua, 6. 
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prolonged sharing with a Jew, a Marxist, or a Buddhist will uncover facets 
of the human world which conventional Christian speech seems unaware of. 
The challenge then becomes ... to manifest that such insights are essentially 
'at home' with the vision of Christ as universal logos ... And the pressure to 
make such a discovery is the pressure which keeps the Church open and 
imaginative: the presence of the Spirit of the risen Jesus. 193 

Christian universality does not impose itself, either by claiming that others must confess Christ, or 

share a common experience, or refer to a common reality. It is relative insofar as it is historically 

particular; and insofar as it takes its relativity seriously it also takes seriously the relativity of 

others. 

In the end, it is a matter of accepting Christianity as a particular historical 
current, one which will remain precisely that, even if we take into account 
the authenticity of its gospel and do not see it simply as a religious 
ideology of the West.194 

On the vexed question of 'salvation' it is enough for our purposes to note that when it 

occurs - for the individual, the community and the world - it occurs by the grace of God through 

Jesus Christ. When we say yes to the permanent possibility of our redemption, yes to ourselves, 

to our neighbour and to God, it is yes to the life of the Spirit, poured out for us in the death of 

the one man, Jesus of Nazareth. Saying yes may take a life-time; 195 when we finally say it our life 

may (will) already be over: our final appropriation of redemption enacted in the 'moment' of our 

(physical) death. 196 This is so whether we are Christians or not, and this much is disclosed in the 

truth of the Christian revelation. 

The reality of religious pluralism poses the task of understanding Christian theology in its 

response to the interrogation of Christianity by the world religions. 197 Our first response must not 

be a glib assertion that we are all really saying and doing the same thing despite appearances, and 

193 R. Williams 1982, 72. 

l 94 Jossua, 5. 
195 See above 4.9. 

196 Rahner 1961 , 35 ; Lindbeck, 59. 
197 Ernst, 30. 
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then covertly go on to assimilate the other into our sameness. First we must admit a radical 

difference, strangeness and otherness. This is a correct apprehension of religious relativity. From 

such a position it is then possible to open ourselves to the other in friendship and not enmity, to 

take the risk of having our self-understanding radically transformed. 198 Such openness is precisely 

enjoined by the Christian faith: to be for others what we would have them be for us. And this is 

the true universality disclosed in the particularity of the Christian gospel. Religious plurality 

recalls us to the foundations of Christian faith. 

198 Lash 1979, 72. 
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Conclusion 

Theology Without Theory 



266 

The Lord is in his holy temple; let all the earth keep silence before him.1 

What we cannot speak about we must pass over in silence.2 

Habakkuk 2:20. 
2 Wittgenstein [1921) 1961, 7. 
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Rick's notion of theology is so tied up with the idea of theory as offering tentative but testable 

pictures of the world that it is almost impossible for someone of his persuasion to think it 

otherwise. 3 What would theology be if it were explication and not speculation, attention and not 

demonstration? The foregoing chapters have been in part an attempt to answer that question, to 

show what non-empiricist theology is like. 

For Hick religion rests on experience (above 1.1). First you see God's world and then you 

say it, in discourse and practice, in theological theories that better reflect the whole, past present 

and future. Religion is 'see-saying'. It ' s reasonable and acceptable, the sort of thing that rational 

people can responsibly hold because, like science, you can put it to the test, stand it up against 

reality and check for fit; compare reflection and world. Admittedly Hick had to shift this test of 

correspondence into the next world (out of present sight - above 2.6), but this allowed him to 

show that the future course of human events, our passage to the other side and the consummation 

of the world, can be checked for distortion - one day. If religion is a response to suffering and 

death, theodicy and eschatology show us why and how death and suffering are ultimately for the 

best in the best of all possible worlds (above 3.4). You can check for the existence of the 

immaterial soul here and now - parapsychlogy and thanatology are the handmaidens of theology 

(above 4.5 and 4.6); and you can check the whole picture in the world to come. 

This is what Rick's mirror shows: we are on our way to a final glory, passing through 

many worlds but held in the benevolent palm of an unknown reality (above 4.2). Here and now 

we can embark on that journey by turning from concern with self to the needs of the other, by 

centring our lives on one of the divine imagos, the personae and impersonae provided by the 

major world religions (above 5.5). In Rick's mirror we can see the answers to the ancient 

questions that have so troubled the human heart. 

But can we see without first being shown, and if we cannot, can we be sure that we have 

been shown what is there to see? From the first, Hick let the Kantian categorial into his scheme: 

For example F. R. Tennant; see FK2, 47-51 and Kerr 1986, 157. 
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the worm in the bud. Even before we look into his mirror, we see through lenses, imperfect and 

distorting. If you look through religious lenses you will see a religious world, the movement of 

armies by heavenly command.4 Say God and you see him. So religion is really a 'say-seeing'? 

Hick fought this idea by appealing to a higher (eschatological) court, a place where we see 

without lenses, making true judgements because we see clearly, without spectacles. But even 

there, it would seem, there is a clouded glass. 

And what of the reflections in Rick's mirror, the best of all possible worlds and the dance 

of disembodied spirits? How do we see these? The glass clouding over, the happy outcome 

difficult to discern and somehow terrible to suppose (above 3.5 and 3.6); to suppose that such and 

so much suffering could be compensated, forgotten or fulfilled? To suppose - since we are 

supposing such things, such a God and such a mirror - that human sin, the mystery of human 

freedom, could not have been otherwise? To find here a dilemma: either an uncertain future or 

predestination? And what of the souls that are so perplexed, peculiarly unobservable even to the 

best vision? They are promised a richness, a glory and a shining forth, a newness of life that 

turns out to be a continuation of the old, more of the same, seemingly without end.5 And now the 

reflections in the mirror are at their most extravagant, baroque and fantastical. 6 Now we are in a 

world where we have to wonder: What do dead people do on waking up? Do they grow younger, 

stronger, healthier - more intelligent and more beautiful; or do they expire, as they once did to 

become the corpses they once were?7 Speculation takes flight. 

And what of the gods, the deities and absolutes of the religions? Here the mirror shows us 

secret things, taking us behind the scenes (imagos) to show us the plaster and board , the props 

that hold them in place. The gods are not what people suppose; beware of idolatry, praying to 

images rather than to what lies beyond. 

4 FK.2, 142-143. 
See Barth 1981, 235. 

6 PRP, 129-145. 
7 Badham, 65-84; especially 75. 
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But here is a new gnosis, a new revelation, a new faith! 

The unfolding of visions of a cosmos that in rising up from darkness to 
light; to the concept of a gigantic development in whose context Christ too 
plays an important role at certain places - but in such a way that he too 
must accept being evaluated and understood in terms of the context. This is 
precisely what Gnosis in every age has done with Christianity - always with 
the intention of taking what is distant from it and finally, elucidating it. 8 

Rick's pluralism is either this or a speculative philosophy, a 'religious' secularism every bit as 

distorting and reductive as anything dreamed by Freud or Marx (above 5.7).9 

But there is another story. Religion as a way of life, a tradition and a community; a people, 

a church, bearing witness, telling a testimony and living a creed; proclaiming one man's life and 

death as the truth of each death and every life; taking this on trust, in faith, giving themselves 

over to this claim, this story, to the life of this man, Jesus of Nazareth. They say that in the death 

of this one man all are implicated and all are set free, from suffering and from death - if only 

they will have it so. Here, in the story of this man's life, they learn of sin and redemption; here 

they see the meaning of eternal life, and look for the resurrection of the dead. This man they 

proclaim the Messiah, the Son of God, the Logos - here they proclaim the secret of all things. 

Here the mystery of our lives is made flesh: in the man who is for God and the God who is for 

us. 

Within the life of this community, this lived tradition, the (professional) theologians come 

and go10 
- attending, reflecting, expounding, trying to say more clearly the life of the community 

they serve, for the community and the wider world it serves. They pay attention to that which has 

been given, the Word that has been spoken, the life that has been lived and the death undergone. 

They move between the poles of that singular life and the lives of their own time and place, 

Barth 1981, 116. Barth is wntmg of Teilhard de Chardin, with further reference to 'Anthroposophy', the 'Bultmarm school', the 'rosy-cheeked Bishop Robinson of Woolich' and to 'so-called spiritualists' . But his description fits Hick's theology exactly: 'a giant gnostic snake' (117). 
See Lipner 1975, who describes Hick as a 'reductive dialogist' (227). 

to Always remembering that all Christians are called to be theologians; see Barth 1981 , 283-284 and Lash 1986a, 4-9. 
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seeking to discern their identification and distinction. They give themselves over to reflection on 

the gift of redemption, the promise of salvation, the hope of eternity, the embrace of God's love 

in human fellowship, the waiting heart. In thought, if not always in practice, they confront the 

guilt of sin, the pain of suffering, the fear of death, the difficulties of giving and receiving love, 

of turning to the other, and of keeping silence. These are theological attentions. 
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